Song of a Mariner
By H.J. Cruz


 On a brisk April morn in the year of our lord 1425, The Isabella, with a full crew hoisted the main sail, heading out of the harbor in Lisbon, Portugal for the Bay of Biscay.

The Capitan, Dom Fernando Valsequa watched carefully as his grandson of the same name navigated the merchant ship out to sea.
    It was the first time the young man had control of the vessel, after being trained at the school in Sagres in the art of navigation and cartography. The trip was to give him the hands on experience required of a Portuguese marinero. His grandfather continually assured him that one day the cog would be his. But young Dom Fernando wasn’t sure the old ship would last so long, with its worm eaten planking, even the balustrade on the poop deck was long neglected making it unsafe to relieve oneself.
   After many stops at various ports along the Spanish seaboard trading their merchant cargo they headed northeast toward London and the mouth of the Thames, as it was done for many years past. However upon reaching the northern shore of France they docked in the bay of Seine to the surprise of the nervous crew who deemed these waters unsafe from the warring of France and England. The Capitan assured them that the Treaty of Troy had brought peace to the land and now summoned the young Dom Fernando to his cabin upon the drop of the anchor.
   The Capitan now instructed him to carry correspondence inland to the country of Picardie, to a grand Castle known as the Coucy le Chateau, not more than two days ride north of Rouen. He then gave him 12 gold ducats, a newly composed chart of the north Atlantic, and a rolled parchment bearing the seals of The Order of Christ and the Coucy le Chateau instructing him to keep the chart within the custom made saddle compartment, showing him its secret then handing the saddle to him with further instruction.
   “You will be escorted up the Seine by skiff to a stable on the edge of town where the stable master is under orders to provide you with a good horse and a road map. Do not draw attention to yourself and give the stable master 3 ducats. If anyone stops you on the road show them the sealed parchment and they should let you pass, if there’s trouble pay them off. Take your sword and mail for protection, the roads may contain ecorcheurs, the ignoble knights who take without asking. The saddle is never to be left out of your sight and do not stay in towns or inns long. Upon arrival at the Coucy le Chateau seek the magistratus and show them the parchment, they will know what to do. I will return in one week. May God be with you.”
   Upon arriving at the stable young Dom Fernando paid the man for the fine destrier horse, and saddled him up after discussing the quickest rout out of Rouen. Once in the country side he became more relaxed, not having seen an English soldier since leaving Rouen. He now reflected on the journey while avoiding the endless mud puddles on the road. He knew King John had outlawed the distribution and fabrication of charts for foreigners and that if caught would probably lose his head. But it was a lucrative business since charts were in such high demand with so few talented cartographers.  He was no stranger to France but never left the safety of the port towns, although the beauty and tranquility of northern France made him wonder why. His French was as rusty as his sword, but it was only one of several languages he spoke. His Latin was superior to his English, and both were now spoken there.
   On the eve of the second day he came out of a wood abundant in wild game having not known that for some time he had been traveling on land deeded to the Barony of Coucy. Now only endless fields lay before him, with dozens of laborers working them. He stopped the large horse abruptly after the grand Castle came in sight on the hillside before him. ‘This is no feudal fife,’  he thought to himself. He could see at least five towers, with a monstrous one at least twice the height of the others, “The Tower of Babel” he thought, surrounded by the tops of other roofs and even one bell tower. This was not just a Castle but an entire town surrounded by one. Impressive and yet intimidating.

   He didn’t get within a thousand meters before two armed knights came down the hillside to greet him.

“Votre de bussiness monsieur” the steel clad man asked.

 “ Correspondence, le magistrat de Coucy le Chateau.” he said holding out the rolled parchment.
  The large knight took the roll as if to open it, and upon seeing the wax seals handed it back, signaling for him to follow. Ushering him past the large iron gate and into the court-yard where a hundred inquisitive eyes momentarily fell upon him. But soon went about their business once he was seen as a foreigner other than the despised English. The guards showed him to the master of the stable where his mount was led away after he hastily removed the saddle, then followed a senior guard into the central tower they called the “Donjon”, where he commenced to scale the stone stairs that were as tall as chairs before being led mid way up to a spacious room furnished with a hearth, feather bed and a table with stools. The guard told him to wait until they summoned him.
   Within minutes there was a woman at the door with water and a pastry.


“What is this?”  He asked her holding the pastry


“Rissol, bon pain.” She said before exiting.

  “Good bread aye,” he said to himself taking a bite of the soft flaky croissant. “Bon pain indeed,”  he said munching as he watched the town’s activity from the window before being awestruck by the view of the golden valley that stretched far and wide. Feeling like a baron as he began to wash up.
   It was later that evening that he was escorted by an elderly gent to a great hall fit for a king, where a table of nobles feasted on roast duck, bread and wine, while a lute played nearby. Once seated, he quickly joined in before the remaining food vanished. The others now engaged in conversation, paid him no mind outside the occasional nod. The woman sitting across from him was a red haired beauty with the face of an angel who stopped conversing with the woman to his side and was now staring at him, saying something which he failed to grasp the meaning of.  Dom Fernando just smiled and said “bonjour”. 
This made the women laugh. He just smiled and nodded,  hiding his embarrassment. Occasionally watching her talk and eat with a charismatic flair that he had never seen with Spanish and Portuguese women, being much more reserved. She became somewhat agitated with his gawking and after blinking several times she finally lowered her eyebrows hoping he would get the message.
   After dinner Dom Fernando was led by the same gentleman down another grand hall to the study of a grey bearded man wearing a frilly colar, he was introduced as “Le Chatelain”.

“La correspodance svp,” the Chatelain said.

   Dom Fernando was caught off guard, and told the man that he would have to retrieve it from his room, returning moments later with the parchment and the chart. The Chatelain now sat behind his elaborately carved desk as he read the parchment, smiling and nodding before opening the chart and purveying it closely with the aide of a candle.

“Fantastique, je vous remercie de votre service.”

“You’re welcome,” Dom Fernando replied, this time in Latin hoping he knew it, and would use it. 
   He pulled out a small wooden box and put it on the desk along with a parchment and quill. After writing he rolled it up sealed it with wax then tied a tassel to it with a round emblem attached. Handing it to Dom along with the box which he struggled with; not expecting such a small box to be so heavy. The Chatelain now thanked him, wishing him a safe return, this time in Latin.
   He returned to the room and hid the gold filled box in the saddle for its safe return, gazing once more out the tower window at the setting sun. Shortly thereafter there was a knock at the door. He opened it to find the red haired lady with her escort who introduced her as “Marie of Soissons.”
“Dom Fernando Valsequa, a’ votre service.” He said prostrating himself before her and kissing her milky white hand, gesturing for them to come in which they did not, looking at one another in shock at such a gesture. Marie’s hair was no longer curled atop her head as before but now hung down to her knee’s. a more beautiful mane Dom Fernando had not seen, and the dress she wore exposed her plump bosom. A vanity he was not accustom to that temporarily paralyzed him.

“We are here at the request of  le Chatelain who thought you would like to tour the Chateau before your departure.” Marie said in Latin.


“It would be an honor.” He said bowing once more.

   They toured the great halls of the Coucy le Chateau with its murals of epic battles, tapestry and suits of polished armor, along with the great coat of arms as Marie told of the history of the first Count of Coucy who was a leader in the first crusade, to the Baron of Coucy three hundred years later. She told the tale of how thousands of French soldiers perished at the hands of the evil Sultans of Arabia going into the graphic tale of how Engurrande de Coucy was forced to watch as hundreds of his men were decapitated before him during the last crusade.  Most all of the Coucy bloodline had died in crusades or epic battles defending the country and living by the chivalric code of dying by cold steel. The last spot on the tour was the top of the Donjon, where even on a moonlit night you could see for miles. 

“Marie, have you lived here all your life?” Dom Fernando asked.


“No, I am from Soissons. “She said, smiling back at him.


“Yes of Course, “Marie of Soissons.” He said, feeling ridiculous and rolling his eyes.


“I came here for safety after my husband who was a Knight at the Coucy garrison of Soissons was killed in the battle of Agnicourt by the army led by the young English King Henry the fifth. It was a sad, sad time for France, many a good knight was lost”

“I’m so sorry for your loss.” He said, lightly grabbing her shoulder.

“  So where is your home?” She said looking sypathetic.


“ I come from a sea port village in Portugal, a family of mariners.”


“ And what brings you to our country?”


“My grandfathers ship, The Isabella.”


“Yes a ship, but why?” she snapped back.


“I was delivering some correspondence for the Chatelain.”
“So far from the safety of your ship, why all the risk when any courier would do?”

   
“I have done it before. To Madrid, London and Rome, I don’t mind, it gives me an opportunity to see the country and meet wonderful people like you.” He said, raising her smile
“You know, Le Chatelain work for Coucy Grand Seigneur, who work for King of France. So what does the King of France require from the Portuguese?” She asked, looking at him suspiciously.


“I am just a courier and not privy to such information.” He said, looking down.

   
“Oui, a courier who may lose his pretty, bearded head if not careful.”


“And so, what is it like to live on the water? She asked, changing the subject.

   He told her of the ship and its crew and how his Grandfather had traveled to places from the icy north to the south of Africa and the types of peoples he had seen. Telling great tales of Pirates, waves as big as mountains and ships lost in stormy seas. He spoke of navigating by way of the stars pointing out constellations that were used  She became enamored by the tales, clinging to his every word, as if it were a new language of an undiscovered world, which indeed it was. She then sat silently staring into his eyes.
   She told him afterward that she two paid homage to the stars by way of astrology; her family trade, and thought it a pity that he had to return so soon.

“Do you think you will ever return here?” She asked, with a frown.

“One never knows, the life of a mariner is unpredictable.”

   They left the tower late that evening wishing each other well, each having gained something, yet longing for more.

   The following morning he met the master of the stable’s to retrieve his horse, and once it was brought out he put the gold laden saddle in place and belted his sword on.

“Bonjour” Marie said, startling him which humored her.


“Bonjour.’ How nice, you have come to see me off.”

“Oui, and to ask a favor of you.” Marie said holding out her hand.


“Une faveur,” he asked, taking the gold florin from her hand.


“When you come back could you bring me a book of poems, we have very little here outside of Dante, Chaucer and Boccaccio.”

“Giovanni?”


“Oui, we have the Ameto and Filostrato.’


“Ah, you like romantic poems.”


“What is poetry without Amour?”


“I won’t take your money, I can’t even tell you if I’ll be back, but if I do return you have my word that I shall bring you the juiciest poetry money can buy.”
   Dom Fernando now jumped upon his saddle in a dashing display, only to fall off, saddle and all, causing Marie to laugh uncontrollably with the help of a few others standing near by. But she could now see her folly, as Dom Fernando was now hugging his leg in obvious pain and she leapt to his aide, only to jump back at the sight of the gold florins now pouring from his saddle.

“What is this? Are you a thief?” She shouted arousing the guard standing nearby.


“No, Marie I can explain everything.” He said, as the guard lowered the lance to his throat, while calling for help. Within a short time he found himself captive in a windowless room with an iron door at the bottom of the Donjon. But within the hour the Chatelain was at the door with a barber physician who quickly went to work on cutting off the leather boot from his swollen ankle. Grabbing wood splints and fastening them with leather straps, causing Dom to yell out in pain.

“Monsieur de tendon de pulle.” He said, explaining that it would take months to heal, before leaving them.


“I must get word back to the Isabella due at port in a few days.” He explained to the Chatelain.


“Don’t worry; I will see to it that they are notified and that they receive the cargo as well. But it would be best if you wrote Dom Fernando Valsequa explaining your situation. I will have the courier stop and see you before he leaves.” He now summoned two guards to take me up to my room.
     That afternoon the courier stopped by for the correspondence, asking Dom a few details about the stable so he could return the horse to its proper owner, and for whom he should be watching for. Dom filled him in, and gave him a handful of Ducats with the instruction for him to purchase the best romantic poetry he could find while in Rouen. The man looked at him as if he had lost his mind, thinking this a waste of gold. But after being assured that he would still be well compensated he shrugged his shoulders in agreement.
   That evening Marie came to the door full of apology for thinking him a thief, bringing with her a maid who carried a tray of food. 

“I feel somehow responsible for all this and wish to make it up to you.” Marie said, pouring him a cup of water and handing it to him.


“I am the fool who forgot to cinch the saddle, and as for being accused as a thief, one could only assume upon viewing this wretched man that such sums of money could only be had in the vilest manner.”


“I see no sign of wretchedness before me. I contributed to the fall if not only by distracting you but by wishing that you would stay.” Marie said, with her head turned toward the light of the window, as if facing him proved too difficult.

“You wished I would stay?” Dom said, trying to struggle from the bed, but finding the leg to painful to stand on, choosing to sit and stare into her sunlit amber eyes.

“Yes, But don’t flatter yourself, it was a selfish thought solely based upon the personal entertainment of a lonely widow who rarely left her boudoir before your arrival.”
   She helped him to the table, assuring him that the maid would stop by twice a day to see to it that he is nursed back to health and that she would periodically drop in to help as well.

  For next few days he saw only the maid who fed and bathed him, and emptied his bed pan. He became restless, believing that he was a prisoner of missfourtune and hoping to see Marie again. The following day the courier returned with additional correspondence for the Chatelain as well as a small bag of ducats and a note from his Grandfather, who mentioned that he would return in six weeks, and would send word upon his arrival. The courier also handed him a book of French poetry by Christina de Pisan, and mentioned how well he was treated while visiting on the Isabella.
   Before sunset the beautiful Marie came with a maid holding a tray of food, while Marie brought him a crutch. Examining his ankle, now a rainbow of color, then mockingly showing him how to use it before helping him to the table, where they conversed and dined on Mutton, bread and wine from the vineyards in Burgundy. After diner she handed him a rolled parchment that had his name and birth date at the top. It was an Astrological profile of some sort, with dates and illustrations and even predictions, penned with an elaborate quill.

“This is beautifull, I have never seen anything quite like it and shall treasure it. Thank you, but how did you know the date and location of my birth?” He inquired.


“I payed the courier to get it from your Grandfather.” She said, smilling back at him.


“I too have a gift for you, by way of the courier!”  He whispered, grabbing the crutch and awkwardly hopping over to the saddle compartment to retrieve the book of poems, tucking it beneath one arm and hopping back, handing it to her upon sitting down.
   Marie thumbed through the volume of verse, becoming wild eyed and anxious. Then closed her eyes and held it to her breast before jumping up and dancing across the room.


“Oh! Oh! This is she. My God it’s Christina’s poems, my god do you know. Oh my god I can’t faint now. How did you ever… Do you know how hard…Oh what a treasure. Oh thank you, thank you, thank you!” She cried, before smashing her lips upon his then running out the door like a giddy child.
   Dom Fernando just sat there in shock, having never heard of the poet, he wasn’t sure what she would think of the gift. He got up and closed the door feeling numb yet reeling from the kiss and the waft of perfumed hair. He unrolled the parchment on Astrology and went straight to the predictions, and there before him he read what he knew all along; “You will embark on an incredible journey where you shall find love with the passion of a thousand lover’s, but beware for it may be fleeting swiftly. Drink as the drunkard for the sands of the hour glass are seeping!”  
   Surely she was now aware of our destinies as well, he thought. Staring at the illustration of two lovers entwined and wondering if the long red hair was drawn in purposely, briefly fantasizing the moment they would be together, causing his loins to boil.
   The following day the Chatelain came up to see how he was mending, asking a great deal of questions about the Isabella, then inquiring about young Dom’s experience at sea.


“I have an abundance of experience in navagational theory, but what I lack can only be obtained in piloting a ship, and although I have spent a great deal of time at sea it is nothing compared to my Grandfather who can tell you the phanthom of the seas and knows every hazardous reef by name.”

“Please tell me of some of your Grandfathers voyages.” The Chatelain asked.

   Once again Dom Fernando spoke tales of the high seas, telling of epic voyages from the Ivory coast in the south to the ice covered lands of the North. He told him about the Azores and the Canary Isl. and about the foulness of a ship to long at sea, as well as the dangers from tempests and savage natives. All the while Dom watched the Chatelain eyes light up with an envy that spoke of something other than romantic notions.

“So you can show me how to read these charts?” He asked.


“Yes but without a ship they can be of little use.” Dom assured him.


“This is true, but ships can be built and experienced pilots hired.”

“To what purpose would a land Baron require a ship, your farms do quite well.”

“We must consider the future if we are to devise a way to succeed.” He said before getting up and heading for the door, promising another visit.
   The following week he dinned again with the lovely Marie, and they spoke deep into the night about poetry, history and life on the high seas. Dom had become intoxicated by her presence which was never enough, and over several weeks their time together grew into a ritual. She would bring food and wine while his gaze would sweep her plump breasts, delicate neckline and supple lips as she entertained him with her day’s events. It seemed every word she spoke no matter how trivial now echoed to the bottom of his soul touching off a deep yearning. The weeks sped by and now a courier had come bringing new charts for the Chatelain and word that the Isabella would return in a few days from London to pick up Dom Fernando. He became torn, not wanting to leave Marie, but what good could he do there. He was no Knight, no Farmer. The sea was all he knew, and what would it benefit a woman to marry a man who was never present. There was also his grandfather to consider, such news would no doubt break his heart. It was hopeless and he knew it. That night would be there last together and the thought of it turned his stomach into knots while a heavy weight on his chest made it difficult to breath.
   That evening Maria brought food. He could now see by the dim light that she had heard the news, for her eyes were swollen. Her hair partially covered her face as she set the food on the table and lit a candle. Neither could eat. She drew water for his bath and undressed him without a word. Taking a sponge and wiping his face and beard slow and methodically, working it across his torso as her tears mingled with the bath water. She quivered as she sensually wiped his lower extremities, now painfully erect. She gently caressed it with the sponge, then laying the sponge in the bowl, proceeded to remove her dress motioning for Dom to unlace the corset as she held her flowing main forward.
   Dom kissed her shoulders gently and began unlacing temptaciously, yet savoring the moment; she quivered as he touched her soft skin, lowering the corset and exposing her heart shaped bottom. He knelt and kissed the small of her back wrapping his arms around her waist as they both began to weep in unison. She turned and knelt in front of him grabbing his wilted stem and began to kiss him passionately as he reached his hand beneath her hair to the delicate arch of her neck while sliding the other down to her humid sanctity causing her to arch and moan. She now stood up and pulled him up with the strength of a noble, helping him to the bed. He sat upright while she showered his body with gentle kisses high, then low, before rising over him as if to offer up sustenance to an unweaned babe. Dom followed her lead playing tribute to every uncharted region, from the narrows to the swales gorging himself as she beckoned and swayed. Now she wrapped her legs around him and lowered herself. Her petals unfolding to the rising warmth, enshrouding the Portuguese steel with the firmness of a virgin as her nails dug into his flesh she wailed. Throwing his shoulders back and mounting him fully, while rocking like a stormy sea he held her bottom firmly and watched every jostling ounce of flesh as her long red main tossed about them both as an earthquake erupted between them, exploding in unison, as the seed of a mariner spawned deep within the womb of creation before their mouths clashed together other as they drank with unquenchable thirst, until the light of day.
   Dom Fernando Valsequa never saw his love after that night, he tried a couple years later to return, but a woman they called Joan of Arc was riling the French against the English, and the country entered into another war. He tried to get letters through but never knew what became of them. He bought his own ship and named it the Marie in her honor.
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