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LITTLE BALLS AND A BIG
STICK

 


The game is simple: We must hit the strange
round ball through the hoops and into the goal at the other
end.

"I think I understand how this is supposed to
be done," I tell Jack, my best friend and confidant in all things
related to the feminine kind of this world. "You must hit it with
the big hammer part of the stick and it will go through the
hoop."

We try and it happens.

"It is good we figured this game out," Jack
says, "The English are going to think we are fools if we don't play
well at the competition."

I feel the same way. We are French and we have
our pride. Even though they might have bought this game from the
far off lands of other places unknown, we must show that we are
smart enough to play on their level, whether the game be politics,
business or hitting a small colored ball through a hoop.

"Wine!" I call.

It is bought to us quickly by our maids. I
glance at the new one that Jack has bought with him. She is older
and probably one of the man's many lovers. I find that I do not
share this taste for the older variety of lady that my friend has
so strictly adhered to over the years that I have known him. It is
hard for me to understand the 'allure of the mature' as he puts
it.

"This wine is good. Have you made any progress
with Catherine?"

Catherine is the youngest daughter of the Queen
of France. I have met her one time and tried to communicate with
her, but she is much too stupid to understand my intentions. At my
level of status within the country there are only two options for
my future wife and they are the Queen herself or one of her
daughters. I doubt that the Queen of France is interested in a much
younger man like me and her only of age daughter seems to be too
dumb to realize that when a man makes a pass at her, she is
supposed to reciprocate in kind.

We play on and drink our wine. It is a good
afternoon filled with sporting pleasures of many kinds. Another
lazy day being a rich young man in France.


A BATTLE OF LIFE AND
DEATH

 


"They come at us unmercifully," I whine to
Jack.

He grits his teeth and goes for his turn to hit
the little ball through the hoop again. It is like watching a man
fight a gigantic wave that he has no ability to overcome. I stand
there with my eyes fixed on the balls and my heart hoping that he
will hit it properly so that it will score us some
points.

Jack misses and he comes back to stand next to
me. I am sure that the English are cheating in some way because
that is what their kind do, but I cannot find out how.

Shockingly, their score is triple ours. I feel
the shame of a man that has been knocked down by someone of greater
status in the street and cannot say an ill word in fear of having
his head removed on the spot.

We fight onwards. It is a hard battle that
takes a considerable amount of time. The young daughter of the
Queen watches on with a look of foolishness on her face. She is
talking to one of the English and seems quite smitten with him. I
think that I will leave the woman to the cheater. It is better for
the race of France if that one breeds into the English lineage.
Perhaps they will be worse at this game in a generation and we may
beat them soundly - as was our foolish intention on this
day.

Time passes. I do not notice the carriage pull
up, nor the lightly cloaked, veiled older woman walk over and join
the conversation with the English man and the fool, but when I do,
I immediately bow quite fully and signal to Jack that he should
also do so.

She waves to us and watches on.

"It is a nightmare," I whisper to the man. "The
Queen is watching us at play. If we are to fail now then she may
have both of us killed."

This is a very real possibility as the Queen is
known for beheading people that don't hold up the national pride as
it should be.

We play harder and gain some ground. Sweat
pours from our faces under the gazes of our betters. Even the
English are impressed with our tenacity. If only they knew that we
played for our head and that Death with his mighty silver scythe is
standing over there engaging in womanly pleasant chatter with her
child.

"I feel the fear of my own death," Jack
pronounces as he takes his final shot.

I too feel it. We were far behind, but played
like demons chasing the dammed to the depths of hell. Our game was
strong this day, but there were holes - so many holes - in the
method of it. The English know that they have the win and we can
only hope that our recovery was significant enough for the queen to
leave us our heads rather than cut them from our shoulders as is
her right with all the citizens of the country of her
control.

I come to the plate and take my shot. It is a
good one and curves through many of the little hoops to reach the
other side. I stand there ecstatic at the display of skill that I
have just undertaken.

"We win, Frenchy," the lead English man yells
over to me, ruining my moment of triumph. "You know what you must
do."

We sigh and start undoing our belts. Our pants
are soon around our ankles and we sing the anthem of our country
with pride as we face the men from overseas and the woman
folk.

"I feel no embarrassment," I inform their
leader.

He looks to my reddened face.

"Perhaps it will be our turn next time,
eh?"

The man tramps off. It seems that he feels some
pity for me. I feel less of the man for being thankful for
it.

A sound behind me makes me turn.

"Young man, your name is Edward, isn't
it?"

It is the queen. I have never talked to her
because she is far above my station.

"Yes, it is."

"I hear that you are trying to court my
daughter."

Jack sucks in a breath beside me. This could
well be the moment of my death.

"Yes, my queen, I am attempting to do
so."

She chuckles and pats me on the
cheek.

"Such a brave boy."

The woman looks me over.

"You will come to my Palace tomorrow evening
and attend me. I wish to hear more about the game of hoops, sticks
and balls."

She leaves me and I take a long hard
breath.

"With the queen..." Jack says. "You are truly a
lucky man."

"Lucky, my friend?" I ask. "Look to that woman.
She is like a snake that could bite my head off at any time. Do you
consider me lucky still knowing that this may be the last time that
you see me?"

He shakes his head.

"What I would give for just one night with that
woman. Have you not seen her face before?"

I haven't. Many years have I lived in this
country, but I have not attended court like Jack does. It is my
older brother's place to do so and I leave those duties of
formality and other amusements to him.

"Then you are a fool to not think yourself the
luckiest of men in this world. If you live, visit me for a drink
the next day and tell me of how right I am. I will look forward to
it."

I watch her talking to her daughter and the
leader of the English. What hides behind that veil that could make
Jack so sure that I am a lucky man? I will find out tomorrow, I
suppose. I hope that I keep my head.


THE QUEEN'S PALACE

 


It is a large place. I wish that I had been
here before because I think that I would have enjoyed it
considerably. The building is two storied, huge beyond belief and
the type of palace where grand parties could be held with the
greatest of ease.

I enter through the front gates and deposit my
horse with the man up front. He tells me to enter and that someone
on the inside will give me directions to where I must meet the
queen of our country.

I go in and am immediately met by the headsman.
I recognize him because he is wearing his work clothing and has the
axe right beside him.

"Are you Edward?" he asks.

I quiver.

"Yes..."

"You must come with me. The queen said that I
must make an example of you and that is what you are going to
be."

I glance back to the door, but there are guards
there and they don't look like they are willing to let me
leave.

Following behind, I wonder what awaits.
Probably I will put some part of my body or even my head on the
block as the woman and her friends watch on, laughing and drinking
wine in celebration of my death or dismemberment.

We come to a large area. Blood on the ground
near a large block of wood tells me that this is where many have
died.

He hefts his axe and points to it.

"She has said that you must do it
naked."

I stare. The humiliation of it. I had thought
that I would come for some scolding and a lecture of some kind.
Here she wants me to remove my clothing and have my head cut
too.

The gleam of the moonlight off the axe head
urges me to strip. Maybe they will take my manhood. I would be sad
to see it go, but my life is more important by tenfold in this
case.

"Good. The wood will be along shortly. Don't
dent the axe or I'll cut your head off."

He hands it to me and starts walking
away.

"You aren't going to kill me?"

The man turns and laughs.

"No, of course not. We only slaughter livestock
here and cut wood. It will be along shortly."

A few men come with large tree trunks cut from
somewhere nearby by the fresh smell of them. They drop them down,
tell me to get the job done and leave. I stand there naked, an axe
in my hand and some large tree trunks at my feet. Just what is
going on?

Setting some wood on top, I start to cut. I am
used to this kind of labor because Jack and I compete against one
another to see who can do feats of strength and speed in these
kinds of things. Even sweeping the floor has become a competition
with us. The servants think we are mad, but they also feel enthused
by our energy and desire to win at all costs. More often than not
we will end up tying. Because of this, something as difficult for
many of the lazy men of our generation, such as cutting wood, is
nothing difficult.

I chop on and think my thoughts. If this is all
there is then I will be glad. The evening is warm and the exertion
good. I am almost done when the big shape of the headsman walking
my way makes me stop and wipe sweat from my brow.

"You will come with me."

The axe is taken and the work checked. He says
that I did a good job and escorts me to another outdoor area near a
well. Three young maids meet us and pour water over my body and
towel me down while the headsman picks his teeth and looks amused
at my embarrassment.

I am given fresher, more expensive clothing of
a black, dashing nature and am told to follow again. We head
through the palace and come to a large set of doors with several
guards outside.

"Is the food ready?" the man next to me asks
the head of guards, a tall man with a large scar over his eye that
I learn later is named Edward as well.

"Yes. It should be."

I am taken in and sat down. Servants hustle
about us. The headsman stands in the corner looking bored until the
rear door opens about 30 minutes later.

"Stand," he whispers urgently.

I
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