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Author’s Foreword


Addressed most particularly to those whose youthful hero worship was extended to Richard Plantagenet.


During the four years that it has taken me to gather the information and to write this book I have been asked many times that inevitable question, “What is your new book about?”And when, replying with the inevitable reserve, caution, and embarrassment, “Mainly about Richard I and the Third Crusade,” I have been astounded by the warmth and enthusiasm with which people have responded, “Oh, Richard I! He was one of my heroes!”


Why do I feel that I owe them, and all those with similar feelings, an apology? Chiefly, I suppose, because I fear that anyone who comes to this book with the pleasurable expectation of renewing acquaintance with the hero of The Talisman is bound to suffer disappointment.


When I was at an impressionable age the cinema had not reached the Suffolk countryside, and Robert Taylor, even if he were born then, probably had charm only for his mother; but we had our heroes nevertheless. The war, “the last war,” or what I once heard a witty drunk call “the penultimate war,” was just beginning and all the girls in my class were in love with Lord Kitchener. Anybody now so young as to doubt that so austere and remote a figure could inspire adolescent passion should read the O. Henry story which tells of a girl who was saved from a fate worse than death by the mere contemplation of his photograph. It was like that. What his pictured features saved my contemporaries from I cannot say; I only know that they were everywhere, rubbed and wrinkled in school satchels, carefully pasted inside books, even, believe it or not, tucked into the taut, youth-bursting tops of gym tunics.


I was immune, salted against this Kitchener fever, for I had just read The Talisman and had no room in my heart—or my gym tunic—for the hero of Khartoum. Richard Plantagenet was my hero, though I took care not to reveal this eccentricity. And through the years that intervened, while heroes came and heroes went, I remained, in my fashion, faithful.


So, popular and profitable a pastime as debunking may be, I did not set out to denigrate Richard Plantagenet. One must write as one finds, and there is ample evidence, not only in his behavior to Berengaria, but in the comments and homilies of his contemporaries, to show that in some respects he differed from ordinary men as much as, in other respects, he excelled them. I, for one, am not convinced that one flaw necessarily reduces the hero. His valor, his romantic singleness of purpose remain unquestioned, and that one remark to his traitor brother, “I forgive you, John, and I wish I could as easily forget your offence as you will my pardon,” must establish forever both his magnanimity and his wit.


I am told that in this story two things sound very false; they are the reference to the Old Man of the Mountain and the account of Richard halting in the middle of a battle to eat food provided by the Saracens. Both are, oddly enough, as completely vouched for as any incident in the Third Crusade. It must have been a remark of that kind which made Henri Fabre say—with, we are told, a chuckle—


“They fear lest a page that is read without fatigue should not be the truth.”





Some incidents, of course, are purely fictional, and many of the people; Anna Apieta has no existence outside this book, and there seems to be a gathering doubt about Blondel.


I offer it all, fact and fiction, surmise and story, with the hope that it will be read without too much disappointment and “without fatigue.”














Part One

GOD’S PAUPER



This fragment of the lute player’s story is told by himself. He was called by his given name, Edward, and was a novice of the Abbey of Gorbalze in Burgundy. The incident of which he tells took place in the early spring of the year A.D. 1188.











I
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ANOTHER PACK OF WOLVES,” BROTHER Lawrence said as we rounded a curve in the track and sighted the little group of beggars. And I thought how much I would have preferred to meet actual four-legged wolves. One’s attitude toward a wolf pack is so simple; one hates, one fears; one attacks and scatters it or one flees in terror before it. No pity is involved. And I, for three days now, had been so wrenched by pity, so appalled by my own lack of power to help those I pitied, that now, seeing the beggars on the path, I thought that I could far more easily have stood still and let a wolf pack tear me to pieces than face a repetition of the scenes at Vibray and Amiche.


“Wake up, boy,” said Brother Lawrence, and moved his left leg so that his stirrup struck me on the upper arm. “Listen and kindly bear in mind what I say. No more hysteria, if you please. It serves no purpose and has a very ill effect. I shall give them what is left in the alms bag and pass straight on. I want no more of your nonsense. Remember, hungry men are dangerous.”


I turned my head and looked at him, and as I did so he twisted his head and looked straight ahead; but I had seen the expression—almost of gloating—with which he had been regarding me. And I wondered how far my behavior during these three days had been responsible for his. Once in the old days I had watched a bearbaiting and I had seen, on the faces of several spectators, that very look. A gloating compounded of amusement, ruthlessness, and a kind of speculation: What will this provoke? I made up my mind that this time I would betray no feeling, give him no satisfaction. He pulled the alms bag into an easily accessible position at the front of his girdle and set his face into lines of grave, remote contemplation. So we moved towards the knot of beggars; I limping on account of the blister on my heel and bending forwards a little to ease the ache in my empty belly, while my mind ran backwards and forwards, remembering the events of the last three days and dreading the moment that was approaching.


It was very strange to find myself hating Brother Lawrence. Only three days before I had accorded him the admiration, the hero worship which a young man must extend to an older man extremely skilled in an art to which he himself aspires. To me, on the morning after Lady Day, Brother Lawrence had been the man who had devoted four years of his life to making an incomparable copy of the Gospel of St. John. The manuscript now lay in the library at Gorbalze and was at once the inspiration and the despair of all ambitious young penmen. A visiting cardinal had once said that nothing in Rome or Cassino could equal it, and even that seemed not too high a compliment. There was one page—the opening of the third chapter—upon which it seemed a living spray of wild roses had been carelessly laid. So perfect each petal, each stamen, each thorn; the strong yet slender stems seeming to lift, to make a link between the earth from which they sprang and the heavens of which they hinted; the flowers so fragile, so vital, touched here and there with colors not of this world, colors whose names were known only in Paradise.


Fresh from brooding over this loveliness wrought by pen and brush wielded by human hand, I would see Brother Lawrence pass along the cloister or take his place in the refectory, a solemn, quiet, rather fattish man in no way noticeable or distinguished: yet I looked upon him with awe and admiration and knew that if ever he should speak to me I should sweat and stammer.


On the afternoon of Lady Day I was at work in the South Cloister, painstakingly adding word to word of my own humble manuscript, when a shadow fell over the page and, glancing sharply round, I saw, not our novice master, Father Simplon, but Brother Lawrence looking with interest over my shoulder. I shook out my sleeve to screen my unworthy work from his eyes. He reached over and took up my quill and studied it.


“A trifle too sharply cut,” he said, and laid it back. “You are the one they call Edward, are you not?” I nodded. “Then I have a message for you. I am to ride out tomorrow to bring in the manorial dues from Amiche and Vibray; you come with me to keep the reckoning. We shall be gone three days. We leave immediately after Prime and carry food for the journey. I shall take the gray palfrey.”


I nodded again and gulped and stammered, overcome with elation. Brother Lawrence glanced once more at my manuscript and said gravely, “You have the makings of a penman.” Then he walked away, leaving me dazzled by his cool judicious compliment and by the prospect of spending three days in his company. Perhaps, I thought, I should eventually pluck up courage and lure him into talking about that wonderful copy of the Gospel of St. John.


There wasn’t a happier boy in Burgundy, in France, in Christendom, than I when on the morning after Lady Day we set off through the cold brightness of the spring morning. Even Brother Lawrence’s choice of mount seemed fortunate to me; I loved Grys, the gray palfrey, and he knew and was fond of me. I was even pleased, God help me, at the thought of the food we carried in the saddlebags; we were to enjoy travelers’ indulgence and the meat and roast fowl thus conceded were, for me at least, a rare and special treat, for Father Simplon was a strict adherent to the rule of our founder and never allowed to us novices the evasions and dispensations often openly enjoyed by our superiors.


Brother Lawrence; Grys; good food. All doomed to be the instruments of pain rather than pleasure.


During the past year the seasons had gone awry; there had been a drought in the spring at the time of seed sowing and in many fields the unsprouted corn had blown away with the dust on the easterly wind. August and September had been wet, so that the surviving crops and the fruit in the orchards had rotted as they ripened. Now, at the end of the long winter, there was famine on the land. And beggars on the road.


I was almost eighteen years old, but I had never before seen men and women and children gaunt and wild-eyed from hunger. Until I was sixteen I had lived in my father’s castle, dividing my time between a small room where my tutor ruled me and the great hall where food was always plentiful. At sixteen I had entered my novitiate, and though under Father Simplon’s rule food was coarse, simple, and sometimes unappetizing, no novice ever went hungry.


Brother Lawrence carried, as was apparently customary on these occasions, a small alms bag of copper coins. To the first little group who accosted us, a man, two women, and a child, he offered his ritual charity, and even as the clawlike hands were extended I heard the man mutter that money was of no use, there was nothing to buy; had we no bread? At that I impulsively reached down into my bag of food and handed out the bread and the lump of meat, and I was appalled by the savage eagerness with which the beggars tore and devoured it.


Brother Lawrence said, “Well, there goes your dinner, boy. And I hope that, having squandered your own, you won’t count upon eating mine.”


I swear that no such thought was in my mind. I was quite certain that I could, at a pinch, spend three days without eating at all.


Throughout the first day I had indeed no appetite; the sight of so many starving had sickened me. And I had been sickened, too, by the protests of the debtors at Vibray and by Brother Lawrence’s ruthless insistence upon the monastery’s dues.


By midday on the second day I was hungry. My bag was empty and so was my stomach, and I found that I could not watch Brother Lawrence eat his meal. I had never realized before how gross men are when they eat, how the crumbs fall about, how lips grow shiny with grease. I went away from him and fed the palfrey, thinking of the prodigal son who would have eaten the swine’s husks, thinking of the long fasts recorded in the lives of the saints, thinking of our Lord’s sojourn in the wilderness and His resistance to the devil’s offer of bread. I actually took and nibbled a few grains from the palfrey’s nose bag and he nuzzled me, ungrudging, and I felt bound to remind myself that Grys could never have made that lovely manuscript.


The third day was worse. There was an ache in my belly, my head felt swollen and noisy, my legs shook. And my mind rotted. Instead of thinking of the forty days in the wilderness, or the fastings of the saints, or what a good penman Brother Lawrence was, I found myself concentrating upon the capon that was still intact in his bag, and thinking that a kind man, a Christian, would give me a piece to eat and even offer me, because of my blistered heel, an hour’s relief upon Grys’s back. Outside Vibray, faced with another mass of misery, I had thought, I merely hunger, they starve; this pain which is so sharp after only three days has been theirs for a long time. Then I had broken down and cried, “Is there nothing we can do to relieve them?” And the beggars had taken up the cry and pressed close, perhaps in hope, and clawed us with their hands. Brother Lawrence, with the capon, a piece of cheese, and the better part of a loaf safe in his saddlebag, had urged Grys forward, chiding me for making a scene.


Now, late in the afternoon of the third day, we were moving towards another group of beggars, the biggest group we had yet seen, and Brother Lawrence was saying, “No more hysteria, if you please.”


There were between fifteen and twenty of them, and several were children. Some part of my mind, dissociating itself from their misery and mine, noted that in each group we had encountered the women had outnumbered the men. Did women more easily leave their homes and throw themselves upon the charity of the road, or did women, accustomed to denying themselves in the interests of their menfolk and their children, more easily survive in a time of shortage?


They were all quite horrible to look at, clad in tatters, skeleton-thin, their faces touched with an earthly pallor. As they surged about us I found myself staring at one of the women, a tall, emaciated creature, the mother of two children. The little things, pale and thin and dirty, clung to her skirts, and though they looked as no human children should, they had, by contrast with the rest of the group, something of liveliness, of hope. It went through my mind that whatever, in these starving days, had been given to the woman had been passed on to the children, and that was why they looked better and she looked worse than the rest of the mob. I regretted passionately at that moment that I had emptied my food bag on the first day.


Brother Lawrence checked Grys, opened his alms bag, and distributed the few coppers which it held. I saw, I shared, the deadly disappointment of those who had asked for bread and been given an inedible coin. I touched his arm, stretched up, and whispered in his ear, “Brother Lawrence, the children—give them what remains in your bag.”


He hissed at me, “No, no! That would cause trouble. Will you be quiet, as I bade you?” Raising his voice, he said, “Good people, I have nothing more. Kindly make way for me.” Then out of the side of his mouth he said to me, “Take Grys’s bridle and clear me a path.”


“They are hungry,” I said.


Brother Lawrence turned upon me savagely. “You young fool,” he said, “will my hunger mend theirs? Clear me a path before we have trouble.” Raising his voice again, he said unctuously, “Good people, I have nothing more to give you save my prayers. Kindly make way there.” He jerked Grys’s rein, and the meek old horse stood weaving from side to side for a moment, for now the beggars were thick about us. Maybe they drew some faint hope from our argument and delay; maybe they had seen the bag.





At that moment there was no thought in my mind save that Brother Lawrence had eaten fully already that day and would find supper awaiting him when we reached Gorbalze and that there was enough food in the bag to give the children of the party a mouthful or two, enough to ease for a little while that gnawing in the belly about which I was learning. I reached out and laid my hand on the bag, and Brother Lawrence slapped out at me pettishly, like a child defending some treasured bit of rubbish. “You fool,” he cried, “what is that amongst so many?”


Through the strange buzzing that had been in my ears all day I heard a great bell, louder and clearer than the St. Denis bell at Gorbalze, ring out. Weren’t those the very words which Andrew, Simon Peter’s brother, had spoken to Christ just before the feeding of the five thousand? Couldn’t I remember the page where those words were written in Brother Lawrence’s own copy of the Gospel? It was edged with bluebells, set in a pattern, formal, stylized, beautiful, each bloom a trumpet blown to the glory of God. God, who had fed five thousand upon five barley loaves and two small fishes, could feed twenty on a roast capon, half a loaf, and a piece of cheese.


A mad elation seized me. I snatched again at the bag, and when Brother Lawrence again fended me off I struck at him. Taken completely by surprise, he rolled from the palfrey’s back and lay supine on the bleached winter grass by the roadside. Grys turned his head questioningly, saw me, and stood steady. The beggars pressed a little closer.


I began to pray as I had never prayed in all my life before. Incoherent, passionate, muddled petitions poured through my mind as I fumbled with the string of the bag and plunged in my hand. And I felt something—a vibration, a connection, a surety—something we have no word for, something I had never felt before when I prayed, something that made me certain that God had heard me and would work His miracle.


The capon came out first. It had been trussed and roasted whole, but the skewer had been removed and the flesh was tender, easily broken. Praying, calling, drawing upon God and feeling the deep, calm certainty of His presence, I tore off the leg and thigh of the fowl and held it out to the woman with the two children. She took it, broke it again, and held a piece to each child. The gesture was beautiful; it held all the self-abnegation and tenderness in the world. God saw it too; I felt the throb of His perception. I was dizzy with love for her, for all these gaunt, hungry people, and for God, who was working this miracle. I heard my own voice, thin, high, exalted, cry:


“Wait, wait, there will be enough for all.”


It was answered by a low moaning cry with something of despair, of savagery, and yet of patience in it.


Were they conscious of the miracle? I only know that they stood quietly, watching, waiting. No one pushed farther forward, no hand snatched the portion meant for another. Those to whom I proffered the pieces began to eat with ferocity, each solitary and wary.


The fowl was not multiplied in my hands, but I was not discouraged. At the end, when all was spent, the miracle would come. I broke the bread and the piece of cheese and distributed them, all the time with a faith which, if it were not the perfect faith commended in Holy Writ, was genuine and vigorous and expectant. I did expect that the last piece of cheese would go on, being divided, and even when my hands were empty and the bag dangled limp between my fingers I only prayed more urgently and waited. Now, now is the moment when heaven leans towards earth and the veil of sense and reason is rent; now is the moment of the miracle.


Nothing happened. The confidence, the sense of power, the expectancy drained out of me like lifeblood from a mortal wound. I heard a low, despairing “Ah-h-h” sigh through the crowd; saw, through a mist that seemed to redden before my eyes, the pale, thin, disappointed faces. Two or three—one of them the mother of the two children—had received nothing; and nobody had had more than a crumb to tantalize and mock his famine. I had loved them and pitied them and hurt them. A blundering, credulous fool who believed in miracles.


I threw the bag from me. I began to cry. I sobbed out:


“I am sorry, sorry. I thought there would be enough for all. If God had listened there would have been enough for all.”


Grys turned his patient head at the sound of my voice and I went forward, meaning to lay my face on his smooth warm neck; but Brother Lawrence’s face came up at me from the other side of the horse’s shoulder and glared at me through the mist. His face was full of fear and hatred and fury; the mouth in it opened and he cursed me, using words even the roughest archers speak sparingly, words no monk should know. I looked at him across Grys’s gray shoulder and said, “God failed me, I tell you. I’d have done better to ask the devil. God can no longer work even a little miracle . . .”


And then I died and went straight to hell.








II


[image: Image]


I KNEW WHERE I WAS BEFORE I opened my eyes. I could smell the thick, acrid odor of charring flesh, the greasy smoke of the fire, and knew that I was in the place where the damned roast forever and forever upon the devil’s unconsuming grid. And I could hear the wild, jubilant cry of the fiends.


I was not surprised to find myself in hell; I had died with blasphemous words on my lips and rebellion against God in my heart; my sins were unshriven, my soul unhouseled. I was surprised to find that I remembered everything so clearly and that my general feeling was one of calm acceptance. During my lifetime I had several times known, at a vivid description, written or spoken, of hell, an overmastering sense of terror; I did not feel it now. Nor—and this was also surprising—was I repentant. I remember that St. Anthony of Tours, in his Analysis of the Seventeen Worst Pains of Hell, had laid great emphasis upon “that agony of mind arising from the consciousness of sin when the time for confession and absolution is past.”


Certainly I had died in a state of grievous sin, but now, lying here on the edge of the pit, I was not tormented by any sense of guilt. My mind acknowledged that I had been presumptuous, violent, and blasphemous, but in my heart I could still think: God abandoned me first; He failed me while I was believing and praying to Him.


At that—as had been my habit on earth when visited by a dubious or unorthodox thought—my hand moved to make the sign over my breast, my lips to mutter, “God forgive me!” But I remembered that here there was no need for that. One of the pains of hell is that God has no cognizance of it.





Then it occurred to me that in this indeterminate moment, while I was not racked by torment, or maddened with fear, or torn by pangs of ineffectual repentance, I should look about me and see how near the saints and mystics had been in their forecasts of the exact nature of damnation. The whole idea of hell—the description of which had been so terrifying—was, I realized, constructed upon singularly little evidence. Now I would open my eyes and see how it was that a man whose body had been rendered insentient by death and laid away to rot in the cool moist earth could yet, in his actual flesh and bones, suffer the pains of the undying worm, the unquenched fire.


With a considerable effort I opened my eyes and raised my head a little.


Every single thing that had been written about hell was true. It was all in darkness, save where it was lighted by the glow of the pit in which burned a fire the like of which was never seen on earth; it was at once clear and murky, foul and bright. And outlined against the glow, in a black frieze, were the figures of the fiends, leaping and prancing and yelling, raking with long rods in the fire, turning over the bodies of the damned, so that their pains might increase infinitely. Over all there hung the horrible stench of fire, charred flesh, blood.


I closed my eyes and let my head drop back: Presently one of the fiends would notice me and toss me into the fire. And there I should be in the company of all those men and women whose memories had been preserved because of their iniquity. Judas Iscariot, Herod, Pontius Pilate, all wizards and witches and warlocks, all heretics; Crispin of Chalus, whose fire had started during his lifetime because he had denied the possibility of transubstantiation; Peter Abelard, outcast and maimed for love of Héloïse.


At that thought I raised my head again and looked towards the fire. This time I recognized one of the dark figures with the long rods. It was the thin, skeleton-thin, woman whose piteous plight had, in the final issue, been partly responsible for my last earthly action. So she was dead too. Of course she had been dying of hunger when she made that beautiful life-giving gesture and divided the food between her children. What was she doing in hell? That same old feeling of rebellion moved in my heart and, forgetting that I was now far beneath the notice of God, I thought: O God, whatever she had done before, couldn’t that self-denial have been counted to her for virtue?


Then I saw that, to a degree, it had been. For she had been early promoted to fiendship. She was free; she was moving around the edge of the pit, sedulously attending to the business of turning the damned, and when the light from the fire leaped and illumined her face I saw that she looked far happier than I remembered. And the children were with her, still clinging to her skirt as she moved through the murk and the glare and the stench.


Perhaps there were degrees in hell; a social order undreamed of by the mystics.


While I watched, the woman used her rod vigorously and then threw it aside. She pushed the children back a little and took the hem of her ragged skirt in her hand and stooped over the pit. Then, carrying something which I could not identify, she moved away, drawing the children within the curve of her unencumbered arm. Gentleness, happiness in hell, I thought, amazed.


Her movement had left a clear space in front of me. I could stare straight out towards the other side of the pit. And on the other side I could see Grys—or what was left of him. The lurid light of the fire shone on the white, bloodied bones, sharp, distorted, horrible, and on the silky flow of tail and mane, the gentle, unmolested beauty of his head. His ribs were a cage of horror out of which the writhing, bloody mess of entrails spilled; his haunches and shoulders were stripped of flesh—even the neck against which I had leaned my sorrow.


The sight of him brought me back to my senses. I realized that I was still on earth and that earth has horrors hell never dreams of.





I do pray to Almighty God for forgiveness of that thought. He had wrought the miracle for which I had prayed, and at first sight of it I recoiled in horrified repudiation. Dear, loving, omniscient Father, forgive me for grudging Grys to Thy poor, as Brother Lawrence grudged the capon.


It was only that I had loved the gray horse and he had been fond of me, and his sudden transformation into a mass of bones and filth lying in a pool of blood was horrible and shocking.


The woman came and sat down near me. Still protecting her hands with her skirt, she wrenched the joint into pieces, blew on them to cool them a little, handed each child a share, and then fell on her own like a wolf. The meat had been blackened and charred on the outside but was still raw within, and as she ate the melted fat, the blood, the very life juices of the palfrey, spurted out and splashed over her hands, her chin, her clothing. The other beggars were following her example and dragging out their portions of meat; the fire burned up more brightly, and the fierce Eckering glare lighted the strange, macabre scene.


I had prayed that there should be enough for all, and indeed, here was plenty and to spare—I did briefly wonder whether the miracle as I had desired it, the increase of the bag’s contents, would not have been cleaner and neater and less horrible, but I put that thought away; even Christ had been content to say, “Not as I will but as Thou willest.”


Then it occurred to me to wonder what had happened to Brother Lawrence. I struggled into a sitting position and looked about. I saw no sign of him and after a moment’s searching stare I found my eyes resting again on the woman who sat nearest me. She stopped eating, and her hand with the meat in it fell to her lap. I saw confusion and uncertainty come upon her. Perhaps she credited me with some share in the ownership of the horse, or was conscious of the way she was eating. I tried to smile at her reassuringly. She stared back unsmiling for a moment and then rose and, walking jerkily, as though moved by some compulsion which she resented, came towards me. As she did so she pulled savagely at the meat and when she reached me had succeeded in tearing it into two parts. She held one out to me without a word—indeed, she held it out with her face averted; she was looking back over her shoulder to see that no one pounced upon her children’s meat during her brief absence.


Even as I leaned away from that dreadful dripping bit of carrion a small quiet voice spoke in my mind, saying that here was a real miracle; that this human creature who had starved through so many yesterdays and knew that hunger awaited her tomorrow, who had borne and must go on bearing the pangs of hunger other than her own—that she should be willing to share this chance-come bit of food was a miracle; straight from the hand of God. I saw the glory of her soul shine over her rags and ugliness and filth, making her one with the angels.


I said, “I thank you from my heart, but my supper awaits me. Keep what you have.”


“There is plenty for all tonight,” she said gruffly. “And you look hungry.”


“I can eat later,” I said. She glanced back at her children who were happily worrying away at their meat like puppies; then she looked at me again. Her hands with their burden of meat dropped to her sides. Her eyes took on a most curious look, sly, wary, apologetic, desperate. And I knew that she wanted to speak about Grys; that she thought that I had refused the meat out of distaste; that I was resentful. But she said nothing, nor did I, and after a second she walked back to her children.


I got to my feet, feeling weak and exhausted. I looked out across the mass of gobbling beggars, the fire, the dreadful remains of Grys. And as before my eyes came back to the woman. She was gnawing her meat again; one of the children, satiated, had dropped his head into her lap and lay sleeping, his fist still clenched about an unsightly bone. And suddenly I thought of a way in which I could answer all those things she had not said and at the same time profit her a little. I moved towards her and leaned down as though to tell her a secret.


“There is the tongue,” I said quietly. “Smoked over the fire, it would last for a day or two. The tongue—in the horse’s head.”


Bewilderment gave way to understanding. She was radiant again. “God bless you, God bless you,” she said. She shifted the sleeping child, patted the other, and shot me one more glowing, grateful look. Then, furtive and crafty as a wolf, she went sidling towards the carcass. I saw her bend, grim, purposeful, over the supine gray head, the head which had nuzzled me softly while I had nibbled the corn grains. Had I been obedient and laid my hand to the bridle instead of the saddlebag, Grys would now have been safe in his stable. And the beggars—the woman and the children among them—would still be hungry! Oh, it was all too hard to understand; too complicated; too puzzling.


I suddenly remembered Father Simplon’s words when I had told him that I had been chosen to accompany Brother Lawrence. “Good,” he had said, “it will be a valuable experience for you.”


A valuable experience, I said to myself; and, limping away in the direction of Gorbalze, I compared the state of mind and body which I had set out with to that in which I was returning. If I had really died and been resurrected I could hardly have felt more changed.








III
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I ARRIVED BACK AT GORBALZE JUST at midnight, when the bell was ringing for matins; Father Simplon had not gone to bed but was waiting for me in the porter’s lodge with a blanket draped over his shoulders. The sight of him told me that Brother Lawrence had reached home safely (I later learned that he had managed to borrow a horse along the road), and the expression with which I was greeted warned me that the story of my behavior had lost nothing in the telling.


I think that if on my arrival I had been given food and allowed to go to bed I might, by the morning, have recovered some measure of sanity. I expected rebuke and punishment. A novice does not, with impunity, strike his superior and precipitate a situation which loses his monastery a good palfrey. I expected, as I reeled and stumbled back to Gorbalze, that there was a beating in store for me, a stern rebuke from the chapter, and some days on bread-and-water diet. Father Simplon was a great believer in the last-named method of cooling hot heads and hot tempers. I even carried my gloomy anticipations a little farther and visualized some more subtle method of punishment, being forbidden to work on my manuscript, or set to perform some task known to be distasteful. I swear that I was prepared to accept such penances in the proper meek spirit, for I had smitten Brother Lawrence and I had been responsible for Grys’s end.


But I had underrated Brother Lawrence’s anger and his cunning. He had made a report about me which had created an atmosphere in which, with very little help from me, in my hysterical, exhausted state, far more serious charges flourished.





The first ominous note was struck by Father Simplon when, on his return from matins, he began to question me.


“And what exactly was your intention when you snatched the bag?”


“To feed the beggars, Father.”


“Knowing their numbers and how little food was left?” I nodded.


“How then could you hope to carry out your intention?”


“I hoped,” I said, “for a miracle.”


And Father Simplon said, “That smacks of heresy.”


Later in my life, on the rare occasions when I remembered the ensuing six days, I tried to be tolerant and to remind myself that most of the men with whom I had then to deal were old, were professionally religious, bringing to matters of doctrine all the interest and passion and prejudice which men of the outer world devote to a number of diffuse ends; were all, or most of them, celibate, a state which I now see is not conducive to cool judgment, but rather to hysteria easily provoked and tempers easily exacerbated.


I can forgive them now—can see, in fact, that there was little save stupidity for which to blame them; but when at the end of six days I lay in the punishment cell at Gorbalze, beaten black and blue, empty-bellied, filthy, and despondent, I hated them all.


I could see even then that I had managed badly. I had allowed myself to be provoked into making reckless statements on the one hand and endeavoring to explain the inexplicable on the other. My interview with Brother Gaspard, who, as steward, was responsible for the business of buying a new horse and who was furious with me, opened with a pious lecture upon the estates of man, during which he informed me that since God had laid starvation upon the beggars it was presumptuous and blasphemous to interfere with that state; and it ended somehow with me shouting that it was very wrong for the monastery to demand the full manorial dues during a time of famine and, further, that the whole economy of our community was in direct opposition to the rule of poverty laid down by our Founder.


But to the sub-prior, who came to me quietly and talked in a sympathetic manner, I tried to explain that there was a miracle. Not by the multiplication of small viands, not by the fall of manna from heaven, but by the upspring of an idea of killing the palfrey. The sub-prior was smooth, infinitely deceptive; to talk to him after the others was like the ease that follows a bout of toothache. I told him, poor fool that I was, about the other miracle—the woman’s holding out of the meat to me. I told him how, for a moment, she looked like an angel.


No lunatic set on self-destruction ever hanged himself more thoroughly. By the end of six days the charges of striking Brother Lawrence and inciting the mob to devour Grys had been most almost forgotten. I was charged was heresy, blasphemy, and devil worship.


Dirk, the lay brother who attended to such matters, had laid on the stripes with enthusiasm; it was now nine days since I had eaten a proper meal; the blister on my heel had festered until my leg as far as the knee was purple and puffy, and on the evening when my lord abbot, Guibert of Gorbalze, summoned me to his presence, I was as miserable a creature as any overlord could wish to own.
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I HAD BEEN AN INMATE OF Gorbalze for almost two years, but I had never set eyes upon its abbot. He was confined, by reasons of his lameness, to his own apartments, and there had hitherto been no reason why I, a novice, should enter his presence. This remoteness, combined with the story of his past—exciting even to our cloistered youth—made him more of a legendary figure than an actual human being; yet his influence and authority were vital and permeating and everybody in Gorbalze regarded him with awe.


The story told of him was that in his youth he had been a famous knight, remarkable for skill and valor. He had gone to the Holy Land, acquitted himself superbly, and been one of the most favored nominees for the crown of Jerusalem. But in an affray near Joppa he had been set upon by five Saracens, and though he had fought them single-handed, left three dead and two wounded on the field, and ridden back in triumph, he had been wounded, it was thought mortally. A spear had pierced his thigh and broken off, leaving the head in the wound, too deeply embedded in the bone for any surgeon to remove. He had lain for weeks in the care of the Knights Hospitallers and then, emerging crippled, had taken himself and the moderate fortune gained from looting the Saracens to Cassino in Italy and remained there, an obscure monk, for some years. Legend attributed his sudden promotion to the abbacy of Gorbalze to his indiscreet sponsoring, in the presence of a visiting dignitary, of the claims of Matilda to the throne of England. Matilda, regarded as a better Christian than her cousin Stephen, was secretly favored in high places, and Guibert’s unorthodox opinion, though sternly rebuked by his own community, resulted in his promotion. He was now in the seventh decade of his age and immobile. The spearhead was still embedded in his thigh, and splinters of the bone were said to work out beside it at intervals. It was also said that he suffered perpetual pain and resorted to the use of strange Eastern drugs for its relief.


On the evening when my lord abbot sent for me I wished heartily amidst all my awe and apprehension that I had been able to meet the subject of this interesting history in more favorable circumstances. At this moment my lively curiosity, my tendency to hero worship were, like most other things about me, at a very low ebb.


The cell in which I had been lying was semi-dark even at noonday, and the passages through which I limped on my way to the abbot’s parlor were black tunnels in which here and there the sparingly placed candles behind their horn shields cast a flickering, intermittent glow. By contrast the parlor was dazzlingly bright, and for a moment or two after my entry I was blinded and blinking like a bat disturbed at midday. It was a small room, circular in shape, and the stone walls, recently whitened, caught and reflected the yellow light of the many candles, the red light of the fire.


There was a smell of food in the room too—fish, hot butter, fresh bread—and I felt my shrunken stomach move, half tantalized, half nauseated. I stood squinting, violently willing myself not to be sick. And out of the glare a cool hard voice said:


“You had better sit down. There is a stool within reach of your left hand.”


I reached out, found the stool, and sat down, wincing on account of my bruised buttocks. Once I was seated, the sickness left me; my eyes adjusted themselves to the light and in a moment I was able to look about me.


My lord abbot sat in a high-backed chair, his lame leg supported on a stool and covered with a rug of wolfskins. On his right stood a table bearing books, an inkpot and several quills, and a litter of parchments; on his left its fellow bore a flagon, some goblets, and a covered dish or two. I saw so much before I ventured to raise my eyes and look into his face.


Save for its color, a reddish-brown, and the fact that the eyes were open and lively, it might have been a death mask, so harsh and deep and final were its lines. The bones of the brow, the cheek, the jaw, stood out sharply, separated by deep hollowed shadows. Under the bony, jutting nose the mouth was thin, the lips closely folded. Only the eyes, set far back in sunken sockets and yet prominent, were alive, movable, acutely aware. They made me think inconsequently, uncomfortably, of an animal looking out of a den or rock. Altogether a formidable face. I made up my mind that this time I would attempt no explanation, commit myself to nothing. I was briefly thankful for my experience with Father Simplon, Brother Gaspard, and the chapter. This time I would confine myself to expressions of penitence. Even to the question which had tripped me into volubility before, “Do you believe that the devil answers prayer?” I would say, “I am sorry. I expressed myself ill.”


In that resolve I faced my abbot, waiting. We looked at one another for what seemed an embarrassingly long time. At last he said, “Well, you seem to have set this whole place by the ears pretty thoroughly.”


And I, adhering to my resolve, said, “I am sorry, my lord.”


“For your behavior or its result?”


“Just generally sorry, my lord.”


I saw him glance towards the table on his right. I knew at once that somewhere there, amongst the litter of parchments, written in the sub-prior’s vile crabbed hand, was a full account of my offenses.


“I should like to hear your own story of the whole episode,” he said. “Begin at the beginning and omit nothing.”


That was very much akin to the opening used by the sub-prior. Compared with Father Simplon’s staccato questions and Brother Gaspard’s angry denunciations, it had a friendly sound; but I had been caught on that hook once and was now wary.


“My Lord,” I said, “the full account would weary you, and only confirm the charges laid against me. I am very sorry that I struck Brother Lawrence and led to the death of Grys, and for the other ancillary offenses which I committed without full knowledge.”


“You talk like a lawman, boy. And the information that you are responsible for a death is news to me. Who was this unfortunate Grys?”


“The gray palfrey, my lord.”


“Oh. Of course. Grys . . . The report merely mentioned a palfrey. I remember Grys. He must have been all of eighteen years old. A toughish dish, I would say. For one moment I imagined that you were referring to one of the beggars either killed in the melee or dead from sudden overeating. That was a very real danger, you know. I have known men, after the relief of sieges, to die from repletion. I suppose you didn’t think of that.”


“No, my lord.”


He sat silent for a little, and I thought, He is old, his mind may be a little vague; that mention of sieges may have sent his thoughts running backwards. He may forget that he asked me to retell the story and so I shall have escaped from further involvement.


“And now,” he said, “tell me—why are you so reluctant to give me your own account?”


Startled into frankness, I told him: “Because, my lord, each time I tell the story I worsen matters. Each time something is seized upon and twisted and—”


“Do you think that I am likely to twist anything you say?” The harsh voice was menacing; so was the piercing stare with which he fixed me. I felt cold suddenly and remembered that within the Church a man accused of murder had the benefit of clergy and the “neck sentence” in his favor, while heresy was another matter. I knew that now in my mind; I might shortly know it through my shrinking flesh . . .


“Answer me,” he said.


“Not wittingly, my lord, any more than I wittingly intended to do more than give a few starving people something to eat, but—”


“It may be that by age and experience I am enabled to judge better than you, child. Go on, tell me your story.”


So for the fourth or fifth time I recounted all that had happened on the road between Chateautour and Gorbalze. My other listeners had interrupted, either with questions or comments, and contrived to make me angry, or emphatic, or wild headed. Guibert listened in silence, never taking his eyes from my face; and, oddly enough, this time parts of my story sounded—there was no other word for it—silly.


“I see,” he said when I had done. “And now tell me honestly, do you believe that you worked a miracle?” A trap straightaway, I thought despairingly.


“My lord, I never claimed—”


“Of course not. How suspicious you are! I beg your pardon. Are you still of the opinion that a miracle occurred?”


“At the time,” I said cautiously, “and sometimes since. Until now, in fact. Now I am not so sure.”


“Naturally. Credulity in one’s listener, even though it be tinctured with horror and superstition, is very stimulating to the imagination. I do not believe in your miracle, but then neither do I believe that you are a heretic, a blasphemer, or a worshipper of the devil. I think you’re a softhearted, pumpkin-headed boy who has led too sheltered a life and been somewhat suddenly confronted with the problem of suffering. Even your extremely ill-advised outburst to Brother Gaspard upon the immorality of monastic property I can see for what it is—a youthful impatience with a state of society in which things happen to affront your feelings.” He paused for a moment to allow these comforting, if rather contemptuous, words to sink in and then went on, “And I’ll wager my dinner tomorrow that if Father Simplon and the rest of them hadn’t taught you the wisdom of keeping your mouth shut you would now proceed to blurt out to me all that is in your mind. You would demand to know why, if God be merciful, He lets folks starve; and why men like Brother Lawrence and the sub-prior, who have spent their lives in His service, should show themselves in a crisis to be greedy, uncharitable, and even a little cruel. Am I not right?”


He was so exactly right—he had reduced all the dark confusion of my mind to two such simple questions that I gaped at him in wonder.


“Don’t look so moon-struck,” he said. “Do you think you’re the first to ask these unanswerable questions?”


“They are—unanswerable?”


“They are answered every day by arrogant fools who juggle words as tricksters juggle plates at fairs. If we had time and if my memory still serves me I could quote you the whole of St. Blaise’s Thoughts on the Subject of Human Pain, not to mention a dozen other authorities. But the questions remain unanswerable. Even Christ never attempted to explain. Certainly He said that not a sparrow falls without God’s knowledge—not concern, mark you, knowledge; but that reflection must have been of little comfort to all the blind in Palestine who didn’t happen to be blind Bartimaeus; or to the hundreds who doubtless went hungry to bed on the night when five thousand were fed by the lakeside; or to the fathers whose little daughters were dead, not sleeping; or to all the widows who chanced not to live in Nain and so must perforce bury their dead sons. Christ never asked why men are hungry, afflicted, bereaved. Within the scope of His attention He relieved distress when He met it and for the rest accepted or ignored it. An example I commend to you.”


“But Brother Lawrence—”


“Bless you, child, Brother Lawrence was just a hungry old man who wanted to get home and realized that you can’t feed nineteen people on one capon. By the time you are his age you’ll know that, too, and also that if God were concerned with empty bellies He’d have made figs grow on thistles, or so constructed us that we would find oak leaves appetizing and nourishing. The fact remains that He didn’t and we must accept it without making futile protests which can only result in charges of unorthodoxy.”


Both glance and voice had softened into something approaching kindliness. I should have been cheered by that and by his tolerant summing up of my behavior; yet every cool, reasonable sentence seemed to add weight to my depression. Father Simplon sentencing me to bread and water, Dirk laying on the stripes with good will, Brother Gaspard arguing hotly about manorial dues had, after all, been acting in a known and approved pattern, implying that God was good and that I was a sinner to have entertained even a moment’s doubt. But Guibert, under the kindliness, was saying in effect that God was, at best, an enigma, and that I was a fool not to have seen that and kept quiet about it. It was rather as though a physician called in to treat me for a mild form of some disease had suggested no medicine but, baring his own breast, had said, “See I ail the same thing but I survive, so will you.”


“What we must now consider,” Guibert said in a brisker voice, “is the practical side of the question. Before we embark upon that, pour me some wine and take a measure yourself. . . . Thank you. Now what I have to say is this. I think it would be very unwise for you to remain here. Brother Lawrence will doubtless do his duty and forgive you for striking him, Brother Gaspard will one day outlive the loss of the palfrey and your revolutionary remarks about church property, but something will remain and for many years, in a community of this size, everything you do or say will be, in a measure, suspect. You agree? I understand that you are a penman of some promise, so I propose sending you to Arcelles, where they will welcome you. In twenty years they have never succeeded in breeding a penman of their own. You should do well there. And certainly the manorial dues will concern you very little; it is the poorest foundation in Burgundy, and as a rest from writing you will doubtless till your own field and fish for your own eels.” The mockery of the last words was mitigated by a smile which altered his whole face, making it friendly and conspiratorial. And one small corner of my mind put forth the thought, Oh, I’d like to have known you as a young man, seen that understanding, merry look come into your face as we sat in a pennanted tent planning an assault on the infidel ... But the main trend of my thoughts ran another way: This is the moment when I must speak; I must say it now, but what words can I find?


“And now, I suppose,” he said, “you will proceed to tell me that you don’t want to go to Arcelles or anywhere else; that you don’t want to be a monk at all; that you have lost your faith and with it your vocation and propose to rush away into the world and commit all the seven deadly sins at once.” He smiled at me again, and I found myself smiling back.


“I hadn’t thought yet of the sins, my lord. But—but the rest is what I have been thinking for the past few days.” He became serious immediately.


“Have you taken any orders yet?”


“No, my lord.”


“Why did you enter in the first place?”


“My father—”


“Oh yes! Something to do with a vow, wasn’t it? A son, and a manor out of his many for Holy Church if his leg—was it his leg?—mended. Why were you chosen?”


“I was the youngest and, as a child, small. In his opinion I had not the makings of a knight.”


“Come here, show me your hands.”


I stood up stiffly. The wine I had drunk—sweet and strong—had gone to my head a little, and the floor seemed a long way away. I thrust out my hands, regretting their slight unsteadiness and their more than slight uncleanliness; there was no provision for washing in the punishment cell. Guibert took them in his own, which were thin but of steely strength, and bent back my thumbs and flexed my wrists.


“Your father was right,” he said, giving me back my hands as though they were something he had borrowed. “A born penman’s hands; useless for anything heavier than a dagger. Did you play any instrument?”


“The lute—a little,” I said humbly.


“Would you be welcomed at home? Would your father—”


“He would crack my skull for me and then, if I survived, send me back.” That was the truth, innocent of exaggeration. My father was a terrible, fierce man. I remembered my three sisters, packed off one by one as soon as they had reached marriageable age, to marry men they had never seen; they had been terrified, weeping, and, save by my brother William and me, completely unpitied. I remembered William himself, thrown from an unmanageable horse and then savagely beaten for allowing himself to be thrown; and my other brother, whom fat nauseated, condemned to eat fat and fat only for a week, “to teach him to master his belly.” More than once in the past I had been grateful that Father had dedicated me to the Church, for my training was left to a tutor, and so long as I minded my book and remained unobtrusive I escaped notice. I had been beaten twice; once for trying, in a moment of madness, to ride the horse which had thrown William, and again when the curtain wall was being repaired at our castle and I had slipped away to watch the masons at work. Horses and buildings had always been a passion with me, but Father considered that interest in either was unsuitable to one destined to be a monk; and a beating from him was a powerful argument. I knew that if I went home now, with some muddled explanation about lack of vocation, my shrift would be very short indeed.


“A cracked skull would complicate, rather than simplify, the problem of your future,” my abbot said. “And it may be a problem. A few years ago I could have thought of a dozen noblemen to whom I could have recommended you as scribe and musician, but these are bad times. The idea of a new crusade hangs in the air, and even the greatest are beginning to count mouths at table and practice economy. Also, there are too many young men—and quite a few women—who can handle a pen after a fashion.” There was another significant little pause. “It would be rather a pity, don’t you think, if your sympathy with the starving poor resulted in your joining their numbers? At the moment you are angry with God for letting some peasants starve, angry with Brother Lawrence for not sharing your anger, angry with me for talking cold sense instead of hot theory. But I would quite seriously advise you not to let these angers—which will pass—ruin your whole career. There is a difference, you know, between a career and a vocation. Inside the Church a good penman has an assured future; outside it he may starve. I would advise you against making a hasty decision.”


I knew that he was looking at me with kindly earnestness, but for the first time I found myself unable to meet his eyes. I was afraid that my own sudden knowledge might show in mine. For the course he was suggesting to me, I realized, was the one which he had chosen and pursued successfully. Disabled, frustrated, he had taken refuge in the Church, and to the same refuge he advised me to take my feeble penman’s hands.


I looked beyond him, at the wall behind him, which was covered by a large piece of tapestry held out from the curve of the wall by a stretchered frame. It portrayed in horrible and realistic detail the scene upon Calvary; nothing of pain and terror and brutality was lacking. Looking at it, seeing the writhing, tortured limbs, the blood, the crown of thorns, the pierced side of Christ, the broken legs of the felons, the women weeping, and the Roman soldiers detachedly casting dice for the pitiful pieces of raiment, I thought of the heat of the Eastern sun, the flies which would swarm, the thirst, the consciousness of failure, of being ranked with common malefactors, and that final despairing sense of abandonment which had found voice in that inexpressibly desolate cry, “My God, my God, why hast Thou forsaken me?”


And I knew why I had always known an unadmitted revulsion towards all the stories and pictures and crucifixes. That Good Friday represented the very nadir of human experience; as His idealism and kindness and perception were superior to other men’s, so His final despair and disillusionment were fiercer. And the Church which bore His name had taken this unbearable moment for its very center—was founded upon the theory of the scapegoat, the universal whipping boy. It advised, prescribed contemplation of this scene of horror. It gloated!


Small wonder, I thought, that a religion founded upon such human catastrophe breeds on the one hand Brother Lawrence, who can watch other men starve, and on the other Abbot Guibert, who can commend the Church as a career.


Guibert’s voice reached me. “Well,” he said, “you think things over. I shall tell Father Simplon that I think you have been punished enough and you had better return to your ordinary routine. Meanwhile I will communicate with Arcelles.”


With fluency and courage owing in some measure to the effect of the good wine upon my empty stomach, I told him that I had no need to think anymore, my mind was made up: I didn’t want to be a churchman, either as a votary or a careerist. I heard my own voice, as if from a distance, giving cogent if rather incoherent reasons. And finally, with a sense of horror I heard myself thanking my lord abbot for his tolerance and kindness, ending, “But then, of course, you shouldn’t have been a churchman at all. You should have been King of Jerusalem.”


Guibert was startled but unperturbed.


“Small wonder they think you uncanny, boy! Well, what of it? I should have been better than that bag of sawdust they crowned. I could have held—” He broke off. A glint of self-mockery shone in his eyes. “There again, you young rebel, you have an instance of God’s inscrutability of purpose. Countless good knights have spent their fortunes, shed their blood, starved, and suffered pestilence in attempts to free the holy places from the defiling hand of the infidel. Yet—and I’ve seen this myself a dozen times—even the wind will work against them. And when at last, despite everything, victory is obtained, fools and poltroons are permitted to fritter it away and all’s to do again. And a new mass of poverty-stricken, hungry, plague-stricken enthusiasts will fling themselves forward, crying as we did, ‘Deus vult’—God wills it—and having said that, you have said all.” He shifted his leg an inch, wincing at the movement. “And it may be that God wills you should cast yourself upon the world. Who am I to gainsay it? The world may have need of you.” His voice briskened again. “But I am not dismissing you. I want no trouble with your father. If you obey me you will go from this room and across to the infirmary, where Brother Ambrose will find you useful employment. So you understand?”


I did, perfectly. At Gorbalze the infirmary lay separate and at some distance from the main building and had its own entrance. Brother Ambrose, the infirmarian, was as deaf as the biblical adder and took no notice of anything or anybody outside his own province. I could walk out by the infirmary gateway where there was no porter’s lodge. Father Simplon would hear that I had been ordered to the infirmary, Brother Ambrose would never know that I was sent there; it might be weeks or months before the community at Gorbalze woke up to the fact that it was one novice short. I was going to drop away as unnoticed and unmissed as a leaf from a heavily foliaged tree.


Looking back, I realize that Guibert taught me, without homily, without stripes, a profound lesson in humility.











Part Two

BERENGARIA’S FOOL



This fragment of the lute player’s story is related by Anna, Duchess of Apieta, natural daughter of Sancho, King of Navarre.
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IT WAS I WHO FOUND the singing boy, Blondel, playing his lute for pennies in the market place. It was I who took him up to the castle.


Nowadays I derive much of my entertainment from my memories and the speculations and deductions that arise from them. And sometimes I carry my thoughts to the most fantastic conclusions and say to myself, Good God! Not only would so many lives have pursued a different course, but the whole campaign that they call the Third Crusade might have been otherwise if I hadn’t chanced to walk abroad in Pamplona that morning.


Easy enough for me to walk out when and where I would. I had, very probably, more liberty than any other female creature in Navarre, for poor women have duties that bind them and rich women are fettered by convention. The rules that govern women are based upon fear, fear of rape, fear of robbery, fear that the woman herself may have a roving eye. Well, nobody would rape me, twisted, warped thing that I have been from birth, with my back curved like a bow and my head seeming to grow out of my chest; it was as much as most men could do to look at me without recoiling; and nobody, in Pamplona at least, would dream of robbing me, for apart from respect for my rank, most people were scared of me and thought me a witch; as for my roving eye, nobody cared where it alighted. What difference could it make?


What difference could it make? I will tell you.


I saw the crowd and heard some notes of music and hobbled up to the edge of the throng. Naturally I could see nothing; but after a moment or two the crowd in front of me began to move backwards and, since I stood my ground, split out on either side of me. I realized why. A little man, not much taller than I, was going round holding out his hat; and those who had pressed forward most avidly to share the entertainment now pressed with equal vigor backwards in order to avoid paying for their pleasure. In the space thus cleared for me I could see a shaggy brown bear tethered to one of the marketplace hitching posts; and between the bear and me stood the boy, carefully shrouding his lute with a piece of sailcloth.


The matter of first impressions has always been of interest to me. When one sees another person for the first time one is actually seeing with one’s physical eyes the other’s physical form. That never happens again. Always after that first moment one’s eyes are clouded or distorted by what one knows or what one imagines. That I have proved in my own person. People seeing me for the first time are horrified and repulsed; yet the people who live with and know me are not. The words “use” and “accustomed” leap to the mind in this connection, but what is use and what is custom save the seeing beyond the purely physical? I am as ugly at the hundredth time of seeing as at the first; Berengaria is as beautiful at the end of a year’s looking as at the beginning. Nothing has changed save the eye of the beholder; and that, with longer acquaintance, has lost its first sharpness.


To that first glance, unclouded by knowledge or emotion, the boy made an instant and interesting appeal. He did not look like a strolling player; he was very shabbily dressed, but there was a curious look of breeding about him. His hair, cut short, page-boy fashion, was very fair, straw colored in the sunshine, and in marked contrast with his tanned skin. His eyes were light, too, and if there had been nothing else noticeable about him they and his very fair hair would have set him apart. But the most striking thing about him was his lack of interest in the situation. Obviously he had done the playing and the little man who was his partner was now attempting to wrest payment from the crowd, but he took no interest in that part of the business. His lute shrouded, he walked towards the bear, which greeted him ecstatically, rearing upon its hind legs, lifting its forepaws, and almost embracing him. He fumbled in the breast of his shabby jerkin and produced an apple, which he placed in its groping paws, rubbed the bear behind the ears, and then stood, remote, detached, waiting.


The little man, observing me, thrust his hat under my chin, and I fumbled in my aurmônière and found a silver piece and dropped it in.


“God bless you, lady; the blessing of heaven upon you, lady,” he gasped, and returned to his pursuit of more elusive customers.


I hobbled forward and addressed myself to the boy, who turned to me immediately with courteous attention, which was followed by a flash of repulsion, which, in its turn, gave way to that look of pity which the sight of me often inspires in people of the gentler sort.


“You play very well,” I said.


“It is most kind of you to say so,” he said, and made me a bow which no courtier could have bettered.


I was, for no reason that I could have named, disconcerted, at a loss for words. I had heard a few notes of music, paid my coin, offered an entirely gratuitous compliment; I should have turned then and hobbled away. But something held me.


“And the bear,” I asked, “what does he do?”


The boy’s face darkened.


“He dances,” he said shortly. “And he balances a ball on his nose.”


As he spoke he stepped backwards towards the bear and again laid his hand behind the animal’s ears; and the bear again raised itself, put its paws on his shoulders, and thrust its long muzzle into his neck.


“He loves you,” I said.


“Poor brute, yes! I believe he does.” The musical young voice was rueful.


“And why does that cause you regret?” I asked. It seemed to me a most obvious question, but the boy looked at me with astonishment, as though I had said something profoundly startling.


“How do you know I regret it?” he asked with the slightest possible emphasis on the pronoun.


“By the way you spoke,” I said.


“Well,” he said, and this time I could tell from his voice that he was about to say something very confidential, “to tell you the truth, I do regret it. This bear has a hard enough life without being hurt in his feelings. I was a fool. . . . When I fell in with Stefan I was sorry for the bear and did my best to ease his lot. Now, as you say, madam, he loves me; and when I leave Stefan he may miss me.” The gray eyes looked at me dubiously; the wide mouth curved into a wry self-derisory smile. “Stefan holds that animals aren’t human and therefore don’t have any feelings. I don’t tell him that I stay with him for the bear’s sake. But that is so.”


“Why don’t you buy the bear from him and then leave, taking it with you?” I asked.


He laughed. “That is my dearest dream—though what I should then do with the bear I cannot imagine. But you see, the bear dances and I play—and Stefan makes the collection. Now and again, at a wedding, for instance, I receive something for myself. Given time, old Snout-face, given time,” he said, turning to the bear and fondling it again, “we’ll get away.”


It was at that moment that the idea came to me. I thought of Berengaria, of her waiting ladies. Catherine, Pila, and Maria, shut away up there in the seclusion of the bower; I thought of Coci, our late lute player, so suddenly and so tragically dead.


I said, “I could put you in the way of earning a gold crown. There are ladies in the castle who would appreciate your music.”


The castle at Pamplona stands on a mound above the town, protecting, threatening, as you choose to think. I saw the boy look towards it, towards the gray stone walls and battlements outlined against the sunny blue of the sky. I saw him change color under his tan.





I misunderstood. I thought that he was nervous at the prospect of playing before a more sophisticated audience.


“They are bored,” I said. “They will be easily pleased. In fact, you will be doing them, as well as the bear, a kindness!”


He looked again at the castle and then back at the bear and finally said with an air of relief, as though the burden of decision had been lifted from him:


“We shouldn’t profit. Stefan would claim the payment.” I put my hand on my aurmônière, feeling rich and powerful.


“I will give Stefan a gold piece too. One for him and one for you. Will that persuade you?” And without waiting for an answer I turned about and looked for the little man, who was now returning, rather dolefully counting the coins in his hat.


“For a gold crown,” I said, “can I hire your boy for an hour?”


“Lady,” he said, “for a gold crown you can have him and me and the bear for a fortnight.”


“I said the boy for an hour,” I said sharply. I took out the gold piece and held it towards him. He took it, thanked me, spat on it, and put it in his pocket, and then, calling to the boy that he would meet him there in an hour, went hurrying off to the tavern on the other side of the market place.


“I am at your service,” the boy said, and he tucked his lute under his arm and began to walk beside me, curbing his lissom young stride to match my hobble. Before we were out of the market place, however, a little burst of noise broke behind us. The boy turned about sharply and exclaimed, “There, that is what I mean!” in a voice of furious disgust. I turned, too, and saw that about the tethered bear a small group of children had gathered. Some, with sticks in their hands, were poking at the bear, while those unarmed stood farther off, peering and throwing little stones. The bear, now upright, now on all fours, was lunging at his chain, furious and impotent.


“Stefan never thinks,” said the boy angrily. “I’m afraid I’ll have to bring the bear with me.” He turned and ran swiftly towards the hitching post, pushing the children aside. I watched and saw how the animal changed moods, from fury to fawning, stood up and licked the boy’s ear, and then dropped down and back, padding along behind him like a dog.


We must have made a strange-looking trio as we moved, at my slow pace, towards the castle.


I tried to engage the boy’s attention and by talking put him at his ease. I am usually adept at that since nobody is immediately at ease in my presence, but the boy answered me shortly and absentmindedly; and it seemed to me that as we drew nearer the castle he moved more and more reluctantly, until when we came to the dusty slope immediately before the drawbridge it was I, slow as I was, who seemed to be forcing the pace. Finally he halted altogether and stood looking up at the castle’s towers and ramparts, and I could see that he was now very pale under his tan and that a fine dew of sweat had broken out on his brow and on his upper lip.


“Don’t worry,” I said. “I am more critical of music than any of those within, and I think you play beautifully. They’ll be delighted with you and probably make a great fuss of you. And if the princess chooses to reward you herself, don’t be silly enough to say that I have already paid you.”


His face momentarily lost that look of a man bearing physical torment and he gave me a knowing, conspiratorial grin which revealed his white teeth and deepened the sun wrinkles about his eyes. Then the tortured look resumed possession.


“I’m not frightened,” he said, “though I am grateful to you for trying to dispel the nervousness which I should no doubt be feeling if I had time to think about it. The fact is, madam, that I am terribly torn in my mind. I want to get us”—he laid his hand between the bear’s ears—“out of Stefan’s clutches, and the gold piece would take me a long way towards that end. But I don’t want to go in there.” He nodded towards the castle.





“Could you tell me why not?” I asked.


“I could,” he said, and again that very engaging grin shone across the misery of his face as the sun will sometimes on a winter’s day flash out across a sullen landscape. “And then you would think me mad as well as ungrateful.”


“Shall I guess?” I suggested lightly, trying to help him. “A fortuneteller at a fair when you were a little boy warned you to keep away from castles because unless you did a stone from a rampart would shatter your brainpan, or a drawbridge would collapse under you and you’d drown in the moat.”


He threw back his head and gave a great crow of laughter, and between the sun wrinkles his astonishingly light clear eyes looked at me with amusement, and with pleasure, and with relief. Then, with that same abrupt transition to gravity, he said:


“It is quite as silly as that. I’ll tell you. Last evening when we arrived there was a red sunset and I looked at the castle blocked in all black and solid against the glow. And I felt that I was not seeing it for the first time and that it boded me no good. It was like recognizing an enemy. I imagined that we—Stefan and the bear and I—would have a poor reception in Pamplona, perhaps be chased out of the town. And here I am, invited to enter the castle itself and superbly well paid to do so. Is that just an accident?” He looked down into my face with an earnest scrutiny which made me uncomfortable.


“I don’t know,” I said. “I can assure you that no ill awaits you within. In what we call the Queen’s Tower there are four ladies who lead a dull life and who would welcome diversion. And the bear could go into a kennel and have a pot of honey—they like honey, don’t they? But,” I added, “I have no wish to persuade you to enter against your will. You must decide.” I looked at him and was immediately the victim of a quite crazy impulse. I am ordinarily a little mean about money because, although I have plenty, I am saving towards an end.





“Look,” I said, “if it eases your bother, here is your gold piece. Take it and your bear, and go away and avoid whatever it is that threatens you if you enter.”


He looked at the coin I proffered but made no move to accept it.


“You mock me,” he said a trifle sullenly. “And you have already paid Stefan! To cheat and take charity because a castle looked black against the sunset would be ridiculous. I’d remember and scorn myself as long as I lived. If you please . . .” he said, and with the same incongruous grace with which he had bowed when I first praised him, he stood aside and indicated that I should lead the way across the drawbridge.


Pleased that my little plan to relieve the tedium of the bower was going, after all, to succeed, I led the way in; and once inside, the boy shed his uneasiness and began to look about him with interest. We went to the stables and saw the bear safely kenneled, and I sent a young groom running to seek honey and gave another the strictest instructions that the animal was not to be teased or interfered with.


“You’re very kind,” the boy said in a warm, friendly voice.


I remember thinking how wrongly he judged me. A genuinely kind person is kind to everyone; I am not. Something in me—the devil, perhaps—makes it possible for me to be kind only to those who are, if but temporarily, in a worse plight than my own. A clumsy young page in disgrace, a young esquire homesick in exile, Blanco, our eunuch, dogs, mules, donkeys—to these I was invariably kind. Ordinary people I could only treat with kindness when they were sick or miserable and therefore pitiable. And that, of course, was easily understandable; for of every ordinary person, even if it were only a washerwoman, provided she were healthy and formed like a human being, I was jealous.


As we crossed the dusty tourney field on our way to the Queen’s Tower and the boy told me that I was kind, I knew perfectly well that a year before I should never have dreamed of bringing him up to the castle in order that Berengaria and her ladies might enjoy his music. A year ago Berengaria, superbly beautiful, legitimate, Father’s favorite, adored by everyone who saw her, had been to me the epitome of all that was enviable and hateful. A year ago I should have listened to the boy’s music and selfishly delighted in the thought that here was something which I had enjoyed and she had missed.








II


[image: Image]


WHAT HAD HAPPENED IN THE last year to change my attitude towards my half sister was that she had fallen in love, so completely and so apparently hopelessly and in such a romantic kind of way that ever since the evening when she had told me about it I had found it possible to regard her almost as though she were a person in a song or a story.


At Pamplona, immediately after Easter each year, a trial of arms always known as the Spring Tourney was held, and Father had for years made a point of inviting the most famous knights and of providing the most extravagant prizes, so the event was well renowned and well attended. Sancho, Berengaria’s brother (known as Sancho the Bold to distinguish him from Father, who was called Sancho the Wise), took especial delight in producing, if possible, some specially famous contestant, and this year had managed to bring to Pamplona one who was most often engaged in serious warfare and had little time to attend tournaments in outlying kingdoms—Richard Plantagenet, Duke of Aquitaine, eldest surviving son of the King of England.


In many courts his arrival would, I suppose, have caused a ripple of excitement amongst the ladies, but it so happened that in our bower I was the only one who took any interest in jousting. Berengaria was a little shortsighted and found a tournament a blur which was watched at the cost of dust in the nostrils and in the hair, and of din which made her head ache. Pila freckled very easily and preferred to stay indoors; and Catherine had once watched a tourney in which a knight of whom she was fond was killed. Only on the rarest occasions would they venture out into the ladies’ gallery, a section of the battlement overlooking the field and always punctiliously prepared with a canopy and flowers and pennons for our occupation. I loved the tourney, enjoyed watching all the famous men and learning their names, nicknames, and histories, but I was self-conscious about being in the ladies’ gallery all by myself; I could imagine a visitor going home and saying that the gallery at Pamplona had nothing but a monkey in it! So unless my other half sister, Blanche, happened to be home on a visit from her convent, or one of the other ladies offered to accompany me, I usually watched from a far less favored and conspicuous spot, amongst the grooms and kennel boys and any scullion who had managed to evade his duties for an hour. Apart from being less noticeable, it was more interesting because the menials always knew everything about all the contestants, and many a choice bit of gossip did I pick up as I watched.


On the third and last day of this Spring Tourney the day chanced to be warm and balmy and not too bright, and Berengaria said that she thought it would please Father if we all ventured out; so, armed with scarves to wave and flowers to drop upon the victors, and followed by pages carrying cloaks in case it turned chilly and jugs of wine and little cakes for our refreshment, we set out from the Queen’s Tower to the tourney field and climbed into the ladies’ gallery.


The display that morning was most impressive and exciting and I watched enchanted. We saw one knight in plain black armor acquit himself superbly, unseat his opponent, and then make his horse dance skillfully backwards while he acknowledged the cheers and the shouting in which we women were joining, waving our scarves and tossing our flowers.


In the midst of the excitement I felt a pull at my sleeve and heard Berengaria saying, “Anna, who is he?”


“I don’t know,” I said, and, went on with my cheering. Then two young squires came forward and assisted the knight to doff his helm, and without turning my head I said:





“Oh yes! I recognize him. He is Richard Plantagenet and reputed to be the best knight in the world.”


Bareheaded now, the man rode towards us, his horse mincing and curvetting. We screamed our acclamations and threw down the last of our flowers. He lifted a hand and moved his head in salutation and acknowledgment and then rode away.


Berengaria made one of her obvious, flat little remarks.


“What very red hair he has,” she said. She spoke casually, and the words might have been taken as an expression of disapproval.


That evening when it was time to retire Berengaria surprised me by asking me to perform the officers of waiting woman. Usually the four of us took turns at this duty and adhered strictly to the rule because Catherine, Maria, and Pila were all inclined to be jealous about it. They regarded that hour or so of intimacy as a privilege. I, to be honest, did not. By the end of the day I was often more tired than I would admit, and it bored me to stand brushing and brushing Berengaria’s hair and gently reviewing the day’s events, which were seldom very exciting, when I could have been reading by the last light of the guttering candles in the bower. Sometimes I renounced the “privilege” to one of the others, though that was a bother, too, because I had to rotate the favor and often there were arguments and squabbles.


This evening wasn’t even my ritual turn and I said so. However, Berengaria said, “But I want to talk to you, Anna.” So I repressed a sigh of weariness, and when old Mathilde, Berengaria’s woman, arrived with the fresh candles and led the way into the sleeping chamber, I rose and followed. As we helped Berengaria out of her long linen undergown and her shift she reached down, bundled them together, and held them out to Mathilde.


“Wash these,” she said.


“Tonight?” Mathilde asked, astonished. “Why, my lady dear, they were fresh only last week.”





“Wash them,” Berengaria repeated simply. Mathilde, wooden-faced, took them. I knew what was in her mind. She had been waiting woman to Berengaria’s mother, who towards the end of her life had been raving mad, and Mathilde was always on the watch for what she called “signs.” Berengaria, who was extremely lovely to look at and Father’s favorite child, was completely spoiled and given to whims and fancies; and whenever she expressed one, or fell into a temper, or suffered from a headache or a mild fit of low spirits, Mathilde said, “Ah, poor dear, that’s a sign.” Now she blundered away with the linen which had been worn for a week only and must be washed overnight; and I knew that she would weep into her washtub because such an unreasonable demand was “a sign.”


“That’s got rid of her,” Berengaria said. “No, Anna, leave my hair for a moment.” I had taken brush in hand, prepared to get through my duties as expeditiously as possible. “Sit down.”


I sat down on the foot of her bed, and she seated herself on the stool near the shelf which bore her silver mirror, part of the loot which our grandfather had brought back from his crusade. Mathilde had already loosened her hair and it now fell over her shoulders, a dark, rippling, silken cloak which ended well below the edge of the stool. She pushed it back from her face with her hands, which she then cupped around her chin, resting her elbows on her knees.


“Now, Anna, you know everything. Tell me everything you know about that knight we watched this morning—the one with the red hair.”


“I told you his name. He’s the Duke of Aquitaine, and if he outlives his father he will be King of England. He’s supposed to be the strongest and bravest fighter in the whole of Christendom.”


“Young Sancho persuaded him to come and joust here; he’s been trying to get him for years, but generally he’s busy with real fighting. I think that’s all I know.”


“I want him for my husband,” Berengaria said.


That made up for the hours and hours I had spent in this very chamber, brushing that mane of hair and listening to trivial chat. I was seventeen years old, almost a year younger than Berengaria, and for the whole of seven years which I had spent at the court in Pamplona the matter of Berengaria’s eventual marriage had been a subject for talk, gossip, and speculation. Sancho, our father, was a man of peculiar notions. Unlike most men of his rank, he had married for love, and although his lovely wife had become a madwoman he had, with the exception of one piece of dalliance, of which I was the unfortunate result, remained faithful to her. And he had openly stated his intention of allowing all his children to choose mates for themselves. Berengaria, whose beauty had been bruited abroad for many years, had been much sought after, for even princes who must marry within the royal degrees desire to find wives as attractive as possible, but Berengaria had refused every offer so far made, and Father had done nothing to direct her fancy.


Blanche, whose behavior I privately considered to show far more of the “signs” Mathilde watched for, had at the age of fourteen betaken herself to the convent at St. Lucia, where she lived as a lodger. She was always just going to become a novice, but she never did. Every now and then she would come back to Pamplona and give us little pious talks about the dedicated life, eat her head off, sit out a tournament with me, indulge in a mild flirtation with any man who happened to be handy, and then suddenly retreat again into her convent. And Young Sancho spent his time going from court to court, from jousting to jousting, always falling madly in love with some completely ineligible lady and then falling out of love again. And Father seemed not to mind at all. A very strange royal family, with two princesses who should have been betrothed long since and a prince who showed no sign of his responsibility to the succession.


And now here was Berengaria announcing her choice of husband at last; and I, her crippled, bastard half sister who had spent the first two days of the tourney in company with the grooms and scullions, was forced to say:


“Oh dear. That is awkward. The Plantagenet is betrothed, and has been for some years, to the Princess Alys of France.”


Most young women, at such a moment, would have looked disappointed. Berengaria’s expression remained almost unchanged. That grandfather who had gone on crusade and brought back many of the ideas and furnishings which made the castle at Pamplona so luxuriously comfortable had one day mentioned, in the presence of Berengaria’s mother, then a young woman, the Saracen habit of slitting the eyelids of girl babies in order to give them that doe-eyed, flowerlike look. He said that this custom was responsible for the placid, unchanging beauty of Eastern women, which remained, he swore, unaffected even by a thrust of sword or spear through the body. Years later, when he was dead and Berengaria’s mother had borne a girl baby, this curious crumb of information had floated to the surface of her demented mind and nothing would do but that this child’s eyes should be slit in the Saracen fashion. And it so happened that Father, back from his Sicilian campaign, had brought with him a captive, a Saracen physician and surgeon—for in the East the two trades are combined—who was competent to perform the operation. Apparently what our grandfather had said was true; much of the expression of the human face does derive from the eyes and the muscles around them. Berengaria’s mouth could smile, or pout, or look sour, but her eyes always remained wide open, flowerlike, denying all human feeling; and unless you were used to her and observed her very closely, it was almost impossible to perceive what, or how, she was feeling.


So now she did not look disappointed, or even concerned. “Who told you that?” she asked.


“Nobody,” I said. “But they were talking about it—the servants, I mean—while I watched the tournament yesterday and the day before.”





“Then it might not be true?”


“It might not, but it most likely is. Servants’ gossip, though sometimes overcolored, is generally reliable in content.” I spoke of what I knew.


“I’ll ask Father to see to it,” Berengaria said.


I felt a little sorry for Father; it seemed hard that Berengaria, having waited so long, should now have taken a fancy to a man already betrothed; but that was hardly my business.


“Shall I brush now?” I asked.


We spoke no more on the subject until I was about to leave her, when she said, “I should be obliged to you, Anna, if you would treat this as a confidence. I told you because, after all, you are my sister and I wanted to tell someone.”


I assured her that her secret—if such it could be called—was safe with me, as it was, for I had seen enough of gossip and the results thereof during my seven years at court; moreover, I am not by nature communicative. I wished her good night and left her.


Her choice of myself as confidante neither pleased nor flattered me—as she had said, she wanted to tell somebody and had chosen me because I was less likely to gossip and at the same time more likely to supply information than any other of her ladies; and having her secret in my keeping did not immediately alter my attitude towards her.


But gradually, over the next month or so, my interest in the affair and in Berengaria herself developed. She had, as she had mentioned her intention of doing, spoken to Father, who had also heard of the engagement between Richard and Alys. “Alas, sweetheart,” he said, “you are too late in the field.” But under pressure from Berengaria he admitted that this betrothal had been made long since and that it did seem a little strange that, both parties being now well past marriageable age, it should not have been honored. And finally he committed himself to making inquiries, and what he found out certainly hinted at a curious state of affairs.





Apparently Alys had been sent to England as a mere child in order that she might grow up in the language and customs of the country of which she was to be Queen and had been reared with the Plantagenet children. Ever since she had become nubile there had been repeated efforts on behalf of her French relatives to arrange for the marriage to be celebrated, but always some excuse had been made and the date pushed forward to some unspecified future. Richard, who was on the worst of terms with his father—that was in the Angevin tradition—never went to England, and the young King of France, Alys’s brother, had recently expressed himself as dissatisfied and puzzled by the whole business.


This much information Father had obtained by indirect means, and when he reported it to Berengaria she said, “Then there is hope for me! Will you, Father, as you love me, approach Richard himself?”


Father was very reluctant. “To mention such a matter hints at ignorance both of circumstances and procedure. We in Navarre are not so cut off from the world as not to know that the betrothal has never been officially broken, nor so unmannerly as to disregard it.” But Berengaria was very insistent and Father, who had never been able to deny her anything, gave in and sent Cardinal Diagos to Richard’s headquarters at Rouen with orders to make discreet inquiries and, if the omens were propitious, to put out a cautious feeler.


Diagos, a most courtly and diplomatic old man, must have mistaken the propitious moment, or else the subject was a very sore one indeed, for he sent back and reported that at the first experimental mention of Alys’s name the Duke of Aquitaine had reached for his battle-axe and roared out, “By Christ’s Holy Cross, I swear that the next man to mention marriage to me I’ll split from chin to chine!”


That most effectively quelled further inquiries. But side by side with this report Diagos sent home a new rumor which said that Henry, very much at odds with Richard over the administration of Aquitaine, was planning to marry Alys to his younger son, John, with whom he was on good terms. It sounded as though Henry regarded the girl as a prize for good behavior, not as the partner in a firm betrothal.


Berengaria chose to regard this as a most encouraging report and began to beg Father to write to Richard himself.


“He cannot cleave you if you remain in Navarre,” she said, and no one could tell whether she meant the words as a joke or as one of her matter-of-fact statements, for her voice and her face remained expressionless.


Father demurred, but by this time he was beginning to be interested in the mystery which seemed to lie behind this situation—as indeed I was myself—and after a little persuasion he did send the letter. The reply was prompt and blunt. It said that the duke was betrothed to Alys of France; and it added, obviously in reply to some remark in Father’s letter, that the inquiry had given no offense, since were the duke free to do so he would marry any girl who brought in her hand a good dowry to contribute to the crusade he was planning.


Over this letter Father and Berengaria fell out. Father was furious. “It’s the letter of a huckster and an insult to the unfortunate woman he is to marry. It implies that were he free he would sell himself to the highest bidder, as Jaime of Alva sells the services of his Arab stallion. You are well out of any further dealings with a man of so coarse a nature. This letter is typically Angevin; they’re upstairs and hucksters to a man and would sell their own mothers to serve their greed.” He said a great deal more, all of it derogatory, and then added, “Let me hear no more about it. This ends a matter that should never have been begun.”


“Father, it practically invites you to make him a dazzling offer. And if you love me you will take it in that spirit and write back and say that if he will marry me instead you will make a good contribution to his crusade.”





Father looked at her with disgust and dismay. He smashed down his fist on the letter. “You mean to tell me that after this you want him? How can you be so shameless? And so stupid? With beauty like yours are you to go to a man who thinks of nothing but the bag of gold round your neck? Good God, Berengaria, you must be mad!”


He had spoken the forbidden word. And while he stood ashamed, his face contracted by the pain of his thoughts, Berengaria began to shed her beautiful tears.


Whether it was a gift from God or a mere result of old Ahbeg’s little knife, she could cry as I never saw another woman do. She never sniffed or snuffled, her face didn’t screw up or her chin pucker and shake; water just welled into her great wide eyes and spilled over her cheeks and she looked just like a rose with early-morning dew on it. Nobody could resist her then, though any woman watching her must needs be jealous of such a rare weapon. I must admit that she used it rarely, which was perhaps rather clever of her, and hardly ever on anyone except Father and Young Sancho.


However, on this occasion she had come into opposition with something which in Father was not just a formal pattern of behavior but a deep and vital principle, his chivalry. This whole affair, in his opinion, was a subtle slight upon an innocent lady. I knew that if he had ever been in Richard’s place and had to write that letter he would have found it incumbent upon himself to add to the brief statement of his betrothal the courteous, even if untrue, comment that he loved Alys and regarded her above all women.


Father was a romantic and an idealist; that was why he had cherished his mad Beatrice; why he had let his daughters grow up unbetrothed. It was also why he tried to make up for his one most human lapse by treating me so well, making me a duchess in my own right and arranging for my financial independence.


And it is a fact that when the gentle sentimentalist really digs his heels in he can be firmer than the worldling whom worldly arguments sway.


“I’m very sorry, Rosebud, but even to pleasure you there are some things I cannot do. And to offer to buy a man from the lady to whom he has given his troth is one of them.”


“But I can never marry anyone else. Unless I marry him I can never be married at all.”


“Don’t talk like a fool,” Father said, beginning to take refuge in rage. “You’ve never even spoken to the man or looked him full in the face. I’m a bigger fool ever to have lifted a finger to humor such a fancy. And you won’t persuade me by crying. You’re just obstinate—obstinate as an iron mule—and I ought to take a stick to you.”


I approved of that expression, “iron mule”; precise and picturesque, it was worth remembering.


That evening Berengaria began a siege on the time-honored method of starving one’s opponent out, but it was original in that this time the besieger did the starving. She refused breakfast, dinner, and supper; she said she felt sick and the thought of food nauseated her. She ate, at any time, less than anyone I ever knew and would refuse any dish over- or undercooked, or one that had caught the smoke from the fire or been too much handled in the serving. Woe betide the page who sneezed or coughed while he was handing her a dish, however choice; the food was quite discounted, the sneeze or the cough sharply reprimanded, and the dish sent away untouched. I had known her, through an unfortunate combination of circumstances, to sustain life for thirty-six hours on a single crust and be none the worse. So I did not concern myself over a twenty-four-hour fast. Nor was I unduly perturbed on the second day. She must surely, I thought, come to her senses—and one of the senses was the sense of hunger. But no! The third day came. I watched, skeptically, minutely; Mathilde went in and out of the chamber where Berengaria had taken to her bed, but I would swear on the Cross that no crumb was smuggled in. And by the end of the third day her face showed the pinch of hunger and had the wan, hollow look which beggars’ faces have.


Pila, Catherine, and Maria, though they made many inquiries and many suggestions, tended to keep their distance lest the illness from which their princess was suffering—as they thought—should be contagious. Only Mathilde, who would have faced the plague itself for Berengaria’s sake, and I, who knew what it was all about, would enter the inner room. And my interest, I must confess, was almost purely academic; how far would she go, I wondered, to force Father into taking action against his will? I was interested to see what starvation felt like and managed, without drawing attention to the fact, to abstain from food myself for twenty-four hours. And I did become desperately hungry; so hungry, in fact, that I went to the kitchen and broke a piece of meat off a joint of venison on the spit—it burnt my fingers and my tongue and tasted like heaven and made me most profoundly sorry for beggars.


Yet there was Berengaria refusing calves’ foot jelly flavored with fresh oranges, turning her head away from bowls of bread and milk flavored with a clove-stuck onion, rejecting even a glass of sweet red wine from Portugal. An iron mule indeed!


On the morning of the fourth day Mathilde came out of Berengaria’s chamber into the bower and said:


“Whatever she says and against her orders, if need be, I’m going to tell the King. This is no ordinary sickness. I know the signs. And this is the way her mother, God rest her sweet soul, started. His Majesty wouldn’t take up arms in the cause of Castile against Aragon, and my lady took it very hard and wouldn’t eat from Ash Wednesday till the Friday following. And then I took a clothes peg and forced her jaws apart and poured in the broth so that she must either swallow or choke on it. And she lived and was crazy thereafter, to my everlasting sorrow and his too. Now the same thing has happened; I know the signs. But this time I’m not taking a clothes peg. Whatever it is on the mind has got to be lifted, or she’ll be like her dear mother. Now, Your Grace, would this come better from me or from you?”


In my own way I loved my father. I blamed him for my crooked back and for my illegitimacy, but on the whole I enjoyed being alive, my eating and drinking, my comfortable way of life, my money, my freedom. In the circumstances he had done very well by me. And very often he amused me too.


I felt that it would be better for me to go and talk to him than that Mathilde, with her morbid memories, her grudge, and her grim predictions, should do so. So I went to his private apartment and told him that Berengaria hadn’t taken sup or crumb for three whole days and that it was my belief that she would not until he had written to the duke again.


The Plantagenet’s reply this time pleased Father and displeased Berengaria. It read, “To my dear brother and friend of Navarre, greeting. Being bound, I cannot be your son-in-law; but when you choose him take care that he be a man of your mind and mine, and we will set your standard, with ours, on the walls of Jerusalem.”
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