Chapter 1
Deep in the murky woods of England, just north of London, a scream erupted, echoing eerily from tree to tree. This scream lacked the fear one would expect upon hearing the noise. Rather, it held merely a tinge of pain and knowing that everything was going to turn out all right. The scream of childbirth is like no other.
Struggling and flailing in pain lay a young woman, barely twenty-five years old, on a bed of feathers in her small, two-room log cabin. Emeline could only think about how much she desired this to be over. She had expected to get through this more quickly, picturing the little hands on the child she would soon be holding; this image was bound to motivate her to push harder, and get through this childbirth far sooner, right? Emeline was disappointed to find that she couldn’t even picture her child. She was overwhelmed with pain, searing throughout her abdomen.
The midwife stood at the foot of the bed wearing a clean, white cotton apron. She kept urging Emeline to push harder and breathe, for this would soon be over. Emeline’s 8-year-old son, Clement, stood beside her, squeezing her hand, with wide brown eyes revealing his fear and pain. His mother was squeezing his hand so hard that he was convinced she was going to crush his bones in a matter of moments. He had never seen his mother so distressed, and he only desired to help her get better. He kept wishing his father were here to take care of his mother. He was the one who could always put a smile on her face, even when she had just discovered that a loved one had died.
Emeline scrunched up her face as she gave one last push. She suddenly felt a relief from the pangs that were attacking her body, as her child arrived crying into the cold air. Emeline could now clearly think about this child she would soon be holding. The cry sent an instant desire through her to hold and comfort it. The midwife removed the cord, walking over to Emeline with the small mass curled up, reddening her apron. Emeline reached up as the midwife handed her the child, feeling a sudden rush of joy upon holding it. The midwife announced the arrival of a baby girl to Emeline and Clement. Upon hearing this, Emeline caressed the child’s face, whispering in a small, feeble voice the name “Juliana”. Oddly, the news of a baby girl brought a look of disappointment and hesitation across Clement’s face, as he remembered the chat his father had with him hours before this moment.
Nicholas had been out in the front yard all morning preparing wood for the fire before heading to the court to work his magic in politics and court affairs. He pulled his son Clement aside, shortly after discovering that his mother would soon have the baby. His mother had just gone into labor, but the pains were a great distance apart at the time. He had been contemplating the best decision for this child the past week or so. Nicholas wanted to share his news with his son, at least to prevent him from becoming attached to the child.
He began gently, “Clement, I want you to know that I want nothing more for my family than for them to be together and happy.” Clement nodded, knowing his father was an honest, honorable man.
Nicholas added, “But, in times like these, we must make sacrifices. Your mother and I need children who will be able to help support the family through work. You, my boy, will soon be old enough to become a squire where you will learn the skills to become a knight. No need to worry, we have full confidence that you will grow to be a tough man who can support his family abundantly.”
Clement smiled with excitement. “Yes, sir. See, I’ve already got myself some large arm muscles! Edmund has showed me how to use a sword too. Though he only let me play with a small knife, but next time maybe he’ll let me try one of his large swords!”
Nicholas chuckled, patting Clement on the head, “Yes, Edmund has quite the collection of swords. Do not be too hasty, my boy. Swords are not something you will need at the moment.” He continued, “As I was saying, you will become a great support for our family. But, I want you to know that if we happen to have a baby and it turns out to be a girl, we may need to make a decision as to whether or not she can live with us.”
Clement looked at his father, crinkling the space between his eyebrows in confusion. “But father, why wouldn’t the baby be able to live with us? I can share my bed! There’s plenty of room for another person in our house!”
He retorted, “That’s very kind of you offering your bed, but this isn’t a matter of space. What it comes down to is that if we have a girl, we will have another mouth to feed, and that mouth will not be able to give back to us. At least not soon enough for the family to stay in this nice home. Your mother is fully capable of keeping up with the house – cleaning, cooking, and sewing. We do not need another girl to be running the house with her. Do you understand?”
Clement lied, “Yes, father. But where will the baby go?”
“To a safe place. She will be sent to the convent, twenty miles from here. But, I need you to promise that you will not try to go visit her”, Nicholas asserted, “This separation is permanent. She will need to live her life apart from us, because we don’t have a way of sheltering and raising her.”
Clement responded, “I promise I won’t, sir.”
“And one more thing. I’m asking you to keep this conversation to yourself. I will tell your mother when I am ready, and she is ready. You will know when I have told her, but until then, I need this to remain between the two of us.”
Clement promised, “I will not tell my mother. But father, what happens if we have a baby boy?”
Nicholas replied, “We will keep him and raise him to either work with me at the court or become a knight like you too. In order to keep our family together, we’re going to need to work together to get food on the table and a fire in the pit when it’s cold out. Don’t you worry your little head, everything is going to be just fine.”
Clement stood by his mother, reminding himself to keep these statements to himself. He thought about how his mother had just suffered for the past few hours and could use a break anyway. Father would be home soon enough to tell her what was going to happen.
After acquainting herself with Juliana, Emeline sent Clement off with the baby to get her cleaned up. Clement headed off to the well in the dawn, walking through the dimly lit forest. He couldn’t help but think that maybe Juliana would’ve been better off if she hadn’t been born. As he approached the well, he contemplated leaving her in there to drown. Why would anyone want to be stuffed up in the convent for their whole lives, hidden away from the excitement of jousting, sword fighting, and playing in the mud?! He couldn’t imagine a life without imagination. He began rinsing off her little face, feeling her mouth reaching to suck on his fingers. As he put her deeper in the water, he felt a rush of guilt. God must be watching him, how could he kill his own sister in front of God? But wait, would she be considered his sister if she was being sent off before she would even remember who he was? But she was a human being too. Clement pulled her out of the water, deciding it wasn’t a good idea to drown his sister, or whomever she was, for risk of being punished by the loss of a limb, or something that would prevent him from becoming a knight. He also remembered that he didn’t want to be the one to make his mother upset; she had looked so peaceful holding Juliana in her arms.
Once he was sure that Juliana was clean, he wrapped her tightly in the brown blanket his mother had given him specifically for this purpose. The sun had risen by now, and it was getting to be a rather warm day. Clement meandered, taking his time getting home. Juliana had drifted off to sleep, tucked up in the cocoon of Clement and the brown blanket. He arrived at home and placed Juliana in bed next to his mother. Emeline was fast asleep, recovering from the most painful night she had yet experienced. Her face was at peace now, relieved of the stress that had made Clement fearful.
Clement heard the clunking and crunching of rocks in the front yard. He was certain father had finally arrived from work. Rushing out of the front door, Clement tripped over a root, falling flat on his face by the foot of a horse. He glanced up, discovering his father and a tall woman wearing a long, black headdress in the horse cart they used for travel. Sniggering, Nicholas greeted his son: “Why hello there! Have a nice trip?” he teased, “Certainly you’ll be all toughened up for squire-hood at this rate!” Clement scurried to his feet, bowing to the tall woman and quickly saying hello to his father. Clement rushed to tell him that his mother had given birth to a baby girl before his father could reveal a face of disappointment in front of Emeline. “Thank you, Clement, for the information. I had a feeling that would be the case so I brought along Mother Superior from the convent up the road” Nicholas revealed. Clement nodded and raced off to the backyard, turning bright red from embarrassment over his clumsiness.
The two emerged from the cart, Nicholas guiding the nun down with her hand in his for support. Emeline awoke from the sound of the wheels entering the yard moments before, and had tried to gather herself quickly enough to appear presentable to her husband. She reached for Juliana, humming a lullaby softly to her, hoping she would remain sleeping at least for a little bit longer. Just as she entered the kitchen from the bedroom, Nicholas and the nun had appeared at the doorway. Emeline looked at Nicholas with puzzlement, wondering why he had brought a nun to their home.
Nicholas walked over to his wife, rubbing her arm and asking how she was doing, looking into her eyes with sincerity but trying to avoid looking at the baby. Emeline responded that she was fine, a little tired, but fine. Immediately, she asked to be introduced to the nun, who hovered in the doorway awaiting this moment of invitation. Nicholas walked over to the nun, courting her on the arm further into the room. Gesturing toward the nun, he introduced, “Emeline, this is Sister Beatrix, Sister Beatrix I’d like you to meet my wife, Emeline.” The two women politely curtsied to one another, Emeline forcing a smile through her hesitancy and Sister Beatrix smiling at her with approval.
“Sister Beatrix, to what do I owe the honor of you traveling the distance from the convent to our little cabin here in this quiet wood?” Emeline inquired.
“Why, your husband Nicholas asked me to come here to go over some arrangements with you. Nicholas, why don’t you start?” Sister Beatrix suggested.
Nicholas walked over to Emeline again, guiding her to one of the kitchen chairs. “Why don’t we all take a seat first” he suggested, sighing in relaxation as he slumped into his chair. “Emeline, I’ve been thinking about possible options for us if we had a girl, as I suspected we would. You and I both know that we couldn’t possibly raise a girl in these economic times. We’ll need someone who is able to help hunt, fish, or raise money for the family. Someone who can help us in 5 or 6 years. Clement has reached the age where he will be able to do his part. But, at the rate King Richard I spends our country’s money, we both know we may need to work harder to keep our family sheltered and healthy. A girl would not be able to help us through this. So, I’ve thought through our options and come to the conclusion that sending our daughter to the convent would be a great life for her and for us as well,” he stopped, allowing Emeline to take what he was saying in.
As Nicholas’ speech progressed, Emeline’s face transformed into enragement, her jaw tightening and eyes glaring at Nicholas. Once Nicholas ended his speech, she glanced over at the nun, emitting a moment of hesitancy, but deciding it was her right to erupt on him in front of the nun. Certainly she must’ve experienced interactions between husband and wife like this before upon the same type of case. She began, almost yelling, but suppressing it enough to reduce the amount of rudeness she may be exhibiting, “Where do you come off thinking I’d be okay with this?! I realize we don’t have the finances to raise a daughter, but my family was able to raise me in much the same situation, and look where I am. I have become a successful wife of a man of court, running a house without even a bit of help from my husband. Don’t you think we’re good enough parents to get through a small enough issue as money? I could use a little help around the house. I’m not going to be young forever. If we were to keep this baby girl, she could one day take care of us in our old age. You couldn’t possibly expect Clement to come running back home to us should one of us fall sick. He’s going to need to provide for his own family too!”
Nicholas sat there rolling his eyes at Emeline, but trying to remain calm. He had expected her to be upset with him, it being her motherly instinct to want to keep her child. He couldn’t help but hope it would’ve went over a little more pleasantly.
Sister Beatrix chimed in, “Emeline, I know it’s difficult to try to let go of a child. But, I want you to know that your daughter…?” she gestured toward the child, looking at Emeline with a suggestive look for her to complete her sentence. Emeline picked up on it, “Juliana”. Sister Beatrix continued, “Yes, Juliana. Juliana will be in the best of care with us. She will only be twenty miles from your home, which is far closer than many families decide to send off their children too. Anyway, if you do desire, you may come visit her at any point. When she is old enough, she will be allowed to travel to take care of others and take donations in town. Surely, if one of you falls sick, if you contact one of us we will be more than willing to send her to see you and care for you as needed.”
Emeline nodded, acknowledging that she already knew this, but didn’t want to accept it. “I know, Sister Beatrix. And thank you for reminding me of that. But, I’m not going to simply let go of my daughter at the drop of a hat. I know you’ll take good care of her, but if I can convince Nicholas,” she glanced over at him with hope in her eyes, “well, of course, I would just like to convince him to keep our daughter. I wasn’t raised to be the type of parent who isn’t able to hold her family together.”
Sister Beatrix responded, “Yes, I would expect nothing less from you. Well, I suggest you think about it. I will be sure that your daughter will get the best education and learn the correct values to live by with the help of my sisters. Once you and your husband have reached a decision, please contact me, regardless of whether or not I will be receiving your daughter.” She began to get up from her seat, walking over to Emeline and placing her hands on her shoulders. “If you do decide to put your daughter in my care, I will think no less of you and God will feel the same. We’re all here on earth to help one another out, so don’t be afraid to reach out when you need help.” Emeline nodded, tears in her eyes as she thought about her life without her baby girl. Sister Beatrix gradually removed her hands from Emeline’s shoulders and headed toward the front door once again.
Nicholas interrupted, “Thank you, Sister Beatrix, for taking your time to come here with me to discuss our options. We will contact you once we’ve sat down and discussed our feelings on the subject.”
Sister Beatrix bowed her head, placing her hands together in prayer position in the doorway. “Best wishes to the both of you, and may God be with you. I will be here for you when you need me, don’t forget that.”
Nicholas got up from his seat, reaching for his wife’s hand, “I’ll be right back, dear. I need to let Edward know that he should bring Sister Beatrix back to the convent first.” Nicholas headed out and led the nun back into the horse cart. He bid her goodbye and returned into his home, finding his wife with the baby in the bedroom again. Emeline was feeding Juliana, sitting up in bed.
“Emeline, I’m sorry, but this is the way we’re going to have to handle this. Juliana will be in good hands.” Nicholas asserted.
Emeline had calmed down, her face had relaxed some, but she was teary-eyed and frowning mildly, “I know this is what we have to do. My initial reaction was my motherly instinct. I hate to do this, Nicholas. I want to be a good mother” she revealed, beginning to cry, “I was thinking about this while you were at the coach with the nun, and I want to make my decision before I become torn between the two choices,” she choked, “But, if this is what we have to do, then we will have to. I don’t think it would be wise for us to keep her and find out a few years later that we don’t have the finances or resources to raise her properly. That wouldn’t be fair to her, becoming attached to us and then us ripping her out of our lives. So maybe it’s better to prevent having to take this risk and just send her to the convent where we know that she will be raised properly.” She ended, breaking down in Nicholas’ arms with the baby wrapped between the two of them. He rubbed her arm, shushing her and murmuring that everything was going to be all right. “We are doing the right thing, dear. No regrets. Get some rest and we’ll take care of it in the morning” Nicholas said, getting up to find Clement walking through the door.
Clement looked at his father with wide eyes, realizing what he had just walked in on. “Sorry father, I was getting hungry after hunting for rabbits in the back all afternoon, so I thought I’d come in for dinner. I didn’t mean to interrupt you and mother.”
“No need to apologize son. Your mother was just getting ready to get some rest. Here, we can make some fish over the fire tonight. “ They headed out to the front fire pit outside of the kitchen door. “Your mother is too weak to handle cooking right now, and surely she is weakened by the upset I brought her today. She knows about Juliana’s fate, so no need to keep it a secret anymore. We’ve decided to send Juliana to the convent, as I discussed with you yesterday morning. I hope you have not gotten yourself attached to the little thing.”
“No father, of course not. I followed your orders with flying colors,” Clement claimed.
The two sat around the fire chatting and indulging in fresh fish while Emeline rested, tossing and turning throughout the late afternoon. She arose to the baby’s cry, feeding her as needed. Clement and Nicholas had come in, for it was getting dark and chilly. The family went to bed, looking forward to their daily activities to return back to normal.
The sun began to rise, as the baby cried out once again, waking everyone. Nicholas gathered up his travel gear, awaiting the arrival of his coach. Once the baby had been fed and clothed, everyone gathered around to bid her farewell. Edward was waiting outside for Nicholas and the baby now, in the dimly lit wooded yard. Emeline looked at Juliana with tears streaming down her face trying to let go. Her heart felt like it was tearing into two. She felt like such a terrible mother, like a failure and disappointment to God. Just then she reminded herself of what Sister Beatrix had told her, God would forgive her, for we’re here to help one another out. With one last cry, she handed Juliana to Nicholas. Nicholas gave Emeline a small hug, patting her hair to show her that he loved her and everything would turn out fine. Clement poked Juliana’s cheek lightly and laughed. “Well, it was fun while it lasted,” he said, waving Juliana’s little hand like she was saying goodbye back. Nicholas bundled her up in her blanket and kissed Emeline on the cheek as he headed out the door. “Bye you two. Stay out of trouble while I’m gone. Oh, and, Clement, make sure your mother is taken good care of, she’s still a bit weak from having Juliana.” “Yes father!” Clement responded, feeling proud of himself for being a man of the house.
Nicholas headed out the front door with Juliana wrapped safely in his arms. Edward assisted Nicholas into the coach before gathering the horses’ reigns to begin their travel. Clement comforted his mother inside, hugging her while she cried.
The entire trip to the convent, Nicholas stared at Juliana, taking in every piece of her from her tiny toes to her round blue eyes. He was beginning to feel guilty for what he was doing. It took all he could from yelling to Edward to bring them back home. He kept reminding himself that Juliana would be in good hands, and he would always have the joys of raising Clement at the least.
A few hours passed, and he soon found himself at the gates of the convent. Nicholas departed from the horse cart, holding Juliana close to his chest. As he approached the front doors, he became aware of the bustle of nuns around him, preparing meals, practicing speeches, sewing headdresses, etc. He almost felt like he was at the marketplace, only a much quieter, peaceful version of it. In a way, this made him feel a little more comforted about him and Emeline’s decision. At least Juliana would be kept busy throughout her life.
As he passed, nuns greeted him left and right, offering him peace and blessings whenever they could. Nicholas nodded back at them, smiling in greeting. Entering the convent, he was faced with a large, dimly lit foyer, hosting two benches to the right for prayer and an office to the left where Mother Superior, or Sister Beatrix, spent much of her day organizing and interacting with the outside world.
Nicholas knocked on the wall next to Sister Beatrix’s door, for the door was wide open, as to appear welcoming to anyone who should pass. Sister Beatrix walked over, greeting him with a nod of her head and a sign of peace through her praying hands. She immediately noted the presence of Juliana, but remained quiet on the matter, expecting Nicholas to discuss the matter when he was ready.
“Sister Beatrix, I wanted to thank you again for taking the time to travel to our home yesterday and discuss the option of oblation with my wife and I. I hope it wasn’t too much of a hassle for you,” Nicholas started.
“Dear, dear. Of course not, Sir Nicholas the Strong Hearted. I would do the same for anyone. It is our duty to be there in times of need,” she replied, beckoning him to take a seat at the table that hosted her slates.
Taking a seat, Nicholas continued, “Right. Well, my wife and I discussed the matter further and have come to the conclusion that Juliana would benefit more and live a respectable life if she were a part of your convent. So, if the offer still stands, I would be very much obliged to you for your kindness in taking in my daughter.”
Sister Beatrix smiled, joyful that she would have a new face in the convent. “My offer still stands if you are certain you would like to leave her with us.”
Nicholas nodded, “Yes. I’m positive that is what I would like.”
Without further discussion, Nicholas handed Juliana over to Sister Beatrix. She received her with open arms, cooing at the little one and wishing God be with her. She looked up at Nicholas, “Well, there isn’t much else for us to do here. You’re welcome to stay for a bit of lunch, but I’m sure you must have other obligations to get to.”
Nicholas responded, “No, I won’t be needing lunch. But thank you for the offer. I will be heading home now. Please take good care of my daughter. I want her to have the best life she can, even without the presence of her parents.” He leaned over and kissed Juliana on the forehead before heading toward the doorway.
“I will be sure that Juliana learns from the best and is raised to be a bright child, fully capable of caring for herself,” Sister Beatrix promised.
“Thank you. Well, without further ado, I bid you farewell for now. I hope she isn’t too much of a trouble for you,” said Nicholas as he headed out the door, Sister Beatrix nodding goodbye. Nicholas entered his horse cart, feeling a burden lightened from his shoulders every mile he got closer to home. He knew they had made the right decision, now all he had to think about was raising his family and remaining convinced that Juliana was living a good life in the convent.
Chapter 2
Sister Beatrix decided from day one, after her discussion with Emeline and Nicholas, that the best position to raise Juliana within the convent would be as an Almoner. She was always determined to ease people’s minds, especially if they were regular Churchgoers and only wished help others. Emeline and Nicholas were devout Christians, attending Church on each Sabbath day and providing services when they could to the convent. Though, she was a bit hesitant about their giving up Juliana because they didn’t feel they could support her. Suffering was a part of life here on earth, now wasn’t it? Well, regardless, she did need another helping hand around the convent, and Emeline and Nicholas provided her with a healthy baby girl just for this position. The least she could do is send her on a path that would eventually lead to her fulfilling the promise she made to Emeline and Nicholas. One day, if needed, Juliana would be sent to take care of her biological parents. What could be more fitting than raising her to be an Almoner? Not many of the other nuns were as willing to travel in order to heal the poor and sick as it was. They were quite content having the basics right there at their convent. Not very nun-like, ironically. Perhaps this was Sister Beatrix’ opportunity to start from scratch. She could raise Juliana as an Almoner from the beginning instead of deciding later on in her life what role she should fill. She had enough trouble breaking through the stubbornness of her nuns in the past.
So, that is what Sister Beatrix did. At the age of twelve, Juliana began her travels as an Almoner. Her life before that had been filled with long days of studying the Bible and prayers or scouring away cleaning clothes, gathering vegetables, and sewing headdresses or blankets. She had been brought up in the position of the Almoner, but only to the extent of handing out alms in the Almonry. Sister Beatrix wanted to make sure Juliana was fit and trustworthy enough to travel before sending her out in the world. Juliana had always been a diligent young girl, doing her daily duties and attending prayer sessions, always on time. Sister Beatrix felt that now was her time to become the Almoner she had been destined to be.
Juliana was excited for this new opportunity, one where she could even leave the convent! She had secretly spent time, while everyone was supposed to be sleeping, imagining what could possibly be outside of the walls of the convent. She’d even snuck some parchment and ink into her room, sitting by her candlelight and sketching out the world around her, even writing of adventures she could have out there one day. She did not know that Mother Superior was preparing her to travel the countryside to help care for the sick. What joy upon finding out!
Juliana arose at 4:30am, as usual, to prepare for the day and attend the first prayer session, Lauds, at 5am. She would be sent off shortly after prayer to attend to an old man. A messenger had informed Mother Superior that this man had fallen quite ill over night. The trip wasn’t too far, about fifteen miles from the convent, in the nearby town. Juliana’s mind wouldn’t stop wandering throughout the Morning Prayer. Her mind filled with ideas of the possible smells she would encounter, bright colors she would see, new voices she would hear, and whatever else fascinating aspects of the world she would discover. Sister Beatrix had given her specific instructions: Take the horse cart to the man’s house, and upon arrival, politely knock at the door. Before entering, she would need to stand in the doorway and recite a prayer, intended for the sick. She would then enter the man’s house, bringing God’s presence into the home, praying for him and providing a bit of food leftover from the morning table. She would stay with him for a while and head back before the evening prayer, unless he should fall sick to near death. If that were the case, she should stay to recite prayers for the man to help guide his soul to heaven.
Juliana did as Sister Beatrix requested, fighting back her desire to do other things duet to her lack of desire to work. The old man she was visiting was sweet, joking about his health the whole time. “I’m a spry old man, you know. I could win any sword fight right now, right here in my back yard. Care for me to show you?” he teased, holding a fireplace poker in his hand, jabbing a bit into the air. He was standing by the fireplace, holding himself up with one hand and pretending to swordfight with the other. His legs were shaking, and he was coughing every few words, a horrible hack of a cough.
Juliana winced, fearing he would fall over any moment. She walked over to him, gently knotting arms with him, walking him back over to his bed. “Sir, I don’t think it’s wise that you rise from bed just yet. You have quite the illness to fight. Let God take care of you while you rest in bed, awaiting his remedy,” she said, tucking him back into his blankets.
“Dear, you don’t need to call me sir. I’m just an old man on a sick bed. Call me Henry. It makes me feel young again,” he asserted.
Juliana agreed, “As you wish. Henry, is there anything I can do for you before I head back to the convent?”
Henry replied, “Nothing for me. Rather, I would like to offer a piece of advice. You know the remedy for me that God is going to provide is death. I’m aware of that.”
Juliana shook her head in disagreement, “No, Henry, you just need to rest and God will nurse you back to health.”
“We both know that’s not true,” Henry insisted. “So, I would like you to take this visit to heart. I have lived a long time here on earth, and I have learned that the best thing you can do for yourself and those around you is to live your life. So, can you do that one thing for me? Live your life? Don’t let others live it for you?”
Juliana responded, as expected, “Yes, Henry. I will do that for you. Anything to help a friend in need. I will live my life. Is there anything else?”
“No, no. Thank you very much for the bit of food and your company. I do hope your prayers guide me to the place I wish to be,” Henry said with twinkling eyes. The two of them sat in each other’s presence for a bit, making small talk and enjoying the silence that accompanied it. It was getting late after a while, and Juliana knew that she had to get back to the convent for prayer.
“Well, it’s been a pleasure meeting you. God bless you.” Juliana said, giving him the sign of the cross before heading out the door.
As she was leaving, she couldn’t help but notice all of the noises and activity down the road in town and contemplating what Henry had asked of her. The marketplace was bustling with merchants shouting about their available merchandise, blacksmiths hammering away at fresh armor and fixing swords, and people exchanging their gold for food. In a way, she felt a sense of familiarity, having experienced a somewhat similar marketplace in the convent. The major difference here was that everyone seemed so happy and boisterous. If any of the nuns were raising their voices, they would surely be shushed, possibly receiving some sort of punishment for breaking their peaceful attention to God. Here, everyone seemed free, unafraid to assert their opinions and be themselves. Juliana suddenly began to realize what she’d been dreaming about each night in her bedroom when thinking of the outside world. The freedom, the ability to stand up for herself without receiving repercussions, the beauty of seeing God’s creatures living the way they should, allowing themselves to shine through without repression.
Juliana asked the horse cart driver to give her a bit of time to go for a walk before cramping into the cart for hours. He agreed, not suspecting her, rather, expecting her to maintain her holiness without his assistance. Of course, it was only his job to bring her to and from the convent, he didn’t really have much of a say in the goings on of the nun. He pulled his hat over his eyes, preparing to nap in his seat while Juliana took her break.
Juliana wandered down the street of small cottages, appreciating the distinctions between the various homes as she went. The noise became louder from the marketplace, guiding her down a small alleyway to her left. As soon as she turned the corner, she was faced with a sea of color, moving rapidly as the people moved up and down, left and right, finalizing their exchanges. She approached one of the carts, greeting the man with a nod of her head, feeling overwhelmed by everything around her. The tall, round man spoke loudly to her, “Why, hello sister. What brings you to the marketplace? It’s not very often we have the honor of you or your sisters’ presence. May I interest you in a fresh potato?”
Juliana glanced up at him, then at the potato. Hesitating, she spoke softly, “Oh, no, no thank you. I’ve already had my share for the morning.”
“But surely one of your sisters will be wanting a nice potato for their supper! My potatoes are the best in the kingdom! I assure you!”
Juliana shook her head, thanking him, moving along to a cart a bit of a ways over that had caught her eye. The man was selling manuscripts, manuscripts that held stories aside from the Bible. Excitement leapt into Juliana’s eye as she read the titles of the various manuscripts. One was of particular interest to her, one of which would get her into some dire trouble should any of the nuns discover her owning it: Wicca. Juliana picked up the manuscript carefully, scanning through the first page with wonder. Each sentence sent a new thrill through her, and she couldn’t contain her excitement. She had stashed away a great deal of gold over the past years, and had it hidden in her robes in a small tin. Perhaps this was what she had been saving for all of this time, she thought to herself. She reached into her robes, removing the tin. The tin had a cross on the top of it and a red border, symbolizing the blood Jesus gave for us through his suffering. As she opened the tin’s lid, she had this image of Jesus fresh in her mind. She could feel the repression creeping in, telling her that she shouldn’t be taking such luxuries. Nor should she be reading sacrilegious material. She pushed the repressing voice from her mind, telling it that she would not be worshipping any other God or place God at any other level simply from reading one manuscript. This wasn’t a luxury either, for she would be using it to educate others. Perhaps one day she could use it as a way to convert others to Christianity. She thought of every reason possible that would justify her buying this manuscript. Finally, she handed her savings to the man, who stood patiently waiting for the gold needed to complete the purchase, and tucked the manuscript into her robes. She took one last look around the marketplace and began heading back to the horse cart.
The whole ride home, her mind kept wandering to the manuscript. She was dying to read it and learn something new. She had been rereading and rereading the same passages for as long as she could remember, wasn’t it about time she read something new?! She planned to curl up by her candlelight at bedtime as soon as everyone was in bed and settled to read a bit more from the manuscript. She was fascinated by the concept that there could be something or someone else to worship or different principles to live by, as she discovered in her brief reading at the marketplace.
Juliana arrived at the convent, instantly noticing the way she felt trapped within the walls of it. Even the muted bustle gave her the feeling of repression that she had always felt since she was born. She hadn’t realized how confined her thoughts and actions had been throughout her life, not until leaving these walls to the world she’d always wondered about. Everyone emitted different emotions and facial expressions than she was used to out at the marketplace. She wished to feel this way too. All of the nuns around her had somber looks or gentle smiles constantly plastered on their faces. It almost seemed fake to her. Nothing changed in here, and everything was always so dim. She desired to be amongst the colors of the world, amongst people who felt and expressed their opinions without repressing their thoughts. Of course, this wouldn’t be following her vows as a nun. She would be indulging in luxuries if she were to be a part of the world outside of the convent. She couldn’t help but think this was what she really wanted.
All through Vespers (evening prayers and recitations) her mind kept wandering to the manuscript she had rushed into her room to stash under the feathers of her bed. What if this manuscript held the answers she had been seeking. Perhaps it was the way to live her life, an escape from the repression she constantly faced at the convent? On and off she felt tinges of guilt for allowing her focus to wander, and to wander to such sinful thoughts. She wouldn’t dare bring up her purchase with any of her sisters. She had to be careful whom she trusted these days, especially with the persecution of witches by the Templar Knights!
The time arrived when the nuns scurried around preparing themselves for bed. Juliana would have to wait at least an hour before pulling out the manuscript, because by then the head nuns would let down their patrol more since most of the nuns would be sound asleep. She lay amongst her feathers, anxious to read. Everything began to get quieter and footsteps nearly seized as the convent fell asleep for the night. Now she felt it was safe enough to reach to the depths of her feather bed and reveal the contents of the manuscript. She raised her candle nearby her face so that she could see without too much of a struggle. She was instantly fascinated by the herbal lore practiced by Wicca’s. As an almoner, she naturally felt inclined toward any possible way of helping the sick. Recipes for herbal potions and foods that could help cure different illnesses and a variety of other things lay before her. She wondered why this was so forbidden in society. Something so natural as an herb combined with other natural elements providing a solution to a specific problem. It sounded wonderful to her, and she was determined to try one or two of these out.
Juliana read for at least an hour, finding it difficult to tear herself away. She had planned to create one of these potions over the next week or so. Some of the ingredients could be obtained right at the convent; as for the rest, she would need to sneak off on her visits to the sick to gather the rest of the ingredients. She just needed to ensure that she was aware of what the ingredients looked like and where she should be looking for them, if she wanted to obtain them quickly to be of little suspicion to her driver and even Sister Beatrix. Her side trips would need to take up as little time as possible, due to the fact that she had estimated periods of time of arriving at the convent after visits. If she was having trouble enough finding an ingredient, perhaps she could pretend that she was running late returning to the convent because her patient had fallen more ill during her visit. There was an extent to which Juliana felt comfortable hiding information, and blatantly lying was a line she wasn’t exactly willing to cross. She decided the best option was to plan everything out before following through with it. She chose one of the most useful herbal remedies from the book, the one she felt would help the most people: A remedy for a cold.
The next morning, Juliana didn’t have any visits assigned to her. She went about her regular business, handing out alms to the poor who were waiting anxiously outside the convent for her services. When she found a spare moment between prayers and almoner duties, she snuck off to the garden to gather a few of the necessary herbs. She spoke with the nuns who were there gathering herbs for dinner, telling them that she had been sent to help out a bit to give her more experience with cooking in case her almoner position didn’t work out. Suddenly, she had found herself lying to the nuns. They wouldn’t understand her thinking when it came to the Wicca manuscript, she wouldn’t dare slip up with them. This was her justification for lying. Though, she constantly confessed and sought forgiveness from God for her sins. She couldn’t bring herself to confess to any of the nuns in her daily confession, mainly because they would all know who she was and she wouldn’t be able to escape their punishment. For all she knew, they would send her off to be burned. She wouldn’t have that, so she either kept her mouth shut or tried to cover up her actions with white lies.
Juliana hid the gathered herbs in her robes until she found time to sneak up to her room and put them away with the manuscript. She didn’t want anyone discovering those either, since it would appear that she was being greedy and gluttonous for taking these herbs. She continued gathering herbs in her spare time throughout the week, asking God for forgiveness each time. Until, finally, on the fourth morning after deciding which herbal remedy to make, Sister Beatrix approached her with a second sick visit to attend to. Juliana’s face immediately lit up, as anticipation surged through her.
Sister Beatrix was pleased to see the excitement arise in Juliana, and commented, “Well, I’m glad to see that I’ve placed you in a position that you so fondly look forward to fulfilling. It’s about time I have a nun here who enjoys the specific position she is assigned. What do you like most about visiting the sick, Sister Juliana?”
“Oh, Mother Superior, everything!” Juliana began, trying to push away her desire to tell Sister Beatrix about her passion for seeing the outside world. “The people are so kind and have such fascinating stories and memories to tell of their lives. Being the one who can help them here on this Earth is the greatest gift God could give to any human being. And for that, I am thankful.” Juliana mustered, half-heartedly holding truth in it.
Sister Beatrix smiled, “Well, my dear, you’ve only had one sick visit so far. I think it may be a bit too soon to generalize. I just don’t want you to get your hopes up, expecting every visit to be as enjoyable as the last. But I do like your enthusiasm, and if it stays, that’s wonderful!”
“Don’t worry, Mother. I know that my visits will vary in levels of excitement and pleasance. I like to think that I can take a situation and make the best out of it. That is what God would want me to do, to find the good in everything” Juliana stated, grabbing hold of the rosary beads in her pocket, and feeling guilt rising in her throat again.
“I’ve taught you well then. Those are wise words you have just spoken. Have a safe travel, and we will see you in the evening,” Sister Beatrix ended, lightly pushing Juliana out on her trip.
Juliana arrived at her site a few hours later, not far from her first visit on location. She could hear the marketplace alive again, only a little bit louder this time. The old lady whom she was there to visit lived far nearer the marketplace. Juliana approached the old woman’s home, knocking until the nurse arrived at the door. She bowed her head in greeting, entering the old woman’s home. She was struck by the condition of the place, immediately. There was a small bed in the corner where the old lady was resting, with the thinnest layer of feathers possible layering the planks typically found in bed frames. The old lady didn’t even have any blankets or anything to keep her warm. She glanced around the room, noticing that the floor was dirt, the actual ground from outside. There was only enough room for a small fire pit, the bed, and about ten feet of walking room. This was cluttered with rotten food and broken metal from collected swords (her husband’s) and pots and pans. Juliana instantly felt sorry for the lady and walked over toward her reciting some prayers. Now if anyone needed God’s help, it was this woman. Juliana’s mind abandoned her selfish thoughts of the herbs she was preparing to gather afterwards, and returned to her duty as an Almoner. She was reminded of why she liked being a nun in the first place, and sat by the woman’s side providing God’s guidance and relaxing her in her sickly state.
Juliana spent a few hours with the old woman, almost forgetting about her second agenda. Upon preparing to leave, and blessing the woman one last time, she remembered her goal to obtain the rest of her herbs for the cold remedy. The sounds of the marketplace had the power to remind her of this. She asked the horse cart driver to give her a few moments like last time. She approached the marketplace once more, only this time she could see it the whole walk down the road. Her mind wandered away from the old lady, as excitement returned to her limbs, her heart racing as she got nearer to the vibrancy of the marketplace. The various carts of merchandise remained relatively the same as last time. As she passed by the manuscript cart, the merchant selling them lit up with surprise, and beckoned the nun to stop.
“Why hello there, sister. It’s nice to see you back here again. How did you enjoy your last purchase here?” the man wondered, honestly desiring to know the answer to his question.
“I enjoyed it very much so. It provided a new perspective on the world. Thank you for asking. I must be on my way though, I have some obligations to attend to,” she said, nodding her head as she walked away from the man.
Juliana looked around some more at the various vegetable and fruit stands, until she reached one cart that sold some herbs and spices. She was ecstatic to find that the rest of her herbs could be found right there at the marketplace. Gathering up the rest of her savings, she splurged on the herbs necessary to finalize her remedy. Feeling accomplished and thrilled to finally be able to try something new, she headed back to her horse cart smiling the whole way. She was curious as to whether or not the remedy she was making would actually work.
Juliana arrived at the convent in a timely fashion, maintaining her regular demeanor and hiding the smile that she had plastered across her face the whole way to the convent. No one seemed to suspect her of any misbehavior, not even of her side trips when she visited her patients. She was a pretty good actress, so it’s no wonder all of the nuns were fooled.
That evening, after all of her duties and prayers were done, Juliana gathered up the herbs in her bedroom when everyone had gone to bed. She then waited to recite the passage accompanying the making of the cold remedy, a backup to ensure that the remedy would work. Once the rooms were hushed to the sound of breathing, Juliana began her recitation in a mere whisper, mixing her herbs together in a small bowl she had snuck out of the kitchen. She didn’t consider this stealing because she planned on returning the bowl to the kitchen. As the ingredients blended together, Juliana could feel the scent of mint (and the other herbs, which she could not pick out simply by smell) clearing up her sinuses a bit, tingling in her nose. She immediately sat up, braced with joviality. Juliana could not wait to share her new discovery with her patients, hopefully saving some of them in the process. She began to consider that, perhaps, God wasn’t the only option for recovering from illness. But, she thought, God was the one who created humans and herbs, and if a human wrote this book and these herbs worked together to help people, how could it be considered sacrilegious. From this argument, she began along her path as a dedicated nun, who believed in Wicca, which she really felt was the belief in God’s medicine.
Chapter 3
Ten miles from the convent, back at the home of Emeline and Nicholas, also know as the Chesters, Clement was preparing for his first day as a Templar Knight. He had trained to be a knight since the age of eight, as a squire, until he finally reached fifteen, the age at which the knight he had been training with promised he would be well worthy of knighthood. From fifteen until the present day, twenty, he had been participating in competitive sword fights and jousts with various knights, occasionally practicing with his friends that weren’t of noble birth like him. He had recently heard of a class of knights referred to as the Templar Knights. He was intrigued by their various agendas. Not only did they fight, but also they fought for a reason. They sought out to ensure that Christianity was the prominent religion; fighting those they deemed to be Heretics. Ever since the day his little sister had been born and he had fought the temptation to drown her, he had become one with God. He consistently attended church, prayed before bed, and blessed his food before eating it, since his realization of his connection with God. After hearing of this organization of knights, he was determined to become one of them. He had always wanted to do something in the name of God along with his passion for fighting.
So, on this very day, he was gathering up a small collection of his belongings, including the shiny, silver sword that he had received from his father, engraved with his grandfather’s name in it. A family heirloom. He had used this sword only once or twice before, for his father was protective of it, nearly always carrying it in his own sheath believing it was a source of good luck for him. Nicholas had finally reached the decision that this sword should be passed down to his son. By now, Nicholas was in his early forties and had lived out most of his life. Now it was Clement’s time to shine out in the world, representing the family’s name with honor. Armed with this solid sword and fully clothed in his heavy, chainmail armor, Clement mounted his horse.
He had had the same horse for the past five years and had grown very fond of it. It had a smooth, sleek mane of brown with patches of white near its belly. He found that his horse wasn’t afraid of anything. Even in the most intense joust, the horse would continue hurtling forward, determined to win just as much as Clement was. This horse would be greatly fitting for the intense battles he may face in the Crusades of the Templar Knights.
With immense confidence, armed with his best sword, armor, and horse, Clement set off to the housing station of the Templar Knights, miles away from home. He packed lighter than he would if he were sure that he was going to be a part of the Templar Knights. He could obtain his other belongings later on if need be, but for the time being, it was wisest for him to leave most of them at home, that way he wouldn’t have to exert himself more than necessary or risk losing them in a trip to and from the housing unit.
He wasn’t certain about what to expect at his arrival at the Templar Knights’ headquarters. Was he going to need to prove himself worthy through sword fights and jousts or even recitation of certain prayers or important passages from the Bible, or even both? The activities and daily life of Templar Knights were not well known, for they acted like a secret society. Society all around only knew what Clement knew, that they fought in the name of Christianity. This was his chance to find out more, and fight for something he was passionate about.
His horse kept galloping along until they approached a tall black gate, the entrance to the Templar Knights’ headquarters. A guard stopped him, inquiring about his reason for being there and asking for his surname. Upon hearing of his nobility and status as a knight, the guard stepped aside, opening the gate, the metal creaking and squeaking as the gate removed from the latch, allowing for Clement’s entrance. His horse plodded along, as Clement took in all of the sights and sounds around him, getting clammy and nervous with each step closer to the building. He dismounted his horse a few feet back from the entrance, and shortly after a servant arrived to take his horse to the stables.
Clement slowly opened the door, stepping through and finding his footsteps echoing through a large entrance foyer and the sound of the wood door opening and closing bouncing off of the walls, not allowing for a quiet entrance on his part. Five minutes later, a medium-sized man, slightly graying in the hair, came striding out of a room to the left. He greeted Clement with a strong handshake and a bow of his head with his hands in prayer position, “Good evening, Brother. What brings you here this evening? And who are you?”
“Oh, how rude of me. I am Sir Clement the Great. My surname is Chester. You may call me Sir Clement the Great or Sir Clement Chester. I pride myself in my family’s name. And I come in hopes of becoming a Templar Knight!” he responded, enthusiastically expressing his interest.
“Wonderful! Welcome, Brother. Welcome. I have heard of you a few times from some of the knights here who have fought you in competitions. I hear you are stellar wielding a sword and pretty good at jousting and smooth talking those at court. Quite the bundle of good fortune you have there for skills, I would say. The one thing I ask of you is a confession,” the Templar Knight insisted, awaiting Sir Clement the Great’s response.
“Well I’m glad to hear you know of me,” Clement stated with excitement, “And I do believe a confession is a fair enough test to see if I am worthy of becoming a Templar Knight. When can I do this confession? And should I expect any other tests?” Clement inquired.
“This confession can be completed in about an hour, after the knights have returned from their afternoon prayer. I will send you to confess with Father Francis. Until then, allow me to show you around and give you an idea of what is expected of our Templar Knights,” the knight suggested, beckoning him forward.
Clement stepped forward, “Very well. I shall be more than eager to become familiarized with the expectations you will hold for me.”
The two knights headed down the hallway directly across from the large, wooden doors that Clement had entered through. Everything around was built in stone, damp, and cool. They approached a room, and the knight led Clement through the door.
“Here you will find our dining area, where we eat during specific periods of time. We partake in fasting during Lent and the other fasting periods, but when we aren’t fasting, here is where we would meet for 3 meals a day. Typically we will serve soups and breads, keeping consumption at a minimum to prevent committing the sin of gluttony,” the knight revealed, as Clement forced a smile, thinking about how much he was going to miss eating large fish dinners with his father.
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/52020 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!