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‘Childishness, that’s his problem. He’s irresponsible, immature and dangerously reckless.’ The speaker was William Odo, Lord of Edwinstowe, a tall thin man of about thirty years, lolling in a carved wooden chair at the high table of his own hall and digesting the noon-day meal. The man he was comparing to a child was his younger brother Robert, Earl of Locksley, and husband to Marie-Anne, his principal guest, who was seated in the place of honour beside him at the long table.


Marie-Anne looked down at the white linen tablecloth, now stained with meat juices and spills of rich sauces, and scattered with crumbs and the torn crusts of bread. She said nothing, but two pink spots of anger could be made out on her usually swan-white cheeks, and her clear blue eyes shot out twin bright beams of undiluted rage. She had been enduring the company of her tiresome brother-in-law in his castle of Edwinstowe, in the county of Nottingham, for the past three days and she told herself that if she heard one more casual insult from him about her husband, she would either begin screaming or smash something.


‘I believe my lord means that our Robin is refreshingly young at heart, my lady,’ said Father Tuck, the Countess of Locksley’s personal chaplain, from two places along at the table. He was a fat, red-faced, roundish man who would never see forty again, but a luminous strength and goodness seemed to shine from him. ‘Robin has a charmingly youthful joie de vivre, I have always thought. And he’s fond of a jest, from time to time, as many of us are.’


‘I meant exactly what I said,’ grated Lord Edwinstowe. ‘He’s like a child at play – galloping off on this so-called Great Pilgrimage to the Holy Land with King Richard and his knights and leaving you here alone to fend for yourself. He’s been gone now for – what? – some thirty months, and who knows when he will return – if ever he does. He’s never been a particularly religious fellow and, all of a sudden, he has this overwhelming urge to rid Jerusalem of all unbelievers? It’s preposterous. He’s a family man now. He has responsibilities, a wife and a growing boy…’


Marie-Anne flipped a delicate Venetian wine glass – an exquisite piece of work, rare and costly – off the edge of the table with a twitch of her index finger. It shattered on the rush-strewn floor of the hall with a delightfully musical tinkle.


‘I’m so sorry, my lord,’ she murmured, ‘how clumsy of me.’


A servant was already at her feet picking up the delicate shards but Lord Edwinstowe did not even seem to have noticed.


‘Talking of the Great Pilgrimage,’ said Father Tuck, far too brightly, ‘I had a letter from young Alan Dale the other day. It was brought by courier, by sea and by land, all the way from the Holy Land. Took more than a year to get here, mind you. It describes a great battle in which the Christian knights thoroughly routed the Saracens at a place called Arsuf last summer. Alan and Robin both fought well, it seems, and they were not too much knocked about by the heathens…’


Marie-Anne closed her ears to Tuck’s diversionary prattle. She toyed with a silver-chased crystal jug about half full of wine, twisting it in her hands and watching the play of sunlight from the high windows through the transparent material reflecting off the blood-red liquid inside. She wondered if she dared to toss it across the hall.


It was not just the boorish company of her host that put her so on edge. She missed her husband like an ache in the heart. She was anxious for his safety, and equally anxious about his return. He had left so swiftly after they had been married that they had barely had a chance to settle down together before he had been swept off to the far side of the world with the King and his legions. Then there was Hugh, her son. Robin had left when the boy was no more than a babe in swaddling clothes, a mere two weeks after his birth, and now he was a boisterous lad who ran happily about Marie-Anne’s castle of Kirkton filling the air with his shrill joyous shouts. How she wanted to see his lovely little face, to hold his strong, squirming body in her arms. She had been parted from Hugh for only four days but she longed to see him again almost as much as she longed to be parted from her brother-in-law.


Marie-Anne pushed these ill-disciplined thoughts away and raised her eyes to the opposite wall of the wooden hall and the two flags that had been hung there in honour of the feast. Her own device, an elegant white hawk on a cheerful blue field, and Lord Edwinstowe’s stumpy white oak tree on a field of green. The tree’s leaves were outsized, huge stylisations of foliage, and six massive acorns were overlaid on them, making the whole image as clumsy and crude as the man himself.


‘… and Alan mentions a jolly canso that he wrote especially for King Richard and which, he says, was much applauded by the court. It really is most amusing. It is the story of a young knight who falls in love with his lord’s wife and who decides to disguise himself as a serving maid to gain access to his lady’s chamber—’


‘It sounds deeply immoral,’ interrupted Lord Edwinstowe. ‘I don’t understand this faddish new enthusiasm for adultery. I don’t understand why these trouvères are forever banging on about illicit liaisons. It is wanton mischief-making. Family loyalty, the duty to one’s flesh and blood, that is the most important thing in life; and that is founded on fidelity between man and woman. If Sarah were ever to indulge in that kind of silly flirtation, I’d cast her off like a pair of dirty hose. In my opinion, a married woman who encourages a lover is no better than a common whore.’


A strained silence descended, broken only by Tuck crunching hard into a crisp apple. He had tried, God knew, to steer the conversation into harmless waters. But the man was a boor, plain and simple. The apple, however, was delicious. Sarah, Lady Edwinstowe, a moon-faced, plump woman with watery blue eyes, smiled wanly at her husband but said nothing about being compared to a pair of soiled leggings. She farted quietly, not quite silently, and fed a sweetmeat to the half-asleep and very overweight toy dog nestled in her bountiful lap.


Marie-Anne noticed that a pair of servants were standing beside her, one holding a bowl, with a clean towel over his arm, the other offering to pour water over her hands so that she might clean them. The meal was clearly over.


Thank God we are going home tomorrow, she thought, as she rinsed her hands in the stream of warm rose-scented water. They had done their duty by Robin’s appalling relatives, and with luck they would not have to bear the company of the odious Lord of Edwinstowe for many a month to come, perhaps for years.


***


A warm September sun smiled down on the party of travellers the next morning as they made their way through thick forest, heading north-west on the old cart track towards Sheffield. The Countess of Locksley and Father Tuck led the procession. Behind them came eight tough-looking men-at-arms clad in dark green cloaks over mail and two laden pack-ponies. At the tail of Tuck’s horse stepped two huge reddish-grey wolfhounds, savage-looking animals as big as bull calves, with low-slung square heads and powerful jaws.


‘He’s not a bad man,’ said Tuck, ‘just a little old-fashioned.’


‘He’s an arse,’ said Marie-Anne. ‘He’s a full-blown, dyed-in-the-wool, no-hope-of-Salvation arse. Thank God we’re quit of him, his bovine wife and his drafty castle. I cannot wait to be at Kirkton, to breathe the clean air of the Locksley Valley!’


Tuck smiled. ‘You are too hard on him. He means well, and he is Robin’s only surviving male relative – for the sake of the family, we must try to be civil to him, since you have no other living kin.’
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