

[image: cover]









[image: images]







Contents


Chapter 1


Chapter 2


Chapter 3


Chapter 4


Chapter 5


Chapter 6


Chapter 7


Chapter 8


Chapter 9


Chapter 10


Chapter 11


Chapter 12


Chapter 13


Chapter 14





Author’s Notes


Copyright




For my children


Now flown


Richard, Edward


Rachel, Sophie








Then you compared a woman’s love to hell


To barren land, where water will not dwell,


And you compared it to a quenchless fire,


The more it burns the more is its desire


To burn up everything that burnt can be.


Chaucer..Canterbury Tales.




Chapter 1


The dusty trackway stretched in front of the man, leading downwards towards Purse Caundle. The heat of the day, coupled with a troublesome breeze, blew dust and grit from the track into his one good eye; the other had been blinded in battle. Sweat trickled uncomfortably from his hairline and down his haggard face, but he was unable to wipe it away lest he lose his balance; he needed both hands on his make-shift crutches. His body was bent over them - he had not been able to find sticks the same length when the crutches given by the good nuns had been stolen from him as he slept. He gritted his discoloured teeth and stared hungrily at the track ahead. It shimmered dangerously in the heat and he bit on his dry lips, trying to swallow away the cruel dryness in his mouth.


His steps were becoming slower and slower as he dragged himself onwards. It was a mission of pilgrimage as well as loyalty, but he wished fervently that he had not undertaken it. His destination was close but his endurance was nearing its end.


He had travelled only from Sherborne that day; he had been put ashore at Melcombe a week ago and had worked his way painfully towards his first destination. This was his fourth day on the journey. With matted hair, mud-caked clothes and dirty bitten hands, no carter would stop and offer a lift to such a man, his amputated stump giving him a decidedly awkward, even frightening gait.


He paused to lean on a fallen tree. With his sticks resting against the tree stump, he wiped the sticky sweat from his unshaven face. He had found a piece of discarded twine with which to bind the hair from his face, but this had become loose and he dragged his hair away from his hot face in frustration. His weariness and despair returned as he rested. Being discharged wounded had seemed a good idea, but once he was put ashore with other such men, he was alone.


Despite his appearance he was a man of honour. He had tried every possible argument with Allard, reasoning with him long into the night, but Allard’s mind was made up, and since it was Allard who had carried him out of battle and had helped to hold him during that terrifying amputation, this was his only way of repaying what he considered to be a debt….even a pilgrimage of sorts. He had prayed to die,    indeed his frantic, sobbed prayers had almost been answered in those black and desperate after-days. Many had died, but he had not. However, he was now no use to any battle unit and he had made his way to port and so to England. He was penniless, frightened, hungry, in constant pain, but determined to return home.


His home was a small village near Shaftesbury but first he needed to visit Allard’s wife. Whatever had befallen him, he was still an honourable man, a man who felt his honour keenly. What Allard had chosen to do was not right…was not chivalrous or honest, but it was his decision, and it was right that his Lady should know. He grasped his sticks and propelled himself upright, taking a moment or two to regain his balance enough to take a few steps.


There were dwellings now in his restricted sight. He stumbled forward, eager to have this ordeal over. The mellow stone of the village seemed welcoming…his ears heard the soft lowing of cattle...a song from a nearby barn…children playing in a brook watched his approach in silence and ran indoors crying out in fear.


He pushed himself on. Allard had once described the house to him in detail…there it was now in front of him…a gate-house…leading into a stable-yard…as he stumbled into the yard a servant opened a door leading to an outhouse. She gasped in horror and ran back into the scullery from whence the cook emerged…a large red-faced woman, capped and aproned, arms akimbo.


“Be off, or I’ll fetch our steward.”


The man leaned exhausted on a stone water butt.


“I’ve come to speak with the Lady Alice.”


“The Lady Alice does not live here – but she’ll not see you, I warrant. How dare you come here with such    demands.”


Another door opened further in and an older man emerged. His being clearly portrayed him as the steward of the household; his large hands looked capable, his shoulders were strong, his apparel clean and neat. He wore a thick belt over his russet brown doublet with a jangle of keys attached. His tunic of dyed wool under the doublet reached to his knees, and his dark hose ended in soft shoes suitable for house wear. Deep set eyes under bushy eyebrows looked the man up and down in silence.


“Please,” breath and speech were slow in coming after his tortuous journey, “I bear news from Sir Allard.”


Thomas the steward, like his master, had seen action in battle and recognised the situation rather better than the cook.


“Wait here. I will fetch Sir Tobias.”


He disappeared into the house and the man waited, leaning painfully against the butt, his strength and resolve dissolving into utter weariness and despair.


Sir Tobias was the King’s Coroner in Dorset, a man much admired amongst his peers for his honesty, integrity and expertise. He too had seen battle in France and recognized immediately the total exhaustion of the man leaning in his yard.


He led him through the kitchen into a small comfortably furnished parlour and gestured him to a wooden settle.


“My name is Martin Cooper.” His ragged breathing made his words jerky, “I have been acting as squire to Sir Allard for the past two years.”    He paused, his mouth dry, his heart pounding painfully. His stump throbbed unbearably. Sometimes he wished Allard had left him to die. What could life hold for him now? He felt dirty, the lowest of the low before this upright lord. He gazed at Sir Tobias with his one good eye, and saw a face filled with understanding rather than pity. Understanding he could manage, but pity was despicable.


“You have news of my son-in-law?”


Martin swallowed. This man had seen fighting and had acquitted himself with honour. What would he do when he heard what Martin had to tell him?


A serving girl brought ale, and Martin drank greedily, glad to slake his thirst and postpone the giving of news for a few seconds more.


“The message is for Lady Alice,” he faltered.


“My daughter is under my protection whilst Sir Allard is fighting in France. I will give her the message,”


Martin dropped his head in his hands. Images of Allard passed through his mind. He had tried so hard to prevent Allard from his course of action, but he would not be dissuaded. At least he, Martin, had played no part in it. Allard had finally acted alone, although Martin held most of the details in his heart.


“Sir Allard has deserted his post.” The sentence hung in the room like a cold stone. There – he had uttered it.


Sir Tobias felt the chill of the words and the desperation of his daughter in one combined blow. The silence in the room deepened; only Martin’s ragged breathing broke the silence.


“How could his happen? Allard was surely a good captain?”


Martin remembered the early days, when Allard was indeed a good model for his men. In the two years he had acted as squire to the young knight, they had seen battle together many times. Allard had not shirked from his duties as leader of his men, and had been included in talks with generals of strategies. He had insisted his men keep their target practice in good shape and knew how to inspire them with courage.


Then had arrived Celeste, a camp follower of French origin, golden haired, voluptuously proportioned, daringly funny – yes – very good company for all the men, but particularly for Allard. Their captain had been much taken with the lively, funny, intelligent girl, a very different kind of courtesan. The attachment had grown disastrously strong. Allard would do nothing without Celeste…..they were more together in soul than anything Martin had experienced. Allard had spoken of his resentment at his marriage, how he had never experienced such joy in a woman as he had with Celeste, how pale and insignificant Alice was in comparison. This much he knew he could never tell Sir Tobias, much less Alice. These things must be kept in his heart.


“Sir Allard asked me to tell Lady Alice that he will not be returning, that he is sorry for any hurt caused, and that she is to consider him as one dead.”


“But he is not dead, and his marriage vows exist.”


Hot shame burned through Sir Tobias. This was dishonourable, shameful – and deeply wounding for Alice and Luke, her little son. Shame and anger joined together as Sir Tobias berated Martin for the news he had brought. Why had Martin not discouraged the liaison – as Sir Allard’s squire he could have done so – he had watched this develop, why had he not tried to banish the girl from the camp…why had Martin not sought help from their liege lord before Allard’s final decision.


Eventually the anger was spent. Martin sat with tears rolling down his face as the arrows of accusation poured down on him. His own desperation and exhaustion were complete and utterly overwhelmed him.


“Why did Allard send you?” demanded Sir Tobias, roughly. He was not a rough man and hated the sound of his own voice as he spoke, but his anger and shame for Alice was great and was making him unreasonable.


Perhaps this was the worst part, Martin thought.


“Sir Allard did not send me, my lord. I came voluntarily, without Allard’s knowledge.”


“But you gave me to believe that you had a message from my son-in-law.”


“I did. That is what Allard told me he would say if he could find a messenger. After that I was sorely wounded, as you can see. Allard carried me to safety and insisted on surgeon’s knives rather than a diseased death. When I was sufficiently recovered he had gone.”


Understanding of the man’s motives flooded over Sir Tobias. He stood and touched Martin gently on the shoulder.


“You have more than fulfilled the duties of a squire. I thank you.”


Martin wiped his eyes on his torn sleeve.


“Give me more details. I must prepare what I am to say to my daughter.”


Martin’s tired mind sifted the details carefully. Some he must leave out. Allard had become aware of the woman, Celeste, some eighteen months gone. As their friendship had blossomed into love, Allard had become less caring for his men. He had even exhibited a degree of cruelty towards one or two of the younger men which Martin had not seen before, and which he did not like. However, Allard had confided in him just after Christmas Mass that he could not bear to leave Celeste, that his days of loyalty to the Duke and therefore the young King were over, and he would follow Celeste wherever they would go. Martin tried to reason with him…this was just a passing phase, he said, caused by his long absence from his true lady. Allard had bitten his head off – he had no true lady now but Celeste and wished he could find a messenger to carry such news to his wife so that her concern for him would cease.


During their time in Calais, the Duke of Bedford, who had led the men with such forceful strategies had died, and William de la Pole, the Duke of Suffolk, had returned to military service together with the young Richard, Duke of York, who led campaigns with Suffolk in the late Summer and early Autumn of 1436. The English had relinquished Paris and were now defending Normandy, still retaining their hold on Calais. Duke Humphrey, Duke of Gloucester, was still much concerned with advising the young King Henry in London, although after his brother Bedford’s death he did attempt forays in Calais, without much success. Martin glossed over these, for he was aware that Sir Tobias would have known these commanders, and understood the increasing difficulty of campaigns.    The reluctance of the son of Henry Vth, still only fourteen years old, to step into his father’s shoes was becoming apparent, and the loss of the support of the Duke of Burgundy had turned the tide of the war against the English. Martin caught the brunt of the fighting but Allard had insisted on carrying him to the camp surgeon; by the time Martin was fully conscious and had become aware of his own perilous situation – now an amputee and blind in one eye – Allard had gone. His horse and all his belongings had been taken, and there appeared to be no-one who had seen him go – just gone, like a thief in the night. Celeste was seen no more.


Injured men were no use in this war and deserters were not sought actively…the battles continued without them. Allard’s men drifted away, some to other lord’s service, and some too wounded, like himself, had tried to make for England. Duke Humphrey, better placed to be in England, was replaced by the young Duke of York, but the change had come too late for Martin. They were without pay, had been thus for some time, and without horse or belongings, just thankful to be alive and on home soil – or not, Martin thought bitterly. Provisions in and out of Calais were intermittent and morale was low.


“Where are you making for now?” Sir Tobias asked him quietly. His anger was spent, indeed he knew his anger had been wrongly directed. It was no fault of Martin’s.


“My mother has a dwelling in a small village near Shaftesbury. I must return there.”


“My household will offer you rest before you travel on – it is the least I can do.”


The kind offer brought easy tears to Martin’s eyes again. The steward Thomas was instructed to show him to a small room and brought water for him with which to wash, a platter of bread, cheese and cold meat, and more watered ale. Soon a straw filled mattress appeared, and Thomas helped Martin discard his filthy clothes, bringing an old tunic to cover his shamed nakedness. Left alone, Martin sank down on the makeshift bed and fell deeply asleep.




Chapter 2


Sir Tobias bit the sides of his forefinger in agitation as he walked the length of his rose garden. His agile mind played over the information he had received. How could Allard have shamed himself so? What he had done amounted to treason, and there was no coming back from that. He would ride to Shaftesbury to speak with Allard’s father….perhaps it was a fortunate thing that his mother had died some years previously.


As Coroner for the County of Dorset, Sir Tobias was himself a well respected and honest citizen. He could not hide this disgrace – it would be a dishonest thing to pretend Allard had died in battle, for that would make him a hero.


Sir Tobias had been in battle himself with Old King Henry; he knew battle; he knew the sounds, the smells, the clamour of the field. He understood the revulsion at the sights after the battle – the stench of blood…the terrified screams from injured horses kicking wildly in their death throes….the bubbling wounds of the dying. He had heard the imploring gasps from the injured, some begging for release, some trying to give last messages, some screaming obscenities at the very sky…..and after battle, for those remaining? Wood fire smoke scenting the air….meat cooking……a quiet thankfulness …a shaken inner feeling that you were one of the lucky ones.


Sometimes wounded men would be brought into the camp surgeons by friends who had refused to let them die. Martin would have been one such man – and what would happen to Allard now? He had slipped camp with his horse, his leman and his belongings and gone where? To a far place, no doubt, where he could set up a life far distant from his wife and young son, living a life of eternal deception and dishonour. Men did this, he knew, - not many, - but some. He would never have thought it of Allard – he had truly believed he had secured his only daughter a good match, a solid union.


His lady wife was watching him, face concerned at his unusual pacing.


He took her hand gently and held it tightly in his own for a moment before leading her to the wall, warm in the sun to their touch. They sat together, husband and wife, she just a sentence away from her only daughter’s heartbreak.


Sir Tobias told Martin’s story haltingly, trying to soften the tale as he went, but there was no softening to be had. The truth of the matter, - the uncomfortable, distressing truth - was that their son-in-law Allard, a young knight of promise, a captain of men in the siege of Calais fighting against the men of Philip the Good under the command of Edmund Beaufort,    had deserted his post – a treasonable offence – and disappeared with his leman, deserting also his young wife Alice and their son, Luke.    He had left even as Duke Humphrey had arrived with ten thousand men for their relief, and had simply slipped away.


They sat together in silence, absorbing their son-in-law’s disgrace and anticipating their beloved daughter’s distress. They heard Luke’s voice approaching the stable yard.


“William will take Luke riding.” Lady Bridget rose and steadied herself on her husband’s shoulder as he sat.


“I will organize it immediately. Will you talk to Alice now?”


Alone for a moment in the garden, Sir Tobias gave thanks for the practical common sense of his wife, as she left to organize a ride for the child Luke with Sir Tobias’ squire, William.


Alice’s frozen white face would stay with Sir Tobias for a long time. She sat as if carved in stone, still as a statue, marble-chilled. Her lips were stiff, her eyes closed as if she could not bear anyone to see the hurt and despair she felt. Much of the story as he had understood it from the man Martin, he omitted. There was hurt enough here without adding detail.


“He has left his post. He has deserted. He cannot come back. He may be caught and tried.” Alice repeated the information in short clipped sentences. She raised her head and tried to breathe. She felt suffocated….she was drowning…. but she willed herself to behave with spirit and dignity.


“Then I must make my own way in life from now on.    Father, I know this cannot be hidden dishonestly, but allow us to be discreet with this information.”


“We will keep it, Alice, until we have learned to accept this ourselves.”


“I will never learn to accept it,” Alice said coldly, “And I would speak with the man before you allow him to go on his way.”


“Do you think that is wise?”


“I care not whether it is wise or no, but I must hear this news personally from him.”


“He is in poor condition, Alice. He has been blinded in one eye and has lost the lower part of one leg. He has been starved, spat upon for his deformities, abused by passers by, yet he came to offer you this knowledge. Do not be harsh with him.”


She saw Martin the next day. He was clean, which served to emphasize his pallor. His blinded eye had been covered with a makeshift patch, and he was wearing an old tunic and hose found by William, Sir Tobias’ squire, and someone had cut new crutches for him of a better size. He was weak, amazed by the kindness shown to him by this household to whom he had brought such unwelcome news. They had fed him, and he had been offered watered ale and a place to sleep. He was dreading the encounter with Alice - and then when it was over he would need to take his leave and continue with his own journey.


Alice had dressed carefully for this meeting. Her dark green gown trimmed with gold embroidered flowers around the hem and bodice was loosely belted with a fine gold chain. Her soft shoes made little sound on the tiled floor. She had braided her hair tightly under her wimple which framed a pale face with dark shadows under her eyes, the colour of her gown emphasising her strained complexion, but she carried herself proudly as she stepped into her father’s small library of precious books.


The man was waiting for her, standing, balancing his weight carefully on his good side, with the help of his newly made sticks.


“You have news of my husband?”


Martin nodded.


“Then tell me the news,”


“I Thought Sir Tobias had…”


“I want to hear it myself from you,” Alice snapped.


Martin breathed deeply. He did so hope she was not going to make this difficult.


Although he had been Sir Allard’s squire for two years, he was not titled, wealthy or clever; he could never have aspired to be anything greater. He was simply an honest, kind, hardworking young man who had been fortunate in war to have appealed to Sir Allard and used as his squire when his original young squire had been taken by a fatal arrow wound to his neck, killing him instantly. Sir Allard had taught him all he needed to know about arming him for battle, caring for his expensive armour and any protocol that was necessary for a squire to adhere to. They had been of similar age and enjoyed the same sense of fun – until Celeste, that is. There was nothing for it – he would have to be direct.


“Sir Allard has deserted his post.”


“Is that all you can tell me?”


“There’s little else to tell, my Lady.”


“Did you help him go?”


“No, my Lady, I was confined by the surgeon’s knife – when I had recovered sufficiently to return to camp, he had left.”


“Why have you come here? Did you expect money?”


Martin flushed at her stinging tone.


“I was his squire – I knew he had family who would wish to know of his wherabouts, my Lady,”


“Did he send you?”


“No, my Lady. He carried me from the battle when I was sorely wounded. He did not allow me to die in a ditch. This is payment of my debt to him for that.”


Alice was silent. Martin lowered his eyes respectfully. There was a short silence before Alice asked, “With whom did he leave?”


The question fell in the room like a pebble in a dark, silent forest pool.    Martin felt the chill.    He was evasive.


“I was not there, my lady. I do not know.”


“I don’t believe you. You were his squire. You know full well what I mean.”


Her voice was steely, her eyes were cold and hard. It was the only way she knew how to keep her composure.


“My Lady…”


“Don’t ‘My lady’ me, soldier. Tell me what I need to know.”


Martin swallowed hard. “He left with a lady.”


“Her name?”


“Celeste.”


“French?”


“Yes.”


“Thank you for your honesty. I know now what I am.”


She turned on her heel and left the room, her skirts swishing as she rounded the corner and disappeared from view.


Martin lowered himself cautiously onto the wooden bench, shaking with emotion. His task was done. He could now prepare to struggle on to Shaftesbury.


However, Martin was still at the Coroner’s house two days later. Lady Bridget had organized a makeshift    bed for him in the small room into which he had been taken at first. Both she and her husband were aware of the effort it had cost Martin to make the journey and were grateful to him, however unwelcome the news, and at their suggestion he had agreed to rest there until Sir Tobias could arrange a passing cart to take him further on his way. Once he had seen Martin safely on his way with a carter bound for Shaftesbury, Sir Tobias followed the next day to see Sir Alwyn, Allard’s father.


Sir Alwyn received Sir Tobias cordially at first, but his demeanour changed as he listened to the story.


“The foolish pup!” he exploded. “How dare he disgrace our name!”


After some discussion he agreed that Alice should continue to live under her Father’s protection and that a large portion of her marriage dowry should be returned to the family.
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