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What greater bliss can hap to Gaveston
Than to live and be the favorite of a king?
from Edward II by Christopher Marlowe
The Beginning: The Burning
In every candle flame, in every torch, camp and bon fire, I see her face. Every time I stretch out my hands to the hearth’s welcoming warmth, I see her writhing in agony amongst the flames: blackened, burnt, and bald, her beautiful long black hair all gone, eaten up by the hungry flames. And I hear the rattle of the heavy chains binding her firmly against the stake.
Her eyes alone—so deep a brown they appear black, just like mine—remain the same, human still, amidst the ruins of a beauty the flames would render monstrous. The fire, and those who condemned her to this fate, have stripped her of everything else—her dignity, her liberty, her property, her life. They have also deprived two young children—a boy of seven and a newborn girl—of their mother. But “Justice must be done,” “Thou shall not suffer a witch to live,” her judges sanctimoniously declare.
Though twenty years have come and gone, her eyes haunt me still. Awake or dreaming, I see them, pain-filled and beseeching, rimmed in red and overflowing with tears, as they turn to me, silently conveying a message heart-heavy with a mother’s love and regret that she will not be there to care for me and see me to manhood grown.
I hold her gaze, and it is as if we two are alone, and my ears are deaf and my eyes blind to the boorish Gascon peasants and French soldiers that surround us. Even though my nursemaid, Agnes, is there, her hand upon my shoulder, I neither hear nor heed her tearful, urgent pleas that we leave this accursed place. In this moment only my mother and I exist, everything else is as nothing, and time has stopped.
Even should I be cursed with eternal life, forgetfulness would never find me. The memory is seared into my mind just as surely as if it had been branded there. Indeed, my body is branded. I carry the mark of that day upon my hands in the form of scars from when I, a foolish and hysterical child, tried to pull her from the flames.
Even now I am haunted by the laughter of those who watched as I yelped and leapt back, reeling, nearly fainting from the blistering intensity of the pain radiating from my palms. I hated myself then; defeated by the least little lick of the flames, when she stood powerless and trapped within their midst. And, most of all, I hated them—that merry, mocking crowd, cavorting round the bonfire like May Day revelers while my mother burned!
How many of them had come to her for healing herbs, salves, and specially brewed teas to help ease their aches and pains, to have their wounds dressed, their bones set, and their children brought into the world? How many of them had found their way, in tears and dire need, to our door? My mother, Claremunda of Marcia, was as kind and wise as she was beautiful, and her heart and door were always open to those in need; no one was ever turned away. And now they dubbed her “Satan’s handmaiden” and cast her into “the purifying power of flame!” Hypocrites! My heart screamed.
Nowadays those who gaze upon my hands say the scars are the Devil’s Mark, left upon my flesh when Satan’s crimson-eyed night-black hellhounds reared their ugly heads to lick Piers Gaveston’s hands the night he swore his allegiance to the Dark Lord. I make no attempt to hide them. I wear gloves only in winter and when I ride. All other times, I flaunt them, decking them with a glittering array of rings, especially rubies which I adore above all gems. Even though they ceased to pain me long ago, Edward, His Most Christian Majesty King Edward II by the Grace of God, (or Nedikins as he prefers me to call him in our most intimate moments), covers them with kisses and soothing lotions as if they still festered and throbbed. But the truth is, no lotion, no matter how cool or sweet smelling, can soothe away the pain of seeing the person you love best in the world being burned alive before your very eyes while you stand by, small, helpless, and alone, surrounded by those who do naught but laugh and cheer.
No sooner had I leapt back from the fire’s agonizing kiss than I was swept up, high into the air, by the village priest. “Thou shall not suffer a witch to live!” his voice thundered as he held me above the dancing flames and I felt the soles of my red leather shoes scorch. Choking and nauseous from the scent of smoke, and her dear burning flesh, he drew me back, and a tearful sigh escaped me, for I had grown so slick with sweat I feared I would slip from his grasp and fall straight into the flames. He turned me round to face him and I remember thinking what a crime it was to entrust a man with such soulless eyes with the salvation of men’s souls. “Thou shall not suffer a witch to live!” he repeated, shaking me hard. “Remember that, Piers Gaveston, witch’s brat!” With that he cast me aside, flinging me from him as if I were some stinking bit of offal that offended his nose and eyes. I struck the ground so hard that my shoulder was jarred from its socket and the breath knocked from my lungs.
Before I could regain my breath or wits and summon strength enough to scream the curses that raged within my heart, Agnes snatched me up and fled as fast as her legs could carry her. From over her shoulder I had my last glimpse of my mother. The chains had stopped rattling. She was still now; her head sagged forward, like a flower grown too heavy for its stem.
This is how my story begins. Of course I was born like everyone else, but it was the day my mother died that changed forever the course of my life; a life, like hers, that is also likely to end in murder.
Thus here I sit in gloomy, windswept Scarborough Castle, perched high upon the cliffs above a raging sea, awaiting Edward’s return with reinforcements—by which I mean a miracle—while Pembroke’s army bays for my blood. Or is that but a delusion wrought by the crashing waves and the wind whistling through the cold stone walls?
Our provisions, like our numbers, are few; few would rally to the cause of the most hated man in England. And with every day that passes that number shrinks as yet more of my supporters slink away into the night.
The time to surrender draws nigh. I will not see this siege drawn out until all are skeletons and starving. But not yet, not while a slender hope remains that Edward may return in time, even though that hope has no more substance than a cobweb, I will cling to it for just a little while longer. Soon, I will do what needs to be done, soon; but not yet. For now I shall while away the anxious hours with this little book Edward gave me.
The covers are gold, embossed with vibrant emeralds and peerless pearls, but the pages are blank, a clean creamy field of vellum that awaits my words. When he gave it to me, Edward said that the words I would fill it with would far eclipse the value of the gems outside, though I daresay he intended that I should immortalize our love in poetry or pen laments to dying swans.
Poor Nedikins, I fear the value he places upon both me and my words will plummet when he reads this; if he reads this. Whether this book will ever reach him, I do not know. But, if it does, and should it survive that encounter, it will be in a very battered state. You see, I know Edward very well. For twelve years I have been the center of his world. Verily, I can see him now as he reads the revelations I shall soon set down. Pearls and emeralds will fly as he bashes this book against the wall, or flings it onto the floor and leaps and stomps upon it, screaming: “How could you do this to me?” Like as not, he will end by throwing it in the fire then burn his fingers snatching it out again. He may even set his tunic afire beating out the flames. But be that as it may, I am determined to set down the truth about my life since no one else can do it for me.
Edward is blinded by desire, to him I am perfection. His behavior does naught to belie the rumors that I have bewitched him. In England they say there are two kings: Edward who reigns, and Gaveston who rules. And to my child-bride Meg, so sweet and trusting, I have been too much a stranger. Agnes and Dragon, who know all, can neither read nor write. Others know fragments of the story, but not the whole, and by everyone else I am despised.
Mayhap even now, when I have only just begun, it is already too late to set the story straight. My infamy, I fear, is too well entrenched. Whenever they tell the story of Edward’s reign I will always be the villain and Edward, the poor, weak-willed, pliant king who fell under my spell, the golden victim of a dark enchantment. There are two sides to every coin, but when the bards and chroniclers, the men who write the histories, tell this story will anyone remember that?
People say so many things: facts, falsehoods, and fanciful marriages betwixt the two, but nothing is ever exactly as it seems. Whatever I am—good or bad; wrong or wronged; guilty or not—please do not condemn me unheard. As the end of my life draws nigh, please allow me to have my say; withhold your judgment for just a little while…
A Companion Fit For A Prince
I lost everything the day my mother died. No one can ever know how much it hurts to wind the clock of memory back to the days before…before she died, before I became infamous and notorious, a harlot in masculine form, the most hated man in England, and the beloved bedfellow of a feckless, addle-pated king, the object of an obsession that nearly sank the ship of state and tore the land asunder.
I was born in Gascony, in the year 1284, and before they burned my mother a castle was our home. It was crafted of golden stone, with a large rose garden, fish ponds, and an orchard that yielded apples, cherries, and pears. And behind the kitchen there was an herb garden, with a sundial at its center, where I used to sit and play with my spaniel while my mother and Agnes gathered the ingredients for their remedies.
After her marriage, my mother had borne three sons in quick succession, my brothers Arnaud, Raimond, and Guillaume. My father, Arnaud de Gaveston, was overwhelmed by his good fortune. Not only had the need for an heir been more than amply met, but he had been blessed with this trio of hale and hearty sons who favored him in both appearance and demeanor, while I was entirely my mother’s child. Where they were tall, big-boned, and sturdy, my slenderness and middling height gave the deceptive appearance of delicacy, a fallacy that, in years to come, would cause many to think me an unworthy opponent in the tiltyard and battle. So I, being in a sense superfluous, was left entirely to my mother, to ease her loneliness, and be both a comfort and companion to her. And I could not have been happier! For the first seven years of my life, I was cherished and adored!
By any standards, my mother was a remarkable woman, not only beautiful but wise. In this world where women are regarded as ignorant chattels little better than cattle and are prized only for their beauty, childbearing abilities, dowries, and housewifely skills, her learning set her apart. And it was my good fortune to inherit her quick mind. She taught me languages and poetry, songs and stories of romance, fables, history, and heroes, and to dance, play upon the lute and harp, and to write a graceful hand, and she insisted that I acquire a firm grasp of mathematics.
And having, at that time, no daughter to pass her secrets on to, she initiated me into her ancient religion. She taught me to love and revere the goodness and light that is the Lady, the Goddess, men worshipped long before the Christ came. And she taught me never to fear death and told me all about the Isle of Apples where our souls sail away to when we die. But we were ever mindful of the Law and the Church’s persecution of our kind—they called us Witches—and for safety’s sake, we donned the masks of proper Christians. Mass we seldom missed, we dutifully confessed our sins, and a chaplain was always a part of our household. Together, with Agnes and our little coven, we performed rituals and spells, to honor the Lady and ask Her to protect us and bless all of our endeavors, and grant us health, happiness, and a bountiful harvest, or to bring the rains when a drought threatened. And with the herbs that are Her gift to us, we healed the sick and eased the pain of those in the throes of suffering, dying, or laboring to bring a new life into the world. And four times a year we came together to celebrate the change of seasons. But curses we never did speak, nor harm a man or hex his crops or beasts!
I saw my father so rarely he was almost a stranger to me. And I knew my brothers little better. They were soldiers all, their allegiance sworn to the English King Edward I, and the business of war often took them away. I was always uneasy in their company, to my child’s eyes they seemed so big and brawny, always laughing and passing a flagon of wine between them. Their coarse jests, lusty boasts, and heated brawls both bewildered and repulsed me. When they deigned to notice me at all, it was only to make me the butt of one of their jests. Indeed, they would never really notice me until I became Edward’s Favorite, then they would come scurrying to court, drunken, surly, and avaricious, and I often had occasion to wish them at the bottom of the sea, they did so plague and vex me.
But on the whole, mine was a very happy childhood. Until the night everything fell apart and shattered, and I learned, at the tender age of seven, what fragile, precious things love, happiness, contentment, and security are; no matter how much you treasure them, they can all be taken from you—stolen, destroyed, or irretrievably lost—within an instant. And when all your hopes and happiness hang upon one single person and you lose them…it is like having your heart ripped out of your chest while it still pulses, beats, and bleeds. The pain is indescribable, and you long for death, but it doesn’t come, and you have no choice but to suture the wound closed as best you can and go on with a life that has lost all or most of its meaning. And though you would do anything to get them back, there is nothing you can do, the hopelessness and despair, the desperation and sense of failure, are like a quartet of the keenest, sharpest daggers embedded deep within your heart. And you learn to fear love even as you crave it; to put up walls around your heart even as you long for someone to come along and tear them down, because you know what it is to lose everything that matters, and if it happened once, it can happen again; there is no pain worse, and the fear never goes away.
I was sleeping in my mother’s bed the night the French soldiers came for her. I remember the sharp splintering of wood as they bashed the doors in, startling us from a sound sleep, and my spaniel’s outraged barking. With rough hands, they dragged her from the bed in her night-shift with her abundant black hair flowing wild about her face and down her back, like a cloak, all the way to her knees.
The village priest was there, a tall, black-clad figure, hovering ominously behind the soldiers. I can still see his cold, dead eyes of the palest icy blue, and grim, thin-lipped mouth. His white hair, still thick despite his years, was cut round, as though someone had placed a bowl upside down upon his head. He was the last to leave. He lingered in the doorway, glaring at me, as I sat cowering in the bed, frozen by fear, hugging the rose satin coverlet tight against my chest.
My spaniel growled and lunged at his ankle. Calmly, with no shadow of emotion flickering across his pale face, he dealt my pet a savage kick before he turned his back and left the room, his black robes billowing out behind him. Only then could I move. I sprang out of bed and sped down the stairs, just in time to see my mother being dragged outside.
Agnes ran to her and tried to drape a cloak about her shoulders, for it was a cold night and she was clad only in her shift and bare feet, but the soldiers shoved her aside. “Take care, old woman, lest we come back for you!” they cautioned.
At the very moment my mother’s feet crossed the threshold, there was a deafening crash of thunder and the sky opened up, lightning flashed fit to blind, and the rain came down in torrents. The soldiers jumped and trembled and their hands flew up to form the sign of the cross.
“Witch!” the priest snarled. “Such tricks will avail you naught!” His hand shot out to slap her. “Take her! Those whose faith in the Lord is strong need never fear her power!”
They shackled her with heavy chains, and, as they led her away, the howling wind carried her voice back into the castle, sending me her love and imploring Agnes to take care of her children.
I would have followed her, but Agnes held me back. She carried me back upstairs, stroking my hair and murmuring soothing words as I lay my head upon her shoulder and wept. She tried to calm and distract me by having me help her tend my poor spaniel, who had suffered a broken leg, but I could tell her fear was as great as mine. There was a quaver in her voice and her hands shook.
I never saw my mother again before the burning, and for years afterwards I lived in terror that the French soldiers, or others like them, would make good their threat to take Agnes. Many a year would pass before I could sleep through the night without suffering nightmares that made me wake up screaming.
When I left the village of Guienne that terrible day I was without a penny or a home. Were it not for Agnes and our devoted manservant Dragon, I would have been an orphan as well. My father was beyond reach, having offered himself as a hostage to the French King on Edward I’s behalf—an action he would undertake thrice before prison conditions fatally undermined his health—and my brothers were also with the army. And what lands and manors we had not lost through my father’s ardent espousal of the English King’s cause, were confiscated upon my mother’s death, for the Law states that the property of a condemned witch is forfeit, and my mother was a wealthy woman in her own right, having inherited much from her late father.
We sheltered in the forest near the castle that had been our home. Agnes, who is never without her leather satchel that brims with herbs, specially prepared salves, bandages, and almost everything else a healer requires, maneuvered my shoulder back into its socket and applied a poultice of comfrey root and honey to my hands while Dragon held my baby sister.
Dragon, I should now explain, is so named because of an ailment of the skin that lends the appearance of scales, and a wild, ferocious countenance that conceals a heart both tender and true. He roamed the roads as a vagabond, an outcast who likened his life to that of a leper, until the day he met my mother. Her kindness, coupled with her skill with herbs, eased his suffering, thus winning her his lifelong loyalty. He would have lain down his life to save her. The French soldiers beat him brutally when he tried, and he lay senseless and bloody in the muck where they had thrown him while she burned. For the rest of his life Dragon would bear the scars of that day, just like me. The beating left him with a dragging limp and a deep, furrowed gash in his left cheek that savagely twisted the side of his mouth and garbled his speech. Never again a clear word would he speak, and greater still would be the horror of those who looked upon his face.
Of Amy, the babe my mother was nursing when the hammer of Justice came crashing down on our contented little world, I can hardly bear to write.
Unlike most great ladies, my mother would not have a wet-nurse, she would feed each child born of her body on true mother’s milk instead of that which flowed from the breasts of a hired stranger. After the burning no one would take pity, no one would suckle the witch’s babe. Under cover of darkness, Dragon stole milk from cows and goats, but Amy would accept neither. She screamed in hunger and protest until she could scream no more, then she whimpered.
Dragon dug a tiny grave at the foot of an ancient apple tree, and by the light of the moon that is the sacred symbol of the Lady, I laid her tenderly in the earth as if it were a cradle. “Go to the Isle of Apples, little sister,” I softly whispered. “Eat of the magic fruit and become eternal.” Agnes sprinkled apple blossoms over her tiny corpse and Dragon filled in the grave.
It is far too painful to fully delve into the years that followed. No doubt it will surprise many that the King’s pampered and petted minion has experienced all the ugliness and brutality of poverty firsthand. I, who sit at Edward’s side and preside over lavish banquets, have lived on nature’s fruit and watery gruel. And I, the flaunting, preening peacock in gaudy multihued satins, silks, and velvets, have gone barefoot dressed in patched and threadbare homespun hand-me-downs.
After the Church’s “purifying flames” consumed my mother, I roamed about Gascony being passed fast and frequently betwixt my kin. All of them had mouths enough of their own to feed without the added burden of a growing lad with a broken heart and burned hands, a limping, sad-eyed spaniel, an aging nursemaid rightly reputed to be a witch, and a grotesquely disfigured manservant whose looks never failed to produce a shudder and hastily averted eyes.
It was all very painful and bewildering, this sudden plunge into poverty and grudgingly given charity. None of my kin felt any affection for me, and they never let me forget the debt of gratitude I owed them for succoring “The Witch’s Brat.” And years later, when I became the King’s Favorite, they were quick to call in that debt, and I was quick to pay; I wanted them and the unpleasant memories to go away.
Someday, I vowed, I would be the center of someone’s world again. I would rise like a phoenix from the ashes of poverty, and love and riches would again be mine! I have since learned that the life of every person is like a book of lessons, and here I will give you one from mine: Be careful what you wish for lest you get it; Time may reveal it to be more than you bargained for. There is always a price to be paid. No wish is ever granted free and gratis; somehow, someway, someday we always pay, and it is often our misfortune to discover that the price is far too great, but by then it is too late.
All those years until I was of an age to join my father and brothers in the army, I struggled not to slip into common, lowborn ways. Heedless of the ridicule it earned me, I fought to retain the courtly manners my mother taught me. As I toiled for my bread and board, and left one relative who did not want me to go to another and then another, I recited poetry and stories, I sang, did sums, and set myself exercises in Latin, French, English, and Italian grammar. Sometimes I even augmented our meager funds by working as a scribe and writing letters for those who could not. In the marketplaces of the villages we visited Agnes sold love potions, charms, and remedies, while I plied my pen for pennies, and Dragon took whatever work he could find. Sometimes we stole if our circumstances were dire. We did what was required and sacrificed our morals to survive.
When I reached the proper age, I went to Flanders to join my father and brothers in the English King’s army.
Agnes accompanied me, and neither of us cared a mite about the other men’s jests that I was the only soldier they had ever known who brought his nurse with him on campaign. Cooks, wives, and harlots they could well understand, but a nursemaid for a grown man unencumbered by children? “Mark me; I have set a new fashion!” I declared and went on my merry way. Agnes has always been the constant in my life, the only one who truly knows and loves me, and I would not have been parted from her for the world, nor she from me.
I acquitted myself well and seemed to have a natural aptitude for soldiering. Though by no means was it easy! On the contrary, the training was arduous and grueling, more rigorous than anything I had ever known. Everyday, when I returned to my tent at sunset, I was hobbling like an old woman, so sore I could hardly move. I spent hours soaking in my copper bathtub in water just as hot as I could stand, endeavoring to drive the soreness out. And afterwards, when I gingerly lowered myself onto my cot, it was not fragrant oils Agnes rubbed into my skin, but strong liniment. Every part of my body ached, especially my arms, shoulders, back, and thighs. From dawn till dusk I was learning to wield the weapons of war, the crossbow, broadsword, mace, lance, and shield, to move in a suit of heavy, clanking armor and chain-mail, and to fight on solid ground and astride a horse.
One evening, when I lay sleeping upon my cot, still on my stomach after my massage, my naked body glistening with, and reeking of, liniment, the captain who had charge of my training came into my tent. I started awake at the touch of his hand upon my back. He bade me to remain as I was. He had a proposition for me. We both knew I had the makings of a great soldier, I was making excellent progress, and there was no reason why I should not advance further and faster. His hand roved downward, over the small of my back, and lingered meaningfully upon my bottom. The decision was mine to make, he said, his fingers questing, I could suffer the slow and agonizing repetition of these same exercises day after day for a very long time, or I might progress at a swifter pace, as my quick mastery of each successive skill warranted.
It was obvious what he wanted, and his hands parting my thighs made it even more so. I protested that I was weary to the bone and ached all over.
“Then a little more soreness won’t matter; will it?” he asked.
I said I supposed not and let him do as he liked while I lay like a corpse beneath him, though he seemed not to mind, and afterwards departed my tent with a smile after flipping a penny onto my back. Alone once again, I lay there feeling empty and cold inside, and missing my spaniel; she had died of old age the year before. It was at such times that I always missed her most.
He was by no means my first; far from it in fact. I’d had lovers before, both male and female. For me sex is money, sex is power, sex is survival!
I lost my virtue early. It was stolen from me in the most violent, ugly, and terrifying manner imaginable, as part of a secret bargain struck between my uncle—a most unscrupulous innkeeper—and the lodger who occupied the best room.
Greedy for the coins proffered him; my uncle sold me without a care or remorse. I was nine years old at the time. After I recovered, I would have no more of family charity. And so a boy-harlot I became. It was my idea entirely; no one forced or persuaded me. Agnes was horrified and wept when she found out what I had done and begged me to desist. “Do not walk this path, Piers!” she pleaded, but I had already decided. I know it all sounds rather cold and calculating, and far too weighty a decision for such a young child to make, but sometimes the truth is like that, and I was already old beyond my years. My rapist had opened my eyes to my allure, and my value. The Goddess gifted me with great beauty, the kind that inspires awe and takes the beholder’s breath away, and as a male and a child I was doubly forbidden. Sodomy, like witchcraft, can lead straight to the stake and—if you believe in that sort of thing—an eternity of hellfire afterwards. And I, with my dark, precocious, come-hither eyes and knowing smile, was temptation personified, and the coins came pouring in.
It was easy. All I had to do was smile, take off my clothes, think of the coins and the food, shelter, shoes and clothing they would buy, and pretend that their kisses and caresses did not leave me feeling numb, empty, and cold inside. And soon the words “pleasure” and “pretense” became one inside my mind, and upon the bedsheets I became a most accomplished play-actor. My body quickly learned the rules of the game, and how to deliver what was expected, but I never felt the spark of passion. But I didn’t care. Now horses carried us on our travels, we were garbed and shod in nothing but the finest, and we dined upon the best fare the innkeepers and my patrons could provide. They gave me jewels and furs, some even claimed to love me, but to them my heart was a locked door. One gentleman swore I was worth my weight in gold and sat me naked upon a scale then, true to his words, counted out the coins accordingly. He squandered his entire fortune upon me. I heard he died in an almshouse two years later, damned and disgraced, disowned by his family, without a penny to his name. He did not heed my warning: “Loving me is expensive.” He said I was worth it. Did he still think so at the end, I wonder?
As for the captain who had his way with me, well I soon had my way with him! And I made it clear that my favors do not come so cheaply! I was never a penny whore; at nine I was worth more than nine whores put together, and at fourteen my value certainly hadn’t fallen! And when my horse was killed beneath me in battle I had a new black charger with four white feet worth three times the value of any other horse in the King’s army and a squire to attend to my new horse, armor, and weaponry. It was the captain’s decision, made when he found me weeping outside the King’s tent, waiting to report my rape.
I continued to serve in the English army, soldiering and playing harlot whenever time and chance permitted. Then, while in Scotland on one of his many campaigns, King Edward singled me out for an unprecedented honor—I was to join the household of the Prince of Wales in the hope that I might prove a good influence on that flighty, feckless young man.
Young Edward, it seemed, was altogether lacking in the masculine attributes and princely dignity that his father considered essential for a future king. Military pursuits made the Prince yawn and roll his eyes in boredom, and he habitually fell asleep at tournaments, though he enjoyed hunting and riding to a certain extent. He loved pageantry and display, to stage theatricals, and to keep low company, consorting with the likes of ditch-diggers and bargemen. And he liked nothing better than to scamper up a ladder and thatch a cottage roof, or spend a day digging ditches, trimming hedges, or rowing in the fens. To his mind, there were no pleasures greater.
In my person, the King explained, were embodied all the best qualities of a refined gentleman and a seasoned soldier; courtier and warrior perfectly balanced, each in just the right measure. I was neither too rugged and coarse, nor too delicate and effete despite my middling height and willow-slender build. If I were to become the Prince’s companion, it was hoped that, in time, he might come to emulate me. There are many who say now in hindsight—myself included—that it was the worst mistake Edward Longshanks ever made!
The year was 1300, a new century and a new beginning for me, when Agnes, Dragon, and I arrived at Langley, the Prince’s country manor in Hertfordshire. I was sixteen, the same age as Prince Edward himself. My memories of that day are so keen it might have happened yesterday!
The Great Hall where the Prince was to receive me was the most splendid I had ever seen. Its walls were painted in cheerful shades of red and yellow, decorated with bright, colorful shields and a mural of jousting knights. Musicians in the Prince’s blue and gold livery played in the gallery overhead, filling the air with the pleasing harmony of fife, lute, tabor, and harp. And sweet-scented rushes cushioned the stone floor. Sumptuously arrayed nobles, haughty and aloof, ranged themselves in two rows leading to the royal dais and eyed me with interest and suspicion.
I was dressed humbly, but well, in a red wool tunic with black silk hose and soft, high, black leather boots. A black leather belt cinched my waist, because I must have something to hang my sword and purse from, and at the same time served to further accentuate my slenderness. My black wool cloak was fastened at the shoulder with my most precious possession, the brooch that had been my mother’s favorite—a silver crescent moon paved with sparkling diamond chips; it was the only thing of hers I had been able to save. My black hair was freshly washed and trimmed to chin-length, and, unlike most men, I disdained to wear a beard or moustache and kept my face clean-shaven instead—the better to invite caresses I’ve found. Besides, a beard might detract from my mouth—sensual, arrogant, and inviting all at the same time, the kind of mouth that makes people either want to kiss me or slap me, though some find it exceedingly difficult to decide between the two.
Verily, I know this dwelling upon my appearance gives the impression of vanity, nor will I plead “not guilty” to such a charge, but as I write this I do not know what roads this memoir will travel down, whether it will be tossed contemptuously into the fire by one of my enemies, rendered unreadable by Edward’s copiously flowing tears, or preserved and passed down through the centuries. If the latter be the case, then it might be of interest to future generations to know my outer appearance as well as the inner workings of my mind. Myself, when I read a story, I always like to be able to picture the characters, and maybe you do as well.
I confess I was terrified as I approached the dais where the Prince sat, or rather lolled, under a gold-fringed canopy, yawning and sleepy-eyed, in a throne-like chair. But I hid it well; by this time I had already become adept at concealing my emotions, hiding them behind a shield of false confidence, flippancy, and nonchalance.
And what of the Prince himself? Edward was a toweringly tall buttercup blonde with cornflower blue eyes and a fresh-faced complexion that radiated life, innocence, and good health. He was richly clad in a celestial blue satin tunic embroidered with gold and yellow roses, blue silk hose, and shoes with absurdly long points at the toes adorned with gold embroidery and large yellow silk rosettes. A circlet of gold crowned his blonde hair, worn long with the ends curling up. He slouched there half-asleep, with a white greyhound dozing at his feet, and his Fool seated on the steps, his head level with the Prince’s knees. Yet the moment his languid blue eyes lighted upon me it was as if he had been doused with ice water, he sat up so quick and alert!
“Piers Gaveston, Your Grace,” his chamberlain announced as I knelt before him.
The Prince gestured for me to rise even as he struggled to his feet, stumbling over the greyhound and his ridiculous shoes, reaching out a hand to steady himself against the jester’s head, causing the little gold bells on the Fool’s motley-colored cap to jingle. He righted himself and tripped his way down the steps, nearly falling into me.
Instinctively, I reached out to steady him, and he stood there before me, regarding me with the most sheepish and endearing grin that went, like an arrow, straight to my heart. Then he began to speak.
“I…I am…Prince…Prince…”
As though any introduction was required! Not a soul was present who did not know who he was, yet his own name seemed to have escaped his mind!
“Edward!” his sister Mary, a frequent visitor to the court despite her nun’s vows, hissed, helpful and bemused.
“Edward…Prince Edward,” he nodded, though I had the distinct impression that had she said Edmund or Clarence he would have introduced himself as such and never noticed the mistake.
The Fool, however, was not one to bite his tongue and spoke the words that were in all our minds:
“Forsooth, Prince Edward, one would think you had just been introduced to some comely damsel instead of a lad!”
We all laughed then, even the Prince, though the roses in his cheeks bloomed brighter still.
The greyhound was sniffing round my boots and, to give the Prince time to compose himself, I asked: “May I?” indicating that I wished to pet the dog.
“Anything!” he breathed. “You may do anything you like!”
“Thank you, My Lord,” I smiled, “I love dogs.”
“Then you shall have a puppy!” Edward, ever generous, declared. “I have written to my sister Elizabeth requesting that she send her white greyhound to mate with mine, for I…I have a great…Desire…” the word seemed to stick in his throat as his eyes gazed deep into mine. “…to have some puppies from them, and you shall have one!”
“Thank you, My Lord,” I answered. “For your kindness I am most grateful.”
Court etiquette required that I kneel and bow my head to give evidence of my humble gratitude, but the Prince put out his hands to stay me.
“Nay, my friend, do not bow to me!” And then, to the consternation of all, he embraced me!
It was then, I think, that the first seeds of hatred were sown against me. They saw I had a sort of power over him. Courtiers are natural born schemers, they are raised on suspicions and crafty machinations calculated to secure royal favor, and they knew at once that a serious rival had entered the field. And, it is an ugly truth that must be said, the English are notoriously hostile to foreigners, and the Gascon lilt in my voice rendered me a moving target for their barbed and well-aimed insults.
After this brief introduction to the Prince, my servants and I were escorted to my chamber. I was weary from my journey and flopped gratefully onto the feather bed, and Dragon came to tug off my boots.
“Snakes and apples, how perfectly apt!” I remarked as I admired the heavy white satin bed curtains richly embroidered with emerald green serpents and apples of ruby red. “Do you think it is an omen, Agnes?” I teased. Looking round, I saw that the whole room was an allegory of temptation, the carvings, tapestries, hangings, and bedclothes all told the tale of Eve being tempted by the serpent in the Garden of Eden.
“Need you even ask, my dear?” she chuckled knowingly.
“Nay,” I smiled and lay back happily, stretching my arms above my head, “I needn’t.”
“You made quite an impression, Child!” she crowed with her green eyes twinkling.
“I always do!” I answered, with laughter in my eyes and bubbling from my lips.
Yet there was a strange sensation in my stomach, not unpleasant or painful at all, but distinctly peculiar, and like nothing I had ever felt before. It was a bit like the gentle fluttering of a butterfly’s wings or a cat rubbing soft against bare ankles, but even these are poor comparisons. I then pictured Prince Edward’s smile, so endearing, eager, childlike, and sincere, and realized that more than one person had left the Great Hall charmed.
Courtship
And so I became the Prince’s Favorite, his constant companion, always at his side. We rode together to hawks and hounds, and made merry with music, minstrels, and masques, and rolled the dice till the candles burned out. We romped together, swam, wrestled, and regaled each other with songs, jests, and stories, and played at archery, bowls, bandy-ball, and Hoodman Blind. And I did try to interest Edward in swordplay and jousting, I really did, but he was hopeless in the tiltyard! It was only when I competed in tournaments that he managed to stay awake.
It was inevitable that I should rouse the jealousy of the nobly born boys who coveted the Prince’s favor. They were contemptuous of me, these titled lads with lands and monies to inherit, each one accompanied by a retinue of servants and governed over by a pompous eagle-eyed tutor. “The Gascon,” “The Landless Foreigner,” “The Nobody,” they called me. Their taunting condescension rankled me, but I would never let them see how much they hurt me. Instead, arrogance became my armor and vanity my shield. My tongue was my sword, ever ready with a jest, double-edged; witty on one side, cutting on the other. Yet behind these weapons lurked a sad and lonely boy. And in this, Edward and I were twins.
His had been a lonely childhood, with his father, whom he both respected and feared, so often away waging war on the French, Irish, Welsh, and the endlessly bothersome Scots. And, before she died, his mother, Eleanor of Castile, frequently accompanied the King on his campaigns. His sisters, with the exception of the worldly nun Mary, were married off to forge dynastic alliances. And his brothers were either dead or too young to be suitable companions for him. His life had been spent in splendid isolation, surrounded by servants and sycophants who hoped to find favor in the next reign.
I pitied him, but I held back from telling him about myself. It was not because mystery captivates; my life is not a pretty story, and I feared that if he knew the truth he would despise me. Now, when it is too late, I realize that this was a mistake. My silence allowed Edward to sculpt me to fit his dreams, and by these illusions I also became trapped.
We complemented each other well, despite our differences; we used to say that I was the moon to his sun. And, when we were alone, I tended to forget that my friend would someday be the King of England. It may be presumptuous of me to say this about a royal personage, but Edward was like a brother to me, and I loved him as such. When I was with him during those happy days at Langley, it was as if the years of my childhood that I lost had been blissfully restored to me, only my mother’s loving presence was lacking.
It was not long, however, before a subtle change began to steal like a shadow across our friendship. There were times when I would catch him watching me in a shy yet amorous way. I would emerge dripping, naked, from a swim in the River Gade or look up from a game of cards and find his eyes upon me. Each time he would blush and turn away, crimson-faced, to waylay whoever happened to be nearest and engage them in conversation, his voice stammering and high, while his fingers tugged at the neck of his tunic as if it fit too tight. When we talked he would lean forward in such rapt attention, drinking in my Gascon lilt, that he would topple off the edge of his chair. Other times his eyes would be so intent upon me that he would neglect to watch where he walked and would fall over the furniture or stroll straight into a fish pond.
One day he boldly inquired of me: “Did you hear music when we first met?”
“Yes, My Lord,” I answered, “your musicians were playing in the gallery overhead, and quite well too, if you will permit me to add.”
“Oh yes!” he exclaimed, grinning sheepishly as a flaming scarlet blush suffused his cheeks. Poor Edward, he had forgotten that there had actually been musicians present that day!
Another time, he sought me out in the meadow where I lay under the light of a full moon.
“Piers,” he ventured shyly, “I see you do this often; you steal away to lie beneath the moon. Please tell me why, it worries me; I have heard it said that the moonlight brings madness!”
“The moon is sacred to the Lady, the Goddess,” I explained, “it is Her symbol, and in its light I worship Her and by Her I am blessed. And it also brings me peace.”
Edward gazed back at me, nervous and bewildered.
“I am a witch,” I confided, “as was my mother before me.”
“A Witch!” Edward gasped. “Piers, you must not say such a thing, let alone be such a thing! You could be burned!”
“I was burned.” I sat up on my knees and showed him my hands, extending them palms upward to display the scars, ugly, rough, and red.
Of course, he had noticed them before, but had always refrained from asking how the injury had happened lest it cause me embarrassment or pain.
It was then that I told him about the day they burned my mother.
“Do they hurt?” he asked softly as his fingertips traced lightly over my scars.
“Only in my memory,” I said, starting at the sudden feel of water splashing down onto my palms.
It was the first time anyone had ever wept for “The Witch’s Brat.” Looking back now, I think it was then that I fell in love with him.
Most people will say, and no doubt many will believe, that the sly Gascon saw a chance and seized it. And, given my history, I cannot blame them. But they are mistaken. You have only my word for it, and you may choose not to believe me, but it is the truth, I swear, I loved Edward before he gave me a single jewel, castle, or sinecure. The day I met him, the lock upon my heart was fatally weakened, and when his tears fell upon my hands the hasp broke and I let him in.
At Christmas, in the cold of winter, our affection grew warmer. It was a night of feasting and revelry, games, dancing, and drinking, and Edward had indulged—nay overindulged—in them all. Indeed, he had upon a dare eaten an entire marzipan Nativity scene all by himself and I fully expected the royal physician to be roused out of bed to tend him during the night.
He found me alone in a small chamber to which I had withdrawn for a moment’s solitude, leaning against the stone windowsill, gazing out at the snow-blanketed land, glowing brightly beneath the moon’s silvery light.
He eyed me appraisingly over the golden rim of the goblet he raised to his lips, admiring my slender, lithesome body luxuriously sheathed in a tunic of wine velvet and matching hose that fit me like a second skin.
Boldly, I met his gaze and held it until, blushing, he looked away and busied himself with the now empty goblet, setting it down upon the nearest table, knocking it over, and fumbling to right it again.
Then, grinning apologetically, he turned back to me and explained: “I’ve drunk so much wine tonight that you‘re beginning to look attractive to me.”
“Only just beginning?” I teased, arching my brows.
He lurched towards me, stumbling and swaying.
“What would you do if I kissed you?” he asked.
I tilted my head from side to side, pretending to consider the question.
“This,” I said simply and reached up to cup the back of his neck in my hand and draw his mouth down to mine.
I kissed him full upon the lips. His mouth tasted of wassail and marzipan. Poor Edward, he was too startled to respond, so our first kiss was entirely one-sided.
When I stepped back, arching my brows in a silent “Well?”, Edward toppled to the floor, cushioned by the spice-strewn rushes, overwhelmed, let us say, by drink, for if I claim my charms as the cause, you—whoever you are that read this—will most likely dismiss me as a shameless braggart, conceited, and more than a little in love with myself, if you have not done so already. Therefore, let us say that the wine went straight to poor Nedikins’ head.
I left him lying in a heap of gold-trimmed red velvet, senseless, with his limbs sprawled every which way.
I lingered for a moment in the doorway and looked back over my shoulder.
“Goodnight, my Prince!” I whispered.
Conquest
And then the unexpected happened, and I was as astounded as if fish had suddenly fallen from the sky; it was not I who seduced Edward—he seduced me!
It was one of those nights when I am condemned to relive my mother’s death in my dreams. I cried out and started awake with my face bathed in tears. Edward heard my cry and came to me, a candle held aloft, casting a golden glow about his anxious face. All tender concern, he eased the velvet robe from his shoulders and slipped into bed beside me, his arms reaching out to hold and comfort me.
I would not have him see my tears and turned quickly onto my side, so that I lay with my back to him. Undaunted, he curled around me, nestling close, and I could feel his linen nightshirt and the strong body beneath it against my naked skin. He murmured soothing words against my neck. A frisson coursed along my spine and I leaned back gratefully into the curve of his body. Soon my lids grew heavy and I drifted into a light, delicious sleep. I felt as if I were floating in warm water. Then the caresses changed and I came fully awake at the feel of Edward’s lips grazing my shoulder and his hand roving over my hip to curl round my manhood. I stiffened; in more ways than one.
“I cannot fight it anymore!” Edward moaned, his breath hot against my neck. “I want, I need, to love you!”
“And I need to be loved,” I said and surrendered, for me it was as simple as that.
A wonderful warmth came to replace the coldness and fill up the emptiness that had been so long inside me. For the first time, I knew passion and surrendered to it gladly.
I awoke smiling the next morning, blushing like a virgin at the memory of the night’s pleasures. Edward! My mind was awhirl with thoughts of him. “Edward loves me!” my heart sang. Like a well-contented cat, I stretched and rolled over to look at the pillow on which his head had lain. And in that instant the smile died upon my lips. My heart lurched, and I felt as if I had been kicked in the stomach. There, pinned upon the pillow, was a clasp of rubies set in gold as gleaming bright as Edward’s hair. I fell back, heavy as a stone, and lay flat, staring up at the canopy.
“Do you mean to mock me?” I demanded of the snakes and apples embroidered overhead. Did the green silk serpents hiss “Be careful what you wish for lest you get it!”? How cruel of them to remind me when it was already too late! I felt hot and cold at the same time, and I had to close my eyes against the dizziness, and the snakes and apples that had seemingly begun to writhe.
This sparkling clasp pinned upon the pillowslip, was it payment for services rendered? Had I misjudged the situation entirely? By allowing Edward to become my lover had I lost what I valued most of all—my friend?
Agnes came in a little while later and I hastily composed myself. This really would not do! All these maudlin thoughts about love when finding a costly piece of jewelry pinned to one’s pillow is far from an unpleasant way to start the day!
“I enjoyed myself royally!” I announced.
“Oh Child, I’m so happy for you!” Then, she must have sensed something. Her brow furrowed and she reached out and gently tilted my chin up so I would meet her eyes. “You are happy; aren’t you, Child?”
“Of course I am!” I smiled.
Before she could question me further, Edward came bounding in with his fearsome, shaggy-haired wolfhounds. His face wreathed in smiles, he announced that he had come to roust “the lazybones” out of bed as it was far too fine a day to remain inside.
“Come along, Piers!” he urged, “you’re lazing away the best part of the day!”
“Very well, My Lord,” I smiled, stretching and yawning once more, “for you I shall make the effort!” And I kicked the covers down around my feet.
“Piers!” Edward gasped as he sprang forward to quickly draw them back up, covering me to the chin. “Sleep has befuddled your brain; Dame Agnes is present!” he added, darting a meaningful glance towards where she stood beside the fireplace heating water in a small cauldron for my morning ablutions.
“Of course she is! Agnes sees me to bed every night and comes to me every morning when I wake!”
At my words, his frown deepened.
“Forsooth, Edward, it would be ridiculous for me to suddenly be struck shy before Agnes now! Had she a gold coin for every time she has seen me thus she would be the richest woman in the land and live in a palace with a diamond spangled ceiling and ermine carpets! Is that not so, Agnes?”
“Aye, Child,” she nodded, “and emeralds on the walls!”
“In fact,” I continued, “her eyes were the first to see me; she acted as midwife when I was born!”
“Well you are no longer an infant!” Edward informed me. “You are seventeen now, and certain parts of you are considerably larger!”
“Every part of me is larger than it was when I was born, Edward,” I quipped, “including my eyelashes.”
Edward clenched his fists and, as his face turned an alarming shade of red, screamed: “The whole world can gaze upon your eyelashes to their heart’s content, but as for the rest of you…”
“Peace, Edward!” I laughed. “Do not court apoplexy over a trifle!”
“A trifle!” he shouted. “A trifle! You account this a trifle?”
“I do!” I sat up and rebelliously kicked the covers to the floor then stood, gloriously nude, and shook back my hair. “And if you continue to shout and glower at me like a thundercloud then I shall keep to my room all day!”
“Well…” Edward began, relenting slightly.
With a satisfied nod I withdrew behind the ornately carved screen to attend the call of nature. A moment later I peeked round the side and flashed him my most beguiling smile.
“You may bring me my basin of hot water if you like, Nedikins,” I offered, employing the love-name by which he had asked me to call him.
How quickly he rushed to comply! Agnes had to caution him to go slowly lest he spill it. He stood beside me, rapt and worshipful, watching my every move. Suddenly he took the washcloth from me, absently flinging it over his shoulder, over the top of the screen, and maneuvered me so that my back was against the wall. He put his hands on my shoulders and, with an insistent pressure, pushed me down onto my knees.
“Do what you did last night, Perrot,” he said, using the love-name he had given me. “Show me that such bliss does not exist only in the realm of dreams!” As he spoke, he hitched up his tunic and fumbled with his hose.
“Edward…” I began hesitantly.
“Please Perrot!” He grasped the back of my head and urged it forward.
“I live only to serve you, my Prince!” I said tartly and did what he desired.
Edward did not notice my lack of enthusiasm. He got what he wanted and was happy, for him it was as simple as that. But it did not end there. On the contrary, I was to discover that Edward’s newly awakened sensuality was on a par with gluttony. Had he craved food the way he did my body he would have been too immense to move!
Clad in my riding clothes with my face clean-shaven, I hastily ate two spoonfuls of porridge, washed down with a sip of breakfast ale, while Edward looked on impatiently.
“Child, you really must eat more than that!” Agnes protested when I stood up and Edward instantly seized my hand, ready to rush me out the door.
I smiled and came back to take the little oatmeal cake, seasoned with cinnamon and raisins, from the tray. I kissed her cheek and then, settling my plumed cap at a rakish tilt, let Edward lead me to the stables.
Peasants paused to respectfully doff their caps as we flew past, racing across the countryside, with the sheep scattering and bleating before us. It was exhilarating to feel the wind in my hair and the power and speed of my night-black steed, and soon all worrisome thoughts fled, seemingly blown out by the clean country air, and I began to truly enjoy myself.
“I win!” Edward announced, reining in his chestnut stallion and leaping from the saddle.
“I did not know we were racing, My Lord,” I said as I dismounted, “I do not recall your uttering a challenge.”
“It matters not,” Edward said breathlessly, his arm going round my waist as he guided me beneath the spreading branches of a massive oak tree. “Now it is time for me to claim my prize!” He dropped to his knees and pulled me down beside him. “Take down your hose, Piers! Never mind,” he gasped, grappling with my clothes when I did not instantly comply, “I’ll do it for you!”
It was a performance that would be repeated several times before the day was done.
When I returned to my chamber Agnes gave a cry of alarm at my bedraggled appearance. “Sweetheart, what happened to you? Did you take a tumble from your horse?”
I certainly looked as if I had. I was all rumpled, muddy, and grass-stained.
“Nay, from Edward!” I said tartly, tossing aside my cap and sinking down onto the bed. “And more than one; this day I have been tumbled aplenty! And I like it not!” I tugged off my leather boots and flung them at the wall.
“Tell me,” she said gently, sitting down beside me.
“It is different now! He is different now! He cannot keep his hands from me! He says: ‘Why talk at all when there are so many much more interesting uses for our mouths and tongues?’! I’ve had lovers before who were very ardent, but none so voracious as Edward! And if I make my annoyance known he accounts it just a trifle to be smoothed over with kisses! He is not the same sweet boy who wept over my scarred hands, now he is Lust incarnate! And I want him as he was before! That is the Edward I love, not this lusty glutton!” I let my head sink onto her shoulder in despair.
“Indeed, my love, it has gone sour!” Agnes lamented. “I am so sorry, Child, I never thought…He is smitten, to be sure, but…” she shook her head, sighed, and stroked my hair. “Perhaps there is cause to hope; you were Prince Edward’s first, were you not?”
“Yes,” I nodded.
“I thought as much. I would have wagered my last coin that he was a virgin. He’s not as worldly as you are, my sweet, it’s all very new to him, and, at the moment, it’s all he craves. But in time…mayhap he will settle and be his old self again?”
“Verily, I hope so!” I cried.
There are few things in life that are said to be everlasting, and hope is reckoned to be one of them, but now, as I write these words, I have long since abandoned it. Edward never did get his fill of me, when last I saw him he was as ardent and insatiable as ever, a glutton feasting at the banquet of my body.
Perhaps it was naïve of me, but I honestly did not know what a transfiguring effect the sexual act can have upon a friendship. It changes everything, like night to day or white to black. Still, I determined to make the best of things.
And yet every morning when I awoke to find a new present pinned upon my pillow—the star sapphire of Saint Dunstan, a magnificent table diamond, a brooch of balas rubies, a black cameo set in a nest of glittering dark garnets, a pair of peridot rings, one set in silver and the other in gold, and countless more—I suffered the same sadness all over again. Disappointment and discontent became my constant companions and, try as I might, never could I elude them.
Compact of Brotherhood
Shortly after we became lovers, Edward decided that we should be wed.
I greeted this solemn pronouncement with raised eyebrows. “Surely it cannot have escaped Your Grace’s attention that we are both men?”
Ever impractical, Edward decided we would not let this stop us.
And soon we were standing before the tapestry of a unicorn being captured by a virgin, in the room adjoining Edward’s bedchamber, being joined in holy wedlock, or “a compact of brotherhood” as Edward would ever afterwards describe it. Edward was solemn and joyful in celestial blue and rose silk, babbling on about the sacredness of the occasion, while I, in spring green and scarlet satin, was trying very hard not to laugh.
The ceremony was performed by a fat monk with greedy fingers, eager for the bulging purse of gold Edward offered him. I believe Edward found the fellow in a tavern, the redness of his nose, slurred speech, and weaving walk seemed to indicate a fondness for strong drink, indeed I smelled it upon his breath as he hiccoughed his way through the service.
As he slipped the ring—set with the biggest ruby I had ever seen—upon my finger, where it remains to this day, Edward said: “Before the eyes of the world, let it be known that I adopt you, Piers Gaveston, my beloved Perrot, as my brother. But in truth, before the eyes of God, we are as surely and truly bound as husband and wife. I hereby take and acknowledge you as my own, tonight, tomorrow, always and forever, and beyond life itself.”
As I told Edward at the time, letting it be known will not make it be believed.
Afterwards, when we were alone together in Edward’s enormous bed, I lay idly twisting my hand, watching my ruby sparkle and flash in the candlelight.
“Verily, it looks just like a candied cherry!” I exclaimed. And Edward explained that it was indeed known as “La Cerise” or “The Cherry” because of this resemblance.
And then he raised his head from my chest and, with a besotted smile, asked: “Do you love me?”
“Yes,” I, in all sincerity, answered, and then I turned the question back on him. “Do you love me?”
“How could anyone not love you?” he demanded, sitting up and shaking back his love-tousled hair. “You are the living God of Beauty, you are perfection personified, your every gesture gives new meaning to the word grace…”
He said much more, but at that point I stopped listening. There was that sinking feeling in my stomach again!
“Edward,” I interrupted his rapturous recitation of my charms, “how much did you say this ruby is worth?”
“£1,000 my love!” he answered proudly.
I nodded and forced a smile. We must all learn to live with our disappointments.
All Hallow’s Eve
On October 31st—All Hallow’s Eve—Edward and I set aside our finery and donned simple clothes and went out to mingle with the commonfolk on the village green. We joined hands and danced round the bonfire, lighting up the dark night, to keep the evil spirits at bay on this special night when the veil between the worlds is thin and the souls of the dead are free to wander as they will.
We ate our fill of roast suckling pig, and merry serving maids made certain our tankards of apple beer were never empty. Edward bobbed for apples and joined in the old game of tossing the peelings over the shoulder to see who one’s husband or wife would be. It is said that they will land in the shape of the first letter of that person’s name. And for those who did not know their letters he deciphered them, drawing squeals of delight or dismay from the maidens who surrounded him.
And we eagerly sat down at the trestle table to have our share of sweet, creamy apple crowdie. It was a moment of high excitement that everyone looked forward to. Baked within the crowdie were a pair each of coins, marbles, rings, and beads. According to tradition, whoever found the coins would be rich, the rings would soon marry, the beads withdraw from the world to take holy orders, and the marbles would lead a cold and lonely life. How I laughed at the expression upon Edward’s face when he found both a ring and a coin in his crowdie, while I received a marble. Verily, whoever baked it did not stir the mixture very well to have so many tokens found so close together! Those around us heartily clapped Edward upon the back in congratulations and shook their heads and sighed to condole with me. Even as Edward scoffed and assured me that I would never be cold or lonely as long as his life endured, I laughed and joined my voice with the others informing him that “the crowdie never lies!” And then I pulled him from the bench and we ran back to join the dancers round the bonfire.
But Edward’s pleasure was short-lived and he drew back nervously when a woman came forth robed in green with a crown of dried flowers upon her unbound hair to represent the Goddess, hand-in-hand with her consort, the brown robed and antlered Horned God. Though the Church, in its persistent attempts to purge this night of its pagan taint, would have us believe they are only a lad and lass from the village costumed to represent summer’s end and autumn’s start, I am not deceived.
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