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About the Book

When had I a choice to be other than I was?

From childhood Alice Salisbury has learnt obedience in all things and at fourteen dutifully marries the man her father has chosen for her – at the cost of losing for ever the love of her mother and the family she holds dear. But merchant Janyn Perrers is a good and loving husband and Alice soon learns to enjoy her marriage. Until a messenger brings news of his disappearance and she discovers that her husband had many secrets – secrets which have now put a price on her own head and that of her beloved daughter.

Brought under the protection of King Edward III and Queen Philippa she must obediently embrace her fate once more – as a virtual prisoner at Court. And when the king singles her out for more than just royal patronage she knows she has little choice but to accept his advances. But obeying the king brings with it many burdens as well as pleasures, as she forfeits her good name to keep her daughter free from hurt.

Still a young woman and guided by her intellect and good business sense, she learns to use her gifts as wisely as she can. But as one of the king’s favourites she brings jealousy and hatred in her wake and some will stop at nothing to see her fall from grace …
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Glossary



	churching

	the public appearance of a woman at church to give thanks after childbirth




	crespinette

	an ornamental hairnet




	dagged

	garment edge cut in long pendant strips or other ornamental shapes




	dam

	mother




	enfeoffed

	put in possession of the fee-simple or fee-tail of lands; the land belongs to owner and heirs




	enfeoffement to use

	a legal device allowing a landholder more control over the disposition of his property on his death – if he died without a male heir it would not immediately fall into the hands of his lord through a wardship but instead might be willed to a favoured relative; it would also not be forfeit if the landholder were accused of a crime against the king




	escarlatte

	the finest wool, also called scarlet




	fillet

	a narrow band worn round the head either for ornament or to keep a headdress or veil in place




	gris

	the fine fur from the backs of squirrels




	intaglio

	the figure or design incised or engraved on a signet ring




	lamia

	a fabulous monster with the body of a woman that sucks the blood of humans




	Lincoln green

	a rich green wool made in Lincoln




	maintenance

	undue exercise of influence over legal processes involving one’s retainers, usually through payment of fees, etc, to judges and juries; also the keeping of retainers, liveried men, usually armed




	miniver

	even finer than gris, fur made of squirrel stomachs only, white with a little gray surrounding it




	obit

	mass performed on behalf of the soul of the deceased on the anniversary of death, usually each year




	pers

	a fine blue cloth




	plantagenet pattern

	a pattern inspired by the common broom plant




	purpura

	a costly purple dye derived from the secretions of molluscs




	robe

	singular, connoting the entire ensemble




	tabby weave

	a simple weave of weft over warp which produces a smooth, though textured, finish




	Feast Days:

	 




	Candlemas

	2 February, the feast of the purification of the Virgin Mary




	Lammas Day

	1 August




	Martinmas

	11 November, the feast of St Martin




	Michaelmas

	29 September, the feast of St Michael




	St George’s Day

	23 April
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Book I

An Innocent Encounters the World



 

 

When had I a choice to be other than I was? Should I have been more selfish, more stubborn, more rebellious? Have I been too compliant, too quick to give the men in my life what they thought they wanted? Am I a fallen woman or an obedient handmaiden? As a female I was acceptable only as a virginal daughter, a wife, or a widow – unless, of course, I took vows. I have been all three, daughter, wife, widow, and one other – mistress.

My lover is now long dead, and I sense death drawing near for me. I write this for my children, praying that they might understand.

I began my life in a quite acceptable fashion, but the royal family laid such traps in my path that those who would throw the first stone are certain that I can never right myself even now. But when had I a choice to be other than I was? This is the argument of my life.


I-1

‘Right as oure firste lettre is now an A,
In beaute first so stood she, makeles.
Hire goodly loking gladed al the prees.
Nas nevere yet seyn thing to ben preysed derre,
Nor under cloude blak so bright a sterre’

– Geoffrey Chaucer, Troilus and Criseyde, I, ll. 171–175

London 1355
During the week, our parish church of St Antonin on Watling Street, east of St Paul’s, hummed with chantry Masses. Ours had long been a parish of wealthy merchants who worshipped under the cloud of Christ’s teaching that it was easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to gain the Kingdom of God, and so they bequeathed great sums for Masses to be said for their souls after death. The chantry priests of St Antonin’s were kept busy with almost continuous Masses, for it was an old parish and had buried many wealthy men and their wives, anxious for redemption.

I loved to spend time in St Antonin’s on ordinary days. The priests’ murmured prayers embraced me, and the familiar paintings and statues of our Saviour, His Blessed Mother and the saints reminded me that, as long as I said my prayers and obeyed my elders, I need never fear the devil. To this day the scent of incense mixed with candle wax comforts me. To the community of saints in St Antonin’s I confided all my hopes, fears, heartache and triumphs, and had no doubt that they guided and protected me. Other parishioners frequented the church during the quiet times, but like me they were intent on their own prayers and paid no heed to those kneeling nearby. It was the only place I had permission to go without a companion, a guardian, and I felt safe there.

On Sundays and important feast days the atmosphere of the little church lacked the comforting intimacy of the ordinary days, for then all parishioners except the bedridden attended Mass. The wealthy merchants flaunted their success by parading with their elegantly dressed families, while the gossips made note of any changes in the attendance or indeed the attendees – a swollen lip, a swollen belly hiding beneath an uncharacteristically voluminous skirt, an outrageously expensive new headdress – so that all observations might be argued over and settled after the service, and for days to come. On Sunday the church was too crowded, too filled with the scent of humanity (albeit wearing clothes sweetened by fragrant herbs and spices with which they had been stored), for me to recognise the incense and candle wax in the mix, but that is not to say I did not enjoy attending Mass on that day.

What made Sunday special was that we dressed up and attended as a family; my handsome father, my beautiful mother, my beloved siblings John, Will and Mary, and me in my best clothes. I felt as if we shone on Sundays, and I liked thinking of us with the beatific light of piety surrounding us, protected by God’s love. I don’t remember how I came to think of it thus, but it cheered me. I looked forward to Sundays in a different way from how I treasured the solace of the church during the rest of the week.

I must have long been aware that on Sundays St Antonin’s was also a marriage market, but with that gift we have as children for ignoring what does not affect or fascinate us, I had paid no attention to that aspect of the day. Until it was my turn.

I begin my story with my first appearance as a vendible in that place that was my sanctuary during the week and my opportunity to bask in the light of my handsome family on Sundays and holy days. It was the autumn of my thirteenth year.

For years since that day on which I crossed over into adulthood, I climbed a precipice so steep and so treacherous that pausing to rest and perchance look down was to risk a panic that would send me tumbling into the abyss. I blinkered myself and mindlessly climbed higher and higher, far higher than I had ever desired, certain that I would at last reach a safe meadow in which to rest. But I found only one slippery ledge after another. This is the tale of that ascent, and my eventual painful fall.

*

It had come as no surprise to me that I was expected to wed at a suitable age. I have no memory of a time when I had not understood that as a girl my worth to the family was my marriageability, either to a mortal man or to Christ, and my parents had never spoken of the latter possibility, of my entering a nunnery. Father was a respected member of his guild, a trader in fine cloth and jewels and a partner in a shipping concern. My marriage should bring him even greater prosperity or status or, preferably, both.

I suited my parents’ plans – pretty, well-formed, well-behaved, quick-witted but not openly opinionated. I was willing and eager to be betrothed, believing that my life would only then begin; and the outcome of the Sunday I am about to recount certainly shaped the rest of my life, for good or ill.

My mother had ordered a new gown and surcoat for me to be made from her latest cast-offs, a pretty azure gown and a Lincoln green surcoat. Unlike her usual instructions to make my gown shapeless, she had her maid fit this one to my blooming breasts and slender waist. To say that I had taken great delight in the maid’s compliments would be a gross understatement. She quite turned my head, with the result that even when I wore my usual shapeless gown I began to take every opportunity to glance at myself in any reflecting surface, newly fascinated each time. I’d recently begun my monthly flux and my body was full of surprises for me.

That my moon cycle had begun had been fair warning to me that my parents would begin to discuss my betrothal to someone of use to the family. But I had not expected them to take action quite so soon. My brother John, two years older than me, had been told not even to think about marriage until he had finished his apprenticeship with one of Father’s fellow mercers. When I pointed that out, Mother had explained to me in her usual chilly wise that I was now of an age to assume my role in the family, to link it with another successful merchant concern, and therefore she saw no reason to delay.

‘The money we have spent for the grammar school you attend is better spent elsewhere. Your husband will not care whether you can understand his account books. Certainly, he will prefer that you do not. He will want you to see to the housekeeping, not meddle in his trade. I pray your father will observe that and will not insist that your little sister Mary go to school.’

Mother did not willingly waste anything, particularly affection, on me. That my clothes had always been cut from her cast-off garments was the custom, but that any attention I gleaned from her was purely accidental was surely not. She saved her affection for my brother John, the eldest, and those acquaintances she judged useful. I had tried hard to win her affection when I was younger, yearning to have her bright smile shine on me, wishing to be caught up in her silky, fragrant embrace. But, emulating the nobles, she preferred her eldest son, and indeed had declared her milk used up by nursing him; before my birth she engaged a wet nurse. My two younger siblings had in their turn been handed over to wet nurses, and when weaned we were all cared for by Nan, a servant who saw to our every need with affection and devotion – but she could not entirely make up for Mother’s indifference. I tried to be more than a sister to young Will and Mary, not wanting them to feel so alone as I did, which was no hardship, for I loved them and enjoyed their companionship.

In truth, Mother was as dismissive of Will and Mary as she was of me, but not as cruel to them. She saved that particular talent of hers for me. I did not know why she favoured me with her venom, but I was ever her prey.

Father was my champion, and I thought that if I were wed to a man cut from the same cloth as he, I would be happy. It was true that he had insisted on my time at the grammar school, and what Mother did not know was that he had also taught me much about keeping accounts and negotiating a good price. With his encouragement I often hid behind the curtained doorway in our home’s undercroft, where he stored his merchandise, and listened to his negotiations; afterwards he would explain his tactics. He seemed to enjoy my precocious suggestions.

‘You are so quick, Alice. You have a keen eye. You will be an asset to your husband.’

I prayed that he was right in this and Mother wrong, for I considered housekeeping tedious in comparison with Father’s negotiations. I enjoyed sharing this secret endeavour with him and told no one about it, not even Nan or my best friend Geoffrey Chaucer.

On that fateful Sunday, I sensed that the household woke holding its collective breath. Will sat still and spoke softly while Nan combed out the tangles in his curly blond hair, behaviour quite unusual for an eight-year-old boy. Mary visibly tried to mirror his behaviour. Father nervously whistled and twice asked Nan the whereabouts of his boots. John dressed early and paced in the hall. Nan’s hands trembled as she dressed me with the help of another maid, who was also subdued. I suspected that they were praying that Mother would judge my new gown and surcoat satisfactory.

I hoped that once they had given their approval, my parents would at last reveal to me the name of the man they had in mind. Mother claimed that Father insisted on surprising all of us with his choice, so even she did not know the man’s identity. I hardly believed her, for I was not aware of Father’s ever excluding her from matters of such import. Yet there was something overly alert in her manner of late, as if she were watching out for something. For his part, Father had given me the smile meant to reassure me that all was well.

‘Sweet Alice, do you not trust your father to choose a handsome, wealthy man who will be good to you?’

I spent every spare moment at St Antonin’s praying for a blessing on my married life. It seemed a safe, polite prayer, and helped me set aside my feelings of frustration. It seemed a cruel secret to keep from me when it would affect the rest of my life.

And so, although I sat quite still while Nan brushed my hair that Sunday morning, my mind was aquiver with anxiety. I distracted myself by mentally wandering down a path lined with the young merchants I had seen in Father’s company, choosing between them. I knew it was an exercise I might regret – Father would not content himself with the most handsome man with the sweetest temperament, for my marriage was an extension of his endeavours to establish his standing in the merchant community, an alliance of our successful house with another, preferably even grander, one. Nor could I hope for someone my own age.

I had once thought that my best friend Geoffrey might be the one, but his parents had recently sent him off to serve as a page in a noble household. Seeing my disappointment, Father had reminded me that though the Chaucers were sufficiently wealthy and respectable, before he might wed a young man must have a position or inheritance that could support a household, and few lads of thirteen had either. There was an older man, a widower, wealthy and exceedingly handsome, whom I had dreamed of wedding, but Master Janyn had not graced our hall in a long while. I imagined he was already wed.

I was distracted from my brooding when Nan slipped my new azure gown over my head. It was my first gown of escarlatte, the finest wool, dyed in indigo from India, and I loved how it felt against my skin as I swayed side to side.

‘Do not move so,’ cried Nan. ‘I shall never be able to button your sleeves.’

She was not a young woman, and her fingers, stiff with age, fumbled at the small buttons and loops that had to be tugged together to fit in the snug manner that was stylish. I noticed how she winced as she pulled a button through the loop and wished I might help her, but it took two hands to achieve. My sister was too young to perform such a task, and it did not seem proper to ask one of my brothers or Father.

‘Cook might help me with this,’ I suggested. She sometimes assisted Mother’s maid when both Nan and I were busy with something. ‘Or Mother.’

Nan hissed and shook her head without looking up from her agony. ‘Your mother is all atemper this morning and I’ll not bother her or Cook. I was told to see to you and I mean to do so.’

At last she had me snugly buttoned, and helped me with the surcoat, and then the pretty silver circlet, this latter requiring much fussing on her part, its purpose being to hold my hair away from my face so that it would fall in cascades of golden-brown curls down my back. Stepping away, she motioned for me to turn around so she might check that all was buttoned, tucked and tidy. She clapped her hands as I moved about, but when I turned to face her again I saw that she was crying and my heart sank.

‘Nan, what is wrong?’

‘You will have a dozen marriage proposals by evening and be wed by Christmas,’ she cried. ‘And then I’ll not see you again. You’ll forget your old Nan.’

I hugged her so tightly she squealed and pulled away. ‘I love you too much to forget you,’ I said, and meant it with all my heart.

‘You will undo all my work,’ she cried, but I could see that she was well pleased.

Mary, a chubby five-year-old with sticky fingers and a runny nose, slipped into the curtained area to see what was taking so long. She let out a little gasp. ‘Mama’s gown! She will box your ears for wearing her gown!’ She covered her open mouth with her grubby hands and giggled.

‘Mother had this cut down for me,’ I explained, but Mary shook her head.

‘She will be so angry!’ she giggled again.

‘I just scrubbed and changed you,’ Nan moaned. ‘Alice, go out to the hall and wait. I will try again with this little one. I pray Will is still tidy.’

As I stepped into the hall my brother John sat up and began to say something, but abruptly stopped, blushed to the roots of his light brown hair, and dropped his gaze, swinging his head slightly as if looking for something on the floor.

‘What is it?’ I asked.

He looked up again, his eyes drawn to my now-flushed face, then my long neck, which was quite bare.

‘I hardly know you, dressed so,’ he mumbled.

‘For pity’s sake, Alice, do not bite your lip.’ Father drew me aside. ‘You have nothing to fret about. Indeed, this is your day to revel in your youth and beauty, eh?’ He took one of my hands and bowed to it, kissed it, then stepped back to have a good look at me. ‘God’s blood,’ he swore under his breath.

I was unsure how to read his expression. He did not smile, but neither did he frown.

‘Do I look beautiful, Father?’

‘You do indeed. Your mother will be proud of you today. We all will be.’

‘Now will you tell me who will be watching me most closely as I pray today, Father? I know you have spoken to someone.’

He took off his hat and dabbed his forehead. He was sweating despite the chill in the hall – the fire had been allowed to die down as we prepared, and would only be stoked when we returned from Mass. ‘You will see him soon enough, Alice, soon enough. Walk meekly and smile sweetly to those who greet you. It will be all the better if there are suitors in reserve, eh?’

He raised his hand to pat my shoulder as was his wont, but suddenly corrected himself and dropped it. I realised that, like John, he found me changed and somehow untouchable. He looked almost feverish for a moment, his eyes too shiny, his colour high, and I recognised the look of covetousness. I had often seen him look so at Mother, and at particularly exquisite silks and furs. I felt hot and sick and wanted to flee.

But Mother had just entered the hall from the solar above. She paused at the door with such an air of grace and command that I felt as if I were my little sister, grimy and underfoot.

‘Walk towards me,’ she commanded.

I did so, shivering under her hard scrutiny.

‘Turn around.’

Again I obeyed as if I were a doll she manipulated from afar.

‘You look like a strumpet,’ she said with a sigh. ‘But we have no time to fuss. There is no remedy.’

‘Margery, what are you saying? Alice looks lovely,’ Father protested.

‘You would think so,’ Mother said with a withering look at him. ‘But I will take cheer in the hope that she will lure in your chosen prey. Come John, Will. Where is Nan? Has she not finished dressing Mary?’

Mother did not look my way again. I stood in the hall, embarrassed and feeling discarded. It was Nan, dear Nan, who saved the day for me.

Placing Mary’s dimpled hand in mine, she said, ‘Tell your sister what you told me, Mary.’

As I looked into my little sister’s wide eyes, I realised that I was seeing love, admiration, all that I had hoped to see in the eyes of my parents and John.

‘You are so beautiful, Alice,’ Mary declared. ‘I want to look just like you when I grow up.’

Tempted to reach down and press the dear child to my heart, I forced myself to be satisfied with a peck on Mary’s momentarily clean cheek and a press of her hand.

‘Will you walk with me to church, my lady Mary?’ I asked, and my heart melted at the delight in my sister’s eyes.

‘You are beautiful as a spring dawn,’ Nan whispered. ‘Your mother does not like to be outshone, while your father has realised his little daughter is about to leave his household. Do not judge them for their simple feelings, Alice.’

And so I relaxed, once more noticing how soft the escarlatte felt against my skin, how it draped with such a liquid weight and movement that I felt graceful.

I bent to Mary. ‘Hold your head high, little sister. The Salisbury girls will turn all other heads this morning. You look so pretty in your gown.’

Holding my sister’s hand steadied me throughout an increasingly terrifying ordeal.

Once the family was assembled in the hall I took my cloak from the peg on the wall, but Mother shook her head and handed me one of her own. It was grey, lined in gris: the fine grey fur made from the winter hides of squirrels – only the lovely backs. On her it was more of a short cape, but it reached below my knees and felt wonderfully soft and caressing.

‘Take it off as you enter the nave,’ she instructed. ‘I do not want to have wasted the escarlatte by hiding the robe beneath a cloak. I purposed to show that your body is ready for bearing children.’

Her words embarrassed me, as if I were about to parade naked through the city. I must have had tears in my eyes because Father patted me on the shoulder – now sufficiently covered – and whispered that Mother had a headache and did not mean to be curt.

I nodded to Mary and grasped the hand that she offered me. ‘Let us be gone!’ I said with forced cheer.

It fooled Mary who giggled and hopped along beside me as I headed towards the door. Will suddenly charged ahead and opened it with a sweeping bow. Now I, too, giggled and was grateful for my younger siblings.

The autumn morning was damp with a river mist that would rise by midday but for the moment made me glad of the gris lining in the cloak. Such a damp, chilly morning usually inspired complaints on my part, but today it was comforting, as if I could be private a little longer. I tried to remind myself that I was not about to be wed, merely on display to potential suitors. It might be a year or more before I walked to the church porch to take a husband. But I could not shake the sense of stepping off the edge of the world known to me and into a void without boundary, without bottom. I shivered and pulled the cloak tighter round me with my free hand.

Mary still skipped along beside me. I pressed her hand, wondering how often I would see her once I was wed, how much of her life I would know. Heavy thoughts at thirteen.

At the church door Nan took the cloak from me and reached for Mary’s hand, but I held firm. ‘She will steady me, won’t you, Mary?’

My sister tugged on my hand and nodded with such a gladsome smile that I took heart. The gloom of the morning had inspired dark thoughts. Now the beautiful nave, the incense, the familiar faces, would cheer me. I would feel like a princess in my escarlatte gown, my hair shining from Nan’s vigorous brushing.

Stepping into the nave, I felt the reassurance of the familiar. I could not begin to count how many times I had stepped through these doors. The expanse of glass and stone above me seemed to lighten my step.

‘Master Janyn Perrers! Good day to you,’ Father exclaimed.

My heart danced. This was he about whom I had dreamed, he who at one time had been a frequent guest at our dinner table. He was as I had remembered: olive skin, dark eyes and lustrous, curly hair. A deep, resonant voice. The way his face lit up when he smiled. The grace with which he wore his elegant clothes. Next to Father, Master Janyn was my ideal man.

‘Master John Salisbury. Benedicite.’ Janyn Perrers bowed. ‘And Dame Margery.’ He bowed again, but I noticed that he did not look Mother in the eyes as he did Father. Now he looked my way. ‘And is this Mistress Alice? Surely not. She cannot have grown so beautiful in the short time since I last saw her playing in your garden?’ His eyes were so friendly that I could not help but smile.

I curtsied to him and was startled by his warm hand suddenly grasping mine.

Looking into my eyes as if I were the only person in the nave, he bowed over my hand, brushing it with his lips.

I felt myself blush to my fingertips. I could not seem to find my voice but stared at him as he bowed once more to my parents and moved away into the crowd.

‘What is he doing here this morning?’ Mother hissed at Father. Her head trembled on her delicate neck.

‘He occasionally worships here, Margery, you know that.’

‘Not for a long while.’

‘That is true. But we spoke the other day and are once more at ease with one another.’

‘God’s blood, if you are planning what I think you are, I’ll wring her neck before I let her marry him!’

Now I was horribly aware of eyes following us, but could not be certain whether I was the focus of interest or whether it was Mother. Her pale face was stained with unbecoming splotches of crimson and she held her head so rigid that her veil shivered like a delicate insect wing.

She would wring my neck before she would let me wed Janyn Perrers? That could not be what she meant. Surely.

After Mass, the Chaucers paused to greet our family and Geoffrey told me that he had not guessed I could be quite so beautiful as I was that morning. I tried to laugh at his confusing compliment, but managed only a weak smile.

‘You look frightened,’ he said. ‘Are you?’

‘The day is not unfolding as I’d dreamed it would,’ I said, irritated to feel tears start.

‘This will not do,’ Geoffrey said with a most sympathetic look. ‘Straighten up and meet the eyes of your fellow parishioners. You are worth all of them.’

‘I wish you could hold my other hand,’ I muttered.

He looked down at Mary, fidgeting now, swinging towards me and away and singing something under her breath, a million leagues away from us in some enchanted land.

‘I would be better company, I suppose.’ He laughed as his mother called him away. ‘She is worried that we will defy them and pledge our troth. Shall we?’

With Mother’s angry words still echoing in my head, stirring fear of what she might do, the thought of pledging myself to my good friend was like balm for my heart. Geoffrey was neither handsome nor elegant, but he was comfortingly consistent and I had never doubted his friendship. I cherished the thought for a moment despite my certainty that he spoke in jest. Indeed, his gaze was already on the others around us, and his mother had no difficulty moving him away. I could not run after him because other families with eligible young men were now approaching us, and Father proudly introduced each one in turn to me. Many of the young men I already knew, although they behaved towards me quite differently from the way they had in the past.

At some point in our lives we cross over from the carefree innocence of childhood to the weighty status of responsible adult. We are no longer greeted with vague looks and tolerant smiles but considered for our value to others and whether we are likely to be friend or foe. I remember almost every moment of that day on which I realised that what I had thought was a rehearsal for adulthood was in fact the deciding step – there was no going back.

By the time my family and I walked out into the churchyard the mist had been burned away by a warm midday sun the deep gold of autumn. The sudden brightness blinded me, and I stumbled on the shallow steps leading from the porch. I was caught up and set back on my feet by someone with strong arms, yet a gentle touch.

‘God bless you,’ I said, a bit breathlessly as I smoothed out my gown with one hand, shading my eyes with the other. I discovered my saviour was Janyn Perrers.

But I doubt he heard me for Mother had already pulled him to one side and was berating him in an angry whisper.

I did not rush to his defence, for fear of her reaction.

Father said something beneath his breath to Nan and she called to her four charges, hurrying us across the square to our house.

John heaved a loud sigh as we stepped into the hall. ‘Mother will be testy for the remainder of the day.’

Will started towards the garden door, but Nan pulled him back, tidying his wild hair.

‘Let us warm ourselves while we await your parents,’ she said.

Mary fought back tears. ‘Why is Mother so angry?’

I hugged her and promised it would prove to be nothing.

We were just huddling around the fire in the hall when Mother and Father entered, hissing at one another, faces flushed with emotion, gestures abrupt with anger. Inside the door Father grabbed Mother’s elbow and roughly pulled her closer to have the last word. She snatched her arm from him, gathered her skirts, and rushed out of the door again. I could hear her stumble up the outer stairs to the solar. The boards creaked overhead.

With a tug at his clothes and a twist of his neck, as if to ease it, Father affected calm as he joined us.

‘Your mother took offence at Master Janyn Perrers’ behaviour. She did not realise he had saved you from a nasty tumble, Alice, and chided him for being so rude as to touch you, a young girl. It is most unfortunate for he is to dine with us today and your mother is now too shamed by her own discourtesy to join us. She believes we will all be more at ease with you presiding over the table as mistress of the house,’ he said to me.

I could think of nothing to say but, ‘Yes, Father,’ though I felt uneasy about his lie.

It was a strange and most uncomfortable afternoon. In celebration of the lovely weather Cook and Nan had set up a trestle table by the door to a small courtyard in which, in one of her rare moments of happiness, Mother had planted herbs and flowers and Father had made a bench for her with a bower for climbing roses overhead. The flowers were all spent now, but as the sun warmed the plants their fragrances mingled with the delicious smells on the table. It would have been delightful – but as I looked out on her little garden, Mother loomed large in her absence. I did not feel in any wise prepared to play hostess in her place. I was not the only one discomfited. Father was too loud and jovial. Janyn’s parents, Master John and Dame Tommasa Perrers, were plainly ill at ease.

But not Master Janyn. He was as charming as he had always been in our home.

Will and Mary had been bustled off to the kitchen with Nan, and a part of me yearned to be in there with them, at ease and at peace.

But Master Janyn made certain that I did not feel that way for long. While the other adults talked in stilted courtesy to each other, Master Janyn entertained John and me with stories of his travels to Lombardy, Naples, Calais, Bruges. I found myself doubting Mother’s suspicion that he meant to wed me, for he knew so much of the world, was about twenty years my senior and so grand, he could not possibly want a child like me to be hostess in his home.

And yet … from time to time he would look at me with a curious expression, as if wondering about me, perhaps trying me out in different settings or different clothes. He inquired as to my preferences – colours, foods, even feast days – and listened with such concentration that he several times echoed my exact words to himself, as if determined to remember them. After an account of a journey or some other event he would glance at me, as if gauging whether or not it had been to my liking. He did not treat John in such wise. I believed it to be the behaviour of a man paying court.

I felt as if all that was familiar and reassuring had been packed in a cart that was pulling away too fast, much too fast, and I wanted to protest that I must have it all back at once, all in place, all as usual. But something prevented me and I realised that, before I could break free from the spell, the cart would be out of my reach. I wanted Mother at the table, laughing with the guests. I wanted to be able to slip away and play or to join Nan and the young ones in the kitchen. I wanted to be in my old shapeless gown and all but invisible. Despite liking Janyn, I yearned for my old familiar life. I bit my lip so hard fighting back tears that the next morning it was swollen and very sore.

At some point the dinner was over and I was at last at the door of the hall, bidding our guests farewell. Dame Tommasa touched my cheek and said that she hoped to see me again very soon. Master John was deep in discussion with Father about reports of a mutual friend’s ship lost in the Channel. Master Janyn took both my hands in his and looked deep into my eyes. He was much taller than I was, but in that moment I felt our eyes were so close I might feel his lashes if he blinked. His skin was warm to the touch. He gave off a heat that was dry and somehow reassuring, and he smelled very pleasant. But he seemed too much a man, too knowing and strong, too able to bend me to his will. If we were to wed, my life would be swallowed up by his. Alice would be no more. I was dizzy with conflicting emotions and the turmoil made me mute. I wanted to tell him to go away and not return, and at the same time wanted him to lean closer and kiss me on the lips. As the thought occurred, I felt myself blush.

Janyn smiled, and for a moment looked quite mischievous, which suited his face. ‘I believe you have stolen my heart, Mistress Alice. I pray you, be gentle with it.’ He kissed my hands, each in turn, and then bowed and let go of me.

I was terrified and thrilled. After the Perrers had departed Father asked me how I liked Master Janyn, and I burst into tears. I turned to him with my arms outstretched, hoping to be enfolded in his comforting embrace. But he stood with his hands at his sides, shaking his head at the ceiling.

‘Ah, so he did not please you. Has she poisoned you against him? Did she say aught to you before he arrived?’

In spirit he was already up in the solar, continuing his argument with Mother. Again, fear crawled along my skin making me shiver with a sudden chill. I sensed a chess game all around me in which I was a pawn: unimportant, simple to move, easy to lose. I recoiled from the thought and assured myself that I was no such thing, that Father loved me, but that Mother had so embarrassed him and robbed him of his prize for the day’s work, his daughter betrothed to a worthy suitor, that he could not turn his attention to me and see that I suffered as well.

‘She said nothing to me after church,’ I replied, and, whispering some excuse, fled to the kitchen seeking Nan. She saw my distress at once and pulled me to her, stroking my hair as she hummed and rocked me. She asked no questions, which was best, for my thoughts were so tangled I would have given her yet more worries. Already she seemed to have a new wrinkle between her grizzled brows.

I lay in bed that night comparing my previous night’s fantasy about my morning at Mass with the actual experience, and thought with a sinking heart that I had just tasted the true flavour of adulthood. And found it sour where I had expected it to be sweet.

The household was subdued for days, Mother in her room, Father and my brother John avoiding any mention of Sunday’s events, and on the next Sunday the Perrers family was not at St Antonin’s. Again after Mass families with unmarried sons and a few widowers approached us for introductions. Father was friendly, Mother brusque, and they invited no guests to dinner that day. Mother joined us, occasionally glancing my way with a sneer, as if she needed but the sight of me to refresh her ill temper. Each time she did that, I felt myself shrink a little and the voices of the other members of the household grow softer, until I felt as if I were not actually in the room with them at all but watching them from afar, from behind some barrier that allowed me to see but imperfectly, hear but vaguely, while Mother stole hate-filled glances at my empty place at table.

Over the next few weeks she perfected this dismissal of me, working a powerful spell. I lost all appetite and kept to myself more and more.

Perhaps if Geoffrey had not been sent away he might have teased me out of my withdrawal from life, but with him gone there was no one save Nan who cared about my behaviour. Not even Father. In fact, several times I caught him regarding me with an annoyed frown, as if I had disappointed him. But no one spoke to me. I had no idea whether the Perrers family had found me lacking, whether I had neglected to do something they had expected of me. At no time did I feel welcome, much less encouraged, to ask what was wrong.

Sunday after Sunday no suitor was invited to dinner, and I began to think I had missed the moment at which a husband might be found for me. Christmas came, then Easter. Father made a few trips out of London, one to Castle Rising, the home of the former Queen, Isabella. I had never known him to be summoned by a member of the royal family before. In the past he would have invited me down to the undercroft after such an unusual journey to tell me all about the wonders he had seen, the interesting people, what an honour it was for our family, but this time I heard only what he recounted at the dinner table or in the evenings as the family sat around the fire in the hall. Indeed, he said little about that trip. In general he seemed increasingly uncomfortable, as if some great worry weighed him down, and I prayed that I had not unwittingly brought this on him.

My one consolation was St Antonin’s: the familiar quiet in the church, its reassuring sameness, the certainty of Christ’s teachings and the Blessed Mother’s compassion. I prayed for guidance and, gradually, over the spring, an answer bloomed in my heart. After several failed attempts I gathered the courage to talk to Dom Paul, my parish priest, about how I might serve God. He listened to me with kind attention and suggested that I might embroider an altar cloth, or sew something for one of the statues, and of course be a good daughter and help out at home. I explained that I meant a stronger commitment, that I thought I would like to be a bride of Christ.

His heavy-lidded eyes opened just wide enough for him to abandon his habitual close-lidded listening expression and peer at me with a frown – all adults seemed to frown at me of late. ‘You wish to take vows? Have you spoken of this to your family?’

‘No. I am speaking to you about it.’

‘You would need your parents’ permission,’ he said, and in his voice and his distracted eyes as he rose from the bench, I knew that he did not think they would grant this wish.

Dom Paul was conspicuously absent the next day, although I lingered long in the church.

On the following day Father asked me to join him in the undercroft after dinner, which he had not done since my mysterious transgression. He suggested that I change into my pretty azure gown and green surcoat. He would be entertaining some important customers and would like me to look my best. I felt as if someone had lit a candle inside me, the warmth and light filling me and inviting me back to life. I had been weeding the kitchen garden and was acutely aware of a sudden how soiled were my hands and even my face. I asked my little brother Will to look after Mary for a while so that Nan might help me clean myself and dress.

She shook her head over how loosely the azure gown now fitted me, and how pale I looked despite the sunny weather we had been enjoying.

‘You are too much in church, child.’

‘Or I have finally spent enough time there, Nan, for my prayers have been answered. Father has forgiven me.’

‘For what?’

I shrugged. ‘It no longer matters.’

By her muttering and jerky movements I understood that it still mattered to her, a great deal. She had been quietly fuming about my parents’ treatment of me for a long while.

‘Dame Margery is too selfish to love her children as a mother should,’ Nan had told me. ‘And Master John shirks his duty as a husband in permitting her vanity and selfishness to rage unchecked.’

‘They are as God made them.’ I had taken this as my set response to her frequent tirades about my inadequate parents.

‘You are too ready to forgive them, Alice.’

‘I foresee only more censure if I complain.’

‘How can you say that when you see how your mother’s behaviour, which includes a litany of complaints that grows ever longer, is met with such coddling and folk stumbling over themselves in their eagerness to please her?’

‘She is very beautiful.’

‘As are you, when you are in health. Folk believe what you make them think of you. If you cower and cringe, they believe they are right to condemn you.’

How I missed Geoffrey. We might have spent many jolly hours debating Nan’s philosophy. I tried not to think about how things might have been had he not been sent away, but I did so yearn for a good laugh, for a friend who did not judge me and wanted to understand me.

So on that day I would not ask what had been set right, why Father had invited me to the undercroft after ignoring me for so long. Partly I feared that the invitation would be withdrawn, and I could not bear that after feeling so happy about the possibility of returning to our old comfortable ways.

It was cool in the undercroft, and I held my cupped hands close to an oil lamp as I waited for Father to finish instructing his clerk about how to display the cloth and ornaments he wished to show the customers. I had offered to arrange for wine and a little food for the guests, but the clerk had told me that he would see to that, as he always did.

Turning towards the displayed items, I studied them for a moment. ‘The gold cloth glows against the blue,’ I commented. ‘Is it cloth of gold or just the colour of gold?’ It shone so that I thought it possible it truly was gold wire.

‘Merely a colour,’ said Father. ‘There is little call for such a costly fabric as cloth of gold among merchants. The nobles are more extravagant. Although for very special occasions, a merchant might request it. In small quantities!’ He chuckled at that. He seemed uncommonly cheerful, and my heart fluttered to think it was from joy at our renewed camaraderie.

‘I have missed our time together,’ I blurted, then blushed, having voiced the thought without intending to.

But Father smiled and patted my shoulder. ‘I have missed talking to you as well. I was wrong to be ruled by your mother’s temper.’

‘Why was she so angry with me?’

‘Your mother is difficult to fathom, Alice, and there are times, as now, when I think it best we do not attempt to understand her ill humour, for it might influence us.’

He had grown serious while delivering this little speech and sat for several moments afterwards with head bowed, seemingly studying his hands. I felt it to be a significant moment, that he had treated me as a mature woman for the first time. My heart swelled with quiet joy and I reached out for his hand.

But he jumped to his feet. ‘They are here!’ He ordered his clerk to welcome the guests. ‘You will be surprised, I think,’ Father said to me, his face bright with anticipation, ‘and, I very much hope, delighted to see who is here.’

There were stacks of barrels between the doorway and the area in which Father showed his merchandise, so I recognised his voice before I saw him. My heartbeat quickened, and I had an urge to flee, though not to avoid him, but rather because I felt as if I were being swept up into a great wave that would carry me far from the familiar earth, an inexorable wave over which I had no control, and I was frightened and at the same time excited.

‘Father, is it Master Janyn Perrers?’

My father’s grin was so exaggerated, like a gargoyle’s, that it, too, frightened me. ‘So you remember his voice. That is a good sign, I think. Are you pleased?’

I crossed myself against evil or danger. ‘I do not know what to think,’ I said. This was no way to win Mother’s affection, I thought.

But it was too late to say more. The small space was suddenly filled by Master Janyn and his father. I was glad of the shadows the men cast in the lamp-lit chamber because I could take advantage of them and feel less exposed, less readable. I did not want Master Janyn to see how I blushed beneath his direct gaze, nor how I, in turn, found it difficult to look away from him.

What a beautiful man he was: his colouring, his strong build, the grace of his movements, the deep resonance of his voice that made my bones hum, the spicy smell of him. He wore exquisite clothes – not just expensive and well-cut, but beautiful and seeming just right for him. His father was pale and ordinary in comparison, looking like all the other wealthy merchants, including Father. I thought it must be the Italian blood from his mother’s family that made Janyn so beautiful.

In truth, I was his even before he asked for my hand.

Janyn’s father, Master John, bowed to both of us and asked after my health.

Again I felt myself blush as I replied that I was in good health. His question embarrassed me. I assumed he had noticed how my clothes hung on my diminished frame. I wished I did not look so ill that it was the first thing on which he commented. It would not recommend me as a future wife to his son.

‘I thank God that you have fully recovered,’ he said. ‘Dame Tommasa will also be gladdened by this news.’

I must have looked as confused as I felt, for Father coughed and shook his head at me, a sign for me to let it pass. He then drew both men over to the display of cloth.

I did not join them right away, trying to think why Master John thought that I had been ill if it were not for my present appearance – for he implied that his wife had also been worried for my health. I could find nothing that made more sense than that Father had lied to them about my health, and the only reason I could think he would do that was as an excuse for having avoided them and in such wise appeasing Mother, who so disliked Master Janyn.

Yet here they were today, in our undercroft, invited by Father. I wondered whether this meant that Mother had agreed to look on Master Janyn with charity. It was hardly something she would confide to me. My spirits lifted once more as I considered the possibility of being betrothed to Janyn Perrers. I would want for nothing, and have the most handsome, elegant husband. Noticing Father glancing my way, I joined him and his guests. They were discussing the cloth he had displayed, and some others that the clerk had fetched. One fabric looked as if it had been painted: gold stars and silver crescent moons against a dark colour, almost black.

I ran my hand over it to feel whether the gold and silver shapes stood out, but they seemed to be part of the fabric.

‘Is this not a fantastical cloth?’ Father said to me.

I nodded. No more fantastical than the thought of my being Janyn Perrers’s wife, I thought.

‘I do not know why I purchased it,’ he said, ‘for it is so strange. But I found it beautiful, and wilfully ignored my misgivings.’

Master John Perrers brushed beringed fingers across the fabric, then lifted it, feeling its weight. As he set it back down he said, ‘It is very fine, John. My wife would tell me to buy it.’

Janyn chuckled, ‘Yes, she would.’

Father shook his head. ‘Where might she wear such cloth without censure from all in the parish?’

‘Here in London she would wear it only in our home,’ said Master John with a little shrug, tapping the cloth lightly with one finger. ‘But in Lombardy she might wear a gown of such stuff at market … at feasts. Or line a cloak with it.’

I lifted a corner of the cloth and gently rubbed it between my fingers. It was silky and had a rich heft. I could imagine it as a surcoat over a dark or perhaps a gold gown. But such robes on a woman not of the court would be greeted with disdain by the other wives of the guild. ‘Dame Tommasa must miss her homeland very much then,’ I said. ‘I should like to see a city where one could wear such a beautiful robe to market.’

Master John grinned broadly. ‘Perhaps you shall see such a city, Mistress Alice. What do you think – shall I buy enough for the lining of a cloak? Or a gown?’

‘Or a surcoat,’ I said, feeling quite bold in revealing that I had considered what use I would make of such a beautiful cloth.

‘Ah.’ Master John nodded. ‘With what colour gown beneath?’

I hesitated, looking to Father for permission to continue. He nodded his encouragement. Indeed, he appeared pleased with me.

‘A rich gold?’ I suggested. ‘Or something even darker.’

‘You have a talent for this,’ said Master John. ‘That is good. Very good.’ He glanced at his son, who was watching me with his usual intensity.

‘Which of these would you choose for my mother?’ asked Master Janyn. He held up two gold cloths, one a much deeper shade than the other, almost a brown yet with a whisper of gold, the promise of light.

I pointed to that one. He turned to Father. ‘Mistress Alice has inspired me to make a gift of her choices to my mother. Let us discuss the measures later.’ Lifting another gold cloth, of a lighter shade, he asked me what I thought of it. ‘Do feel it.’

It was not silk, but escarlatte, like the gown I wore, the costliest wool. The colour was beautiful.

‘Escarlatte,’ I said, very quietly, becoming too aware of his closeness, his intense gaze.

‘The gold colour matches your eyes,’ he said.

I looked up and my gaze was caught by his. I wondered at the power he had over me. I felt weak, as if all wit had flown from my head.

‘Does it?’ I whispered the question, not wishing to break the spell he cast over me by speaking too loudly.

‘Perhaps it is time that we sat and discussed the true purpose of your visit,’ said Father. ‘Alice,’ he took my arm, ‘come sit beside me.’ He gave me a little tug and at last I looked away from Janyn.

My heart raced as we took our seats. I hoped that we were to talk of marriage. I also dreaded it. To be so in thrall to anyone did not seem a good thing to me. And yet I felt a new sensation inside my skin, as if my body were awakening from a deep slumber. If this was love then I had never loved Geoffrey. I began to understand why love between a man and a woman worried priests so, for once felt, I thought it would take a deal of grace to vow never to experience it again. Any lingering thought of retiring to a nunnery fled.

‘Alice, leave your dreaming and attend what I say,’ said Father, a note of irritation in his voice, though he spoke softly.

Embarrassed as well as sorry to anger my father, I had to force myself to glance across the table and see how Master John Perrers took my vagueness. I was relieved to have my gaze met with a kind smile.

‘Forgive me, Father,’ I murmured. ‘I beg your pardon, Master John, Master Janyn.’ I looked only at the elder Perrers. I did not dare look at the younger.

‘Daughter, Master Janyn Perrers has approached me about taking you to be his wife,’ Father began, though it felt as if it were the end of his speech.

So here it was, the moment I’d dreamed of. Yet now that it was here I was frightened. I was not ready. Why was Mother not here? I did not dare ask, though the question burned in my throat.

‘He is a good man with everything to recommend him, but a betrothal is not blessed by the Church unless both the man and woman agree to it. What say you, Alice? Would you be the wife of this man?’

Now that the moment had arrived, I felt ill prepared. Though they had made much of finding me a good husband, they had said little of what marriage entailed. Questions crowded my mind. Might I have time to think about this, Father? Will loving someone in the way I believe I love him rob me of my soul? Has he said that he loves me? What happens between a man and a woman?

‘Daughter, I am owed an answer.’ Father sounded angry, though he forced a smile, patting my hand. ‘Were you not aware that Master Janyn was honouring you with his interest?’

I looked at each man in turn, trying not to be snared by Janyn’s gaze. His eyes were opaque now, not drawing me in but observing. He did not seem overly concerned about the outcome. Master John looked puzzled. Father looked worried and irritated. I had no counsel, no confidant in that chamber. And it was clear that I was expected to choose now. I fell back on my obedience as a daughter.

‘If you so wish it, I should be honoured to be Master Janyn’s wife, Father,’ I said.

I felt everyone at the table take a deep breath and the tension recede.

‘God has blessed me this day,’ said Janyn in a voice taut with emotion.

‘Dame Tommasa will be so happy,’ said Master John. ‘May God grant the two of you a blessed and fruitful life together.’

‘I pray that I please you in all ways,’ I murmured.

Father smiled. I noticed a slight tremor in his hands as he raised his cup to toast the betrothal. Joy, relief, or sorrow at the prospect of losing me, I could not guess. This day I had learned that I did not know Father as I had thought I did. Or perhaps I had first learned it on that fateful Sunday months ago. I resolved that I would not allow his problems with Mother to dampen my joy. I was to be Alice Perrers, beloved of the beautiful man who sat across from me; Dame Alice, mistress of his household.

‘Might I kiss my betrothed?’ Janyn asked.

Oh, sweet heaven, I was not ready for that. Surely Father would reject such a request.

Master John Perrers clapped his hands together. ‘But of course you may, eh, my friend?’ He winked at Father.

I clutched Father’s hand. He patted mine.

‘A most appropriate seal,’ he said.

Janyn was rising, his lithe body moving away from his side of the table. He held out one hand to me. A large, elegant hand. I rose, stumbling a little, and he gently held me steady as we moved towards one another. He was tall, so tall. I stood on tiptoe, he bowed his head and gathered me to him, lifting me off my feet. His warmth caressed me, and his lips – oh, dear God, what sin was in that kiss! Wine and figs, I tasted, and the heat of him. I rested my hands on his shoulders, savouring his warmth. When he set me gently on the floor again, I thought I would faint. I could not imagine ever moving of my own volition again. But I steadied myself and stood there and, hand in hand, we faced our fathers. Looking at mine, I had a moment of misgiving. He looked lost, frightened. Meeting my gaze, he quickly forced a smile. But I had seen, I had seen.

‘May all joy be yours, dear Alice, dear Janyn,’ he said.

‘I pray God that I deserve such joy as I feel at this moment,’ said Janyn. ‘I pledge my troth to this most beautiful woman, Alice Salisbury.’

Father nodded to me. ‘And you, Daughter, you must pledge as well.’

‘I pledge my troth to Master Janyn Perrers,’ I said, embarrassed by how breathless I sounded.

Janyn squeezed my hand. ‘Not Master, sweet Alice. I am Janyn to you now.’ He looked down on me with such love, I took courage from that look and could not think how I had been afraid.

‘This is an excellent day’s work,’ said Master John.

Father clapped for his clerk to pour more wine, and we toasted the match once more.

‘You must dine at our home soon. Within the week,’ said Master John. ‘My wife will wish to rejoice with you.’

When we were alone again, even the clerk having departed, Father and I sat quietly, lost in our own thoughts. I bowed my head over my hands and inhaled the scent of my betrothed. Heaven must smell so.

At length Father chuckled and slapped his thigh. ‘Well, Alice, I dare say that the prospect of being wed to a man like Janyn Perrers has put flight to your idea of entering a nunnery … taking vows!’ He shook his head, enjoying the jape.

I thrust my hands into my lap and did not join in his laughter, shocked by the betrayal. ‘Dom Paul told you of our talks?’

‘He did, dear child, he did. And what of it? Do you not delight in the remedy?’ His laughter had faded but still he grinned so broadly I felt a bit foolish to be so angry.

But angry I was. I had confided in the priest, and had expected my confidences to go no further than his ears, not to be repeated elsewhere, outside the quiet communion of our moments in church. If I could not trust my own parish priest, I could not think in whom I might trust.

I was discovering that my elders were universally unreliable. And I was betrothed to one. That gave me pause.

‘But look now, Alice, we must proceed with care.’

I was pulled from my angry, anxious thoughts by Father’s serious tone, such a dramatic shift from moments ago. He frowned down at the table, playing with his mazer of wine, pushing the heavy cup back and forth between his hands.

‘Why, Father?’

‘Your mother …’

‘Yes. Mother. Why was she not here?’ When he did not answer at once, I guessed. ‘She does not know of this?’

He shook his head.

‘She will not be happy about it.’

‘No.’

‘The Perrers are respected, wealthy – why would she disapprove?’

He sighed and wiped his brow. ‘You are too young to understand.’

‘Not so young as to miss her words in church the day I first wore this robe. She said she would strangle me before she’d see me wed Master Janyn. What enmity is there between them?’

He looked stunned for a moment, then angry. ‘You heard that?’

‘I did. She spoke it so that I would hear. Why would she threaten such violence, Father?’

‘You never said a word.’

‘Nor did you.’ I held his gaze, imploring him to explain his silence, to apologise, to reassure me.

‘Your mother says much that she does not mean, Alice.’

‘What does she hold against Janyn? I deserve to know, Father.’

He opened his mouth as if to speak, then closed it and shook his head, dropping his gaze, as if in shame or confusion. ‘You know that he is a widower. She did not like his wife. That is all.’

I did not believe him. ‘Father, tell me what Mother dislikes about Janyn.’

‘She dislikes nothing about him. I swear to you, Daughter. And that is all that I can say about the matter.’

‘Why do you still push us together?’

‘I will not have your mother ruin your happiness.’

‘He is not the only marriageable man in London. Though I do like him above all other men, I should find happiness with another.’ I did not believe that, but Father’s lie frightened me. ‘Someone who would not turn my own mother against me.’ Not that I had ever enjoyed her favour. But the thought of her hating me was too awful. ‘Let that be an end to it.’

Now Father looked me in the eye with a display of temper I had rarely witnessed in him. ‘I will not bend to her will,’ he shouted, bringing a fist down hard, shaking the lamp and the mazers.

‘You cannot force me to go against my mother,’ I said, quietly but firmly. I would not cower before his show of temper. This was far too important. It was my life.

‘I can and I will, Daughter. You have pledged your troth to Janyn Perrers and you will wed him. I will hear no more argument.’

Never had my father spoken so to me. I was dumbstruck. I already felt depleted by the emotions I’d experienced while Janyn and his father were present; this took away what little spirit I’d had left. I waited in dread for what was to follow, feeling ever more frightened. I had a sinking sensation, as if I were about to drop through the floor and out of existence. In my place would be a doll who might look like me but would be merely an empty shell, moved about by cunning, conniving adults. I had ever taken care to hide my more passionate feelings, my rebellious thoughts, never dreaming that maturity would require I should stifle my spirit even further.

Father stood and paced out some of his temper, then returned to the table, fussing with his wide sleeves as he settled. More unusual behaviour.

‘You will say nothing of this until I mention it with you present,’ he said. ‘I must decide how to announce your betrothal to your mother.’

‘I ask you once more, Father. Why is she so against my marrying Janyn?’

He shook his head. ‘I will not spoil your happiness with revelations about your mother’s—’ He shook his head again. ‘She will not harm you, Alice.’

I had long ago decided that she had not meant she would in truth choke me or break my neck, but to hear Father say that she would not seemed to make it more possible that she would.

‘If there is some ill she knows of Janyn, you must tell me.’

‘It is not about him, child. I would not have blessed this union if I knew any ill of him.’

‘You lied to the Perrers family, Father. You told them I’d been ailing.’

He forced a smile. ‘You looked so happy while they were here, and now you are so full of questions.’ He tried to look amused. ‘Come now, a little lie. I had to keep them away while I considered how to proceed, but I needed to give them a reason for my delaying the betrothal that would not cause them to pause and reconsider the wisdom of the match.’

‘So many lies, so much dissembling … it frightens me, Father. Why are you so desperate I should marry Janyn Perrers?’

‘Desperate?’ He shook his head. ‘You are wrong in judging me so, Alice. Janyn will be good to you. He is a kind, gentle man, as is his father. You will thank me for insisting on this union.’

He did not hug me. He did not ask whether he had reassured me. He merely reiterated that I was to remain silent about this meeting until he had told Mother of the betrothal.

As I left the undercroft, surprised to feel the heat of the afternoon after its dim, chilly interior, I considered going to church to pray for guidance. But I was still too angry about Dom Paul’s betrayal. Instead, I sought out Mary and took her for a long walk. Listening to her happy chatter was a soothing balm.

I slept little that night, lying awake for what seemed hours, keenly aware of how suddenly precious my siblings and Nan were to me, how I would miss them. Yet I thrilled at the mere thought of Janyn, of our kiss. When I finally slept, my dreams woke me with a yearning for him that I did not understand.

Needing the comfort of St Antonin’s, I went to church early the next morning. When Dom Paul appeared in the nave, I asked him why he had spoken to my father about our talks. He said it was his duty, that a girl could not make such a decision without her parents’ consent – primarily her father’s.

Father’s betrayal hurt and frightened me far more than did Dom Paul’s. And I was angry as well, angry at both them and Mother. Had it not been for her hostility and my unease about Father’s dishonesty, I believed I would feel nothing but joy at the prospect of wedding Janyn Perrers. Indeed, when I managed to forget about them, I tingled with delicious anticipation. But the tension between my parents tarnished that joy and dulled my excitement with an undertone of dread. I desperately wanted to believe that all might be well in the end, that Mother would see what a good man Janyn was and bless our union. What a young fool I was.

Father’s and Dom Paul’s betrayals weakened my trust in the adults all about me. I had believed they wanted only what was best for me. Now I felt terribly vulnerable and ignorant of the world.

Within a few days I received an invitation to dine at the home of John and Tommasa Perrers. The secrecy surrounding my betrothal had been so complete that sometimes I feared I’d merely dreamed the meeting in the undercroft. Father looked almost faint with relief that only he and I had been in the hall when the messenger arrived. He assured me that he was ready to tell Mother of my betrothal. I dreaded that moment, and yet I also yearned to have it behind me.

The next day Father presented Mother with a cloak of pers as blue as her eyes, lined with miniver, a cloak so warm and soft that she chirped with delight when she tried it on and said that now she could not wait for the first snow. The cloak fastened with a silver clasp made to look like delicate wings. I had never seen one so beautiful, and Mother only added to its beauty. My father watched her with a yearning that seemed almost sorrowful as she proceeded around the hall, spinning about every few steps to reveal the full cut and the pretty lining. She was sweet to all of us at the table that afternoon. Seeing Mary’s and Will’s joy in her mood, I lost what little appetite I’d had for I guessed that Father’s announcement at the end of the meal would bring on a storm of epic proportions.

I had anticipated that he would call for a toast and announce my betrothal to the whole family at the end of the meal, so was disappointed when he rose from the table. Bowing to Mother, he held out his hand to her. ‘My love, will you step out into the garden with me?’

She smiled at his grand gesture and rose, accepting his hand, and they swept out of the garden door.

Nan gathered the little ones and took them to the kitchen. The previous night, needing to tell someone before I burst, I had told her what had transpired in the undercroft and about the invitation to dine at the Perrers’ home. She, too, expected a storm.

I had never seen her so angry as when I told her of my betrothal.

‘What do you know about Janyn Perrers?’ I had asked.

‘It is not him, child. I am angry with the master for hiding this from the mistress. He forced you to act against your mother’s wishes. That is not right. I cannot see how that can be right. God forgive me for saying so, but God forgive him for doing so.’

‘Do you know why Mother is so against our betrothal?’

Nan’s face had closed against me, as it often did when I wanted to know something she had been ordered not to discuss with us, her charges.

‘I cannot say.’

‘Do you think she will accept it now that Father is so determined to honour our troth?’

A subtle movement of her eyes suggested to me that Nan did not believe so.

‘The master has put you in a position that no child should be made to take,’ she said. That was all she would say.

I’d slept little after that. Nan’s anger had frightened me and reinforced my own sense of his betrayal.

Now I paced the hall while listening to my brother John berating a servant for a petty mistake. On any other day I would try to mediate to keep the peace, but I had no heart for anything but holding my breath today.

When they entered the hall, Mother’s face was as white as alabaster and Father’s blotched with temper. As she fled past me to the door leading to the solar stairs, she glanced at me and I saw tears just starting to spill down her cheeks. She opened her eyes wide and appeared to be about to say something, then pressed a hand to her mouth and hurried out.

‘I did not think her good spirits would last,’ John said with a smirk.

Father turned on him. ‘Be quiet, you young fool!’

Later that afternoon Father went out and returned a while later with Janyn, who presented me with a beautiful piece of escarlatte, a deep gold, he said, to match my eyes. I did not know whether it was the same one he had shown me in the undercroft. Our hands touched as I took the gift, and I felt a jolt as if I had been struck by lightning. A fleeting thought made me shiver: he might be a sorcerer, and that was what Mother despised. With good reason. But looking into his eyes, I decided that could not be, for I sensed no evil in him.

‘You honour me with this gift,’ I said, blushing as I bowed to him.

‘As I am honoured to have you accept my love, Alice,’ he said. Leaning close, he whispered, ‘I have not forgotten our kiss.’

‘Nor have I … Janyn,’ I whispered, my heart pounding with his scent, his warmth, his nearness.

We stood for a moment, smiling into each other’s eyes.

Nan, John and Mother were called to toast us. Mother obeyed, looking hideously white and without spirit. Nan cried. John beamed and seemed genuinely happy for me. Father found it difficult to sustain a cheerful mien, losing further light from his face with each glance at Mother.

And so was my betrothal made known.

Until that afternoon I had fought flutterings of joy in my heart when I thought of my betrothal to Janyn, wary of celebrating what might still be denied me. But from this point forward joy mounted in my heart. I was not unaware of the tension all about me, but I tried to disregard it. I returned to my frequent visits to St Antonin’s, simply ignoring Dom Paul if he appeared. Our Lord, His mother and the saints were my comfort and my confidants. They alone knew how excited I was at the prospect of marrying Janyn. They alone also knew of my fear and sorrow at learning how false could be those who said they loved me.
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