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P

etronilla was gazing out the door of the old school
room in our palace at L’Ombriere as Papa recited a
chapter from the multitude of laws of our Duchy of
Aquitaine. A well-thumbed copy of Cicero lay on the table.
The aroma of freshly threshed hay drifted in from nearby
fields mixed with the scent of the blossoms from the garden.
Papa’s voice broke into my reverie, ‘Eleanor! Are you
listening? Nilla, why do you not run off and play? You are
daydreaming.’
‘That is not fair! Nilla is always allowed to miss lessons.’
‘Elea, it is you who is destined to be Duchess of Aquitaine,
not your little sister.’
‘But Papa, I already know them off by heart. I feel like a
talking parrot, over and over, law after law, till my eyes cross.’
Papa chided me for being rude but at times my heart is
heavy with the responsibility I know will be mine one day.
I hung my head and stared at the gold, bejewelled girdle
round my waist, fiddling with a loose pearl. I must ask Renée
to restitch it before it falls off. Papa gave me the girdle for my
twelfth birthday.
Although I have been encouraged to question everything
from Latin verbs to discourses by Aristotle, it was no use
arguing with Papa. No, I was stuck in the schoolroom while
Nilla and my friends, Clotilde and Jerome, played in the
gardens, breathing fresh air instead of ink and parchment,
practising, practising, practising, a never-ending education.
Papa’s voice rang in my ears, ‘Do your duty, Eleanor’.
The wealth of the Aquitaine surrounds me. The
opulence of our palaces and estates I take for granted as I
do my education, music, poetry and the love in which I am
enveloped. But the weight of my future duty hangs over me.
I hope Papa lives forever.
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***
We played many games around the old Roman walls.
Renée was always darning our hose and kissing better
scraped knees. I remember trying to learn the names of all
the herbs in the Herbarium one summer. Everything grows
so well here in the gardens, flowers as well as fruits and
vegetables. The vines produce the most delicious wine.
There are olive trees, too, some so old and twisted our
gardeners say they were planted by the Romans. L’Ombriere
has always been a favourite palace, but now it is carved on
my heart as the place where the Archbishop broke the news
that Papa had died.
Archbishop Geoffrey told me I was special in the eyes of
God. If I was so special to God, why has He taken away all
whom I love? He took my Maman before I knew her or can
remember what she looked like, and my little brother also.
He was only a baby named William after Papa. Everyone
was crying. Renée came to look after Nilla and me because
Maman died with William.
And now God has taken my beloved Papa. The Archbishop
said Papa was in the bosom of St James in his shrine at
Compostela and therefore mightily favoured by God. If I
were not so bereaved this would be funny. Papa only went
on this pilgrimage because the Pope had excommunicated
him again. Maybe His Grace was trying to be kind. That I
am now Duchess of Aquitaine is too fearful to comprehend.
I think I am too young.
In this old school room Papa told us many stories about
our Roman ancestors. It was here he read The Aeneid to
Petronilla and me. He said I was Juno and Nilla was Dido.
I love Aeneas’ adventures. Whatever fate awaits us, I must
keep The Aeneid. I know Nilla will not want it. I will find
some special trinkets for her.
Archbishop Geoffrey told me King Louis of France was
to be my guardian. It was Papa’s wish to keep me safe. I
find this most odd. Papa had no liking for the French. He
said they were pious and dirty and spent more time praying
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than bathing. There was little I could do. I must obey Papa’s
wishes. Renée said Papa would never have made this
decision if it was not for a good purpose. I have heard King
Louis is grossly fat.
Renée is calling me to get some fresh air. She grumbles
if I stay at my journal too long, and worries I am becoming
melancholy which is not my usual disposition.
But my head is whirling with the abrupt changes in
my life when all around me life seems normal. Birds are
tweeting, Petronilla’s pet monkey Simian, has stolen the
laundry maids’ freshly washed linens and has dragged them
though the dirt. The maids are furious. Nilla tried to catch
the naughty monkey. He is now in a tree.
***
I was summoned back to the Archbishop’s palace. I was
nervous, fearful of his tidings. He had a most official looking
missive in front of him, with grand looking crests and seals
from King Louis VI of France. He read the Latin screed to me
that requested my hand in marriage to his son Prince Louis.
Surely, it was a jest. I do not want to live in Paris. It was not
fair!
When I returned from Archbishop Geoffrey’s palace, I
ran to the ruins of the Aphrodite temple. I had a long hard
cry. Why must I marry? I am barely thirteen years old. Renée
found me, dried my eyes and encouraged me to talk to her.
She listened with patience to my ranting as I cursed my fate.
She tried to comfort me by telling me what she knew about
Prince Louis. He is fifteen years old, supposed to be quiet
with a pleasant disposition. When his brother Phillip was
killed, he became heir to the throne. Before his ascension he
lived in a monastery.
Nothing Renée said helped. I hitched up my gown and
ran.
Our head groom found me in the stables with my horse.
I had put on her bridle, but I could not manage the heavy
saddle.
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‘Lady Eleanor, what are you doing?’
I could not think of an answer. I did not know. Next,
Jerome arrived. He looked like I felt, miserable. Since he was
six years old, he has lived with us because he is an orphan.
Like me, his happy life has been upended. He must go to the
Benedictines.
I dropped the saddle and bolted. Jerome ran after me and
caught me. I said I was going to run away.
‘Where Elly?’
‘You can come, too!’
‘Come on, Wild Child, you know we cannot. Your fate is
determined, like mine. We have to obey your Papa’s wishes.’
I stamped my feet and swore in dialect. Papa would have
been disgusted, but I got some of my frustration off my chest.
I just wish I could be as carefree as Nilla’s monkey.
***
I saw the courier arrive. I have since been informed Prince
Louis is two days away. The French are travelling by night to
avoid the heat of the day. Are they afraid of the sun? It is not
that hot: where is their fortitude?
My maids laid out many gowns for me to choose to wear
for my introduction to Prince Louis. At least this was exciting.
I like wearing pretty gowns. Every seamstress within the
palace has been weaving, embroidering and stitching for
my trousseau. The lace on the chemises was made by the
nuns at the abbey. It is so fine, so beautifully finished. My
lacemaking attempts always look clumsy because I get the
bobbins tangled; also, I do not practise. Nilla likes this sort
of occupation and is more adroit than I am.
I chose a yellow gown embroidered with many brightly
coloured flowers. It was also stitched with precious gems
and pearls that will sparkle like stars when I move. The
chemise was made of the finest linen, with lace at the neck,
sleeves and hem. The girdle for my waist was woven in gold
thread. Renée said I will be a marvel for all to see.
I was bathed and scrubbed (no more inky fingers), and
my hair washed and rinsed in lemon juice to highlight the
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colour. Finally, my tangled tresses were brushed and brushed
till my scalp tingled. My body was scented in a specially
prepared perfume made from an essence of lily of the valley.
My cheeks were given a hint of rouge; my eyes rimmed in
kohl. It took hours to get me dressed in the beautiful gown
with all its intricate lacings and long train. I think the bells
rang more than thrice before I was finally on my way to the
audience chamber which was especially hung with new
tapestries and laid with carpets from Byzantium for my first
meeting with Prince Louis.
My maids, Renée and the pages escorted me to my throne.
Everyone was fussing around arranging my train, making
sure the crown of Aquitaine sat straight on my head. It was
altered to fit me. It is heavier than any coronet I have worn
before. I felt like an ornament on display. Everyone stepped
back as the doors opened and there stood my betrothed.
Prince Louis looked as ill at ease as I felt. There was a
deathly silence, no fanfares. Prince Louis was surrounded
by attendants who looked like priests and nuns at a wake;
all were darkly robed. They reminded me of the black cafard
that scurry in dark corners. The Prince wore a plain cream
tunic. He looked like a monk.
Archbishop Geoffrey entered the chamber with a dourfaced French cleric, the Abbé Suger, who made me feel
uneasy. They escorted Prince Louis to stand in front of me.
He gave a little nod as we were introduced, then sat next
to me. After the introductions were over, as quickly as they
had flurried in, they flurried out, a blur of faces and strange
voices speaking in Langue d’Oeil. Papa had not taught
us the language of the French, saying it was barbaric. My
entourage followed the French.
Prince Louis and I sat aloof from one another. A long
silence ensued. I am sometimes considered garrulous, but I
could think of nothing to say. I glanced at Prince Louis out
of the corner of my eye, he was staring at the floor his hands
clasped in what could have been prayer. I wondered if I was
that frightening.
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