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Here lies in a horizontal position the outside case of
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Integrity was the mainspring and prudence the regulator of all the actions of his life; humane, generous and liberal, His hand never stopped till he had relieved distress.


So nicely regulated were his movements that he never went wrong, except when set going by people who did not know his key. Even then he was easily set right again. He had the art of disposing of his time so well, till his hours glided away, his pulse stopped beating.


He ran down, November 14, 1801, aged 57, In hopes of being taken in hand by his Maker, Thoroughly cleaned, repaired, wound up, and set going in the world to come, when time shall be no more.
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CHAPTER I


Isaac


I


THE candle flame burned behind the glass globe of water, its light flooding over Isaac Peabody’s hands as he sat at work on a high stool before his littered work-table. Now and then he glanced up at it over his crooked steel-rimmed spectacles and thought how beautiful it was. The heart of the flame was iris-coloured with a veining of deep blue spread like a peacock’s tail against the crocus and gold that gave the light. He had oil lamps in the shop and workshop but lamplight was not as beautiful as his candle flame behind the globe of water, and for work requiring great precision its light was not actually quite so good. And he liked to feel that through the centuries men of his trade, clockmakers, watchmakers, goldsmiths and silversmiths, had worked just as he was working now, in their workshops after the day’s business was over, alone and quiet, the same diffused light bathing their hands and the delicate and fragile thing they worked upon. It banished loneliness to think of those others, and he was not so afraid of the shapeless darkness that lay beyond the circle of light. He did not like shapelessness. One of his worst nightmares was the one when he himself became shapeless and ran like liquid mud into the dark.


For any painter it would have been a joy to sit in the corner of Isaac’s workshop, unseen by Isaac, and paint him in his pool of light, but only Rembrandt could have painted the shadows that were beyond the light. They seemed to hang from a vast height, as in Rembrandt’s Adoration of the Shepherds, and if here they were looped back to show not the holy family but one grotesque old man, yet adoring wonder was not absent, for Isaac had never grown up and things still amazed him. He was amazed now as he looked worshipfully at the beautiful thing he held. This child’s gift of wonder could banish his many years but the balance was precariously held.


He looked safe enough tonight in his halo of warm light. He was a round-shouldered little man with large feet and a great domed and wrinkled forehead, the forehead of a profound thinker. Yet actually he thought very little about anything except clocks and watches, and about them he not so much thought as burned. But he could feel upon a variety of subjects, and perhaps it was the intensity of his feeling that had furrowed his forehead, lined his brown parchment face and whitened the straggling beard that hid his receding chin. His eyes were very blue beneath their shaggy eyebrows and chronic indigestion had crimsoned the tip of his button nose. His hands were red, shiny and knobbly, but steady and deft. He dressed in the style of twenty years ago, the style of the eighteen-fifties, because the clothes he had had then were not yet what he called worn out. His pegtopped trousers were intensively repaired across the seat but that did not show beneath his full-skirted bottle-green coat. The coat was faded now, and so was the old soft crimson bow tie he wore, but the dim colours were eminently paintable against the great draped shadows, and richly illumined by the moony light. His soft childish mouth was sucked in with concentration except when now and then he pouted his lips and there emerged from them a thin piping whistle.


He was happy tonight for one of his good times was on the way. Everything he did today, anything he saw or handled, had shape as though the sun was rising behind it. Presently it would happen to him, the warmth and glow of self-forgetfulness, and after that for a few moments or a few days he would be safe.


He had finished. The Dean’s watch was now once more repaired and he knew he could not have made a better job of it. He held it open in the palm of his hand and gazed at it with veneration, his jeweller’s eyepiece in his eye. It was inscribed “George Graham fecit, 1712”. At that date Graham had been at the height of his powers. The inscription took Isaac back to the old bow-windowed shop in Fleet Street, next door to the Duke of Marlborough’s Head tavern, which had been a place of pilgrimage for him when as a lad he had served his apprenticeship in Clerkenwell. Graham had worked in that shop, and lived and died in the humble rooms above it. Charles II’s horologist, Thomas Tompion, whom men called the father of English clock-making, had been Graham’s uncle. Both men had been masters of the Clockmakers’ Company and they had been buried in the same tomb in Westminster Abbey. Whenever he held the Dean’s watch in his hands Isaac remembered that George Graham’s hands had also held it, and that perhaps Tompion in old age had looked upon his nephew’s handiwork and commended it.


For it was not only a beautiful watch but an uncommon one. It had a jewelled watchcock of unusual design, showing a man carrying a burden on his shoulders. Isaac had seen hundreds of watchcocks during his professional life, and many of them had had impish faces peeping through the flowers and leaves, but never so far as he could remember one showing a human figure. The pillars were of plain cylindrical form, as in most of Graham’s watches. He had never favoured elaborate pillars for like all great craftsmen he had always made ornament subsidiary to usefulness. Isaac closed the thin gold shell that protected the delicate mechanism and turned the watch over. It had a fine enamelled dial with a wreath of flowers within the hour ring. The outer case was of plain gold with the monogram A.A. engraved upon one side, and upon the other a Latin motto encircling the crest of a mailed hand holding a sword.


Isaac laid the Dean’s watch down on his work-bench, amongst the others he had finished repairing today, and opening a drawer took out an envelope full of watch papers neatly inscribed in his fine copperplate handwriting. The majority of horologists no longer used these but Isaac was attached to the old customs and liked to preserve them. In the previous century nearly every watch had had its watch pad or paper inserted in the outer case, either a circular piece of velvet or muslin delicately embroidered with the initials of the owner, or else the portrait of the giver, or a piece of paper inscribed with a motto or rhyme. Isaac had collected and written out many of these rhymes, and he would always slip a watch paper into the outer cases of the watches of the humbler folk, for their amusement and delight. He did not dare to do so with his aristocratic customers for he feared they would think him presumptuous. He shook out the papers and picked out one here, one there. This would do for Tobias Smalley, landlord of the Swan and Duck, who was a rare old grumbler.




“Content thy selfe withe thyne estate,


And send no poore wight from thy gate;


For why, this councell I thee give,


To learn to dye, and dye to live.”





And this, he thought, for Tom Hochicorn, one of the Cathedral bedesmen, a very good old man who believed in God.




“I labour here with all my might,


To tell the time by day or night;


In thy devotion copy me,


And serve thy God as I serve thee.”





He slipped the watch papers into their various cases and then wrapped the Dean’s watch in wadding and laid it away in a stout little box. Tears were in his eyes for he would not see it again until the Dean once more overwound it or dropped it. His fear of the terrible Dean was always slightly tempered by anger, because he took insufficient care of his watch, and then again by gratitude because but for the Dean’s carelessness he would never have the lovely thing in his hands at all, for its mechanism was faultless. Because of this anger and gratitude he possibly had a warmer feeling for the Dean than most people in his Cathedral city.


Isaac took his own watch from his pocket and looked at it. It was a severely plain silver timepiece with tortoiseshell pair cases. He had made it for himself years ago. It said three minutes to eight and Isaac was dismayed, for it was later than he had realised and if he did not hurry he would be late for supper and incur his sister’s displeasure. Yet the dismay quickly passed for today nothing had power to disturb him for long. He waited, his watch in his hand, for in a moment or two the city clocks would strike the hour and he liked to correct their timekeeping by his own faultless watch. It was quiet in the workshop, no sound but the rustle of a mouse behind the wainscot. It was a frosty October night of moon and stars and there was no wind. The city was still. There was no rattle of cab-wheels over the cobbles, no footsteps ringing on the pavement, for everyone was at home having supper. Isaac was aware of all the lamplit rooms in the crooked houses, little and big, that climbed upon each other’s shoulders up the hill to the plateau at the top where the Cathedral towered, looking out over the frozen plain to the eastern sea. Another night he would have shivered, remembering the plain and the sea, but tonight he remembered only the warm rooms and the faces of men and women bent over their bowls of steaming soup, and the children already asleep in their beds. He felt for them all a profound love, and he glowed. The moment of his loving was in the world of time merely sixty seconds ticked out by his watch, but in another dimension it was an arc of light encircling the city and leaving not one heart within it untouched by blessedness. Then the clocks began to strike, and the light of the ugly little man’s moment of self-forgetfulness was drawn back again into the deep warmth within him. And he understood nothing of what had happened to him, only that now, for a little while, for a few moments or a few days, he would be happy and feel safe.


The Cathedral clock, Michael, started to strike first, in no hurry to precede the others yet arrogantly determined upon pre-eminence. Its great bell boomed among the stars, and the reverberations of its thunder passed over the city towards the plain and the sea. Not until the last echo had died away was the city aware that little Saint Nicholas at the North Gate had been striking for some time. Only two of his light sweet notes were heard, but little Saint Nicholas was dead on time. Saint Peter in the market place waited for Nicholas to finish and then coughed apologetically, because he knew that his deep-toned bell was slightly cracked and he himself half a minute late. Saint Matthew at the South Gate struck a quick merry chime and did not care if he was late or not. Last of all Isaac’s clocks in the shop all struck the hour, ending with the cuckoo clock. He kept them all a little slow so that he could enjoy their voices after the clocks of the city had fallen silent. Having refereed them all in past the tape he put away his own timepiece and rose slowly to his feet to set about the ritual of the Friday night shutting up of the shop.


In an old leather bag that had a lock and key he reverently placed the mended watches of those gentlemen and gentlewomen of the city who were too incapacitated by rank, age or wealth to do their own fetching and carrying. These he would deliver tomorrow, for on Saturday the shop remained closed and he spent the day delivering watches and winding clocks. Every clock of importance in the aristocratic quarter of the city, the Close and Worship Street, was in his care, intimately known to him and loved and cherished during half a lifetime. There was a smile of great tenderness on his face as he remembered that tomorrow he would see them all again. The watches of the great locked away in the leather bag, the watches of the lesser folk were placed in a drawer to wait till called for, but with no less reverence either for themselves or for their owners, for Isaac’s humility did not discriminate between man and man and scarcely between man and watch. In his thought men were much like their watches. The passage of time was marked as clearly upon a man’s face as upon that of his watch and the marvellous mechanism of his body could be as cruelly disturbed by evil hazards. The outer case varied, gunmetal or gold, carter’s corduroy or bishop’s broadcloth, but the tick of the pulse was the same, the beating of life that gave such a heart-breaking illusion of eternity.


The watches put away, his eyes went to the clock that he was making in his spare moments. There had been no time to work at it tonight but he could spend a moment or two before it in adoration. He was always making a clock in his spare moments, most of them after the patterns of the older craftsmen whom he loved the best, but enriched always with some touch of genius that was all his own. For Isaac was artist as well as craftsman. He did not need to employ another man to design his clock cases or do his marquetry for him. What his imagination conceived his own brain and hand and eye could bring to perfection without help from another. But he did sometimes wish he could have had an apprentice, not only to tramp round the city with watches and clocks and serve in the shop but to be his pupil. He was a born teacher and he would have liked to impart his knowledge. But it was impossible. The seven years’ training insisted upon by the Clockmakers’ Company, five years as apprentice and two as journeyman, and then the necessity of producing a masterpiece that could be approved by the Company before the apprentice could be admitted to be a workmaster, was daunting to poor boys in provincial cities, and if one here or there should aspire to it he preferred to go to London as Isaac himself had done. Yet he went on hankering for the unattainable, for with a good apprentice to help him he would have had more time for the creation of the clocks that he seldom failed to sell when they appeared in his shop window, so lovely were they and so cheap. He had no idea of money; he mostly forgot to send his bills in and he delighted in mending the watches of poor men for nothing. He had no idea either of the value of his clocks,, but even if he had known that in the next century they would be eagerly sought after in the sale-rooms of Europe he would still have sold them as cheaply as he could to the men and women of the city because he loved the city. It was his city. He had been born within its walls and had never left it except for those seven years in London.


The clock that Isaac was making now he did not visualise in his shop window because it was so much a part of him that he could have as easily visualised his eyes or brain or hands in the window as this clock. He did not think about its future because it was the future. He did not consciously tell himself that it was his eternity but he had a confused idea that the dark would not entirely get him while the pulse beat on in this clock.


Standing before the solid oak table which was sacred to his clock alone his heart beat high with joy at what he saw. No one else would have seen anything except a confused jumble of mechanism, but Isaac saw his clock as it would be. He saw the accomplished thing and knew that he would make it, and that it would be his masterpiece. Like all creators he knew well that strange feeling of movement within the spirit, comparable only to the first movement of the child within the womb, which causes the victim to say perhaps with excitement, perhaps with exasperation or exhaustion, “There is a new poem, a new picture, a new symphony coming, heaven help me.” The movement had been unusually strong when he first knew about this clock.


It was to be a lantern clock in the style of the late seventeenth century, the kind of timepiece Tompion himself had so delighted to create, the clock face surmounted by a fret that hid the base of the bell above. Isaac nearly always used the traditional eastern counties fret, a simple design that he liked, but for this clock he was designing his own, inspired by the famous Gothic fret which Tompion had been so fond of, only instead of the two dolphins and the flowers and fruit he saw two swans and the beautiful arrow-head reeds that grew upon the river bank outside the city wall. Isaac could paint on ivory with the skill of a miniaturist, and his clock face was to be a dial of the heavens. The twelve hours were to be the twelve signs of the zodiac, painted small and delicate in the clearest and loveliest colours he could encompass. Each picture lived already in his mind, completely visualised down to the last scale on the glittering silver fish at twelve o’clock and the golden points of the little shoes the Virgin wore peeping from beneath her blue cloak at six o’clock. Within this circle of stars Isaac had planned the sun and moon balancing each other against a blue sky scattered over with tiny points of light that were the humbler stars, but whenever he stood and looked at his clock the sun would not stay where he wanted it, as did the moon, but swam upwards and placed itself like a golden halo behind the fish. Again and again Isaac had replaced the sun floating just off shore from nine o’clock, but it was no good, it always went back to the meridian. And so now Isaac had given up and as he looked at his clock tonight he acknowledged the rightness of what he saw. The glittering silver fish and the golden sun formed one symbol, though of what he did not know. His heart beat fast and music chimed in his head. The bell of this clock was to strike the half-hour as well as the hour, for according to tradition the spheres were singing spirits. “There’s not the smallest orb which thou beholdest but in his motion like an angel sings.” Isaac did not believe it but he had the kind of mind that delights to collect the pretty coloured fragments of old legends that lie about the floor of the world for the children to pick up. As man and craftsman he knew that he would touch the height of his being with the making of this clock. He covered the lovely thing with a cloth and turned away. It was hard to leave it even though there was nothing under the cloth except a medley of bits of metal and some oily rags.


He put on his caped greatcoat, that once had been black but was now so stained by age and wind and rain that it was as miraculously full of colour as the plumage of a black cock, picked up his battered hat and the locked bag that contained the watches of the great, blew out his candle and felt his way to the door that led into the shop, lifted the latch and went in. He had not yet put up the shutters and the shop was faintly lit by one of the new gas street lamps that the city had recently installed. It was so small, and its bow-window so crowded with clocks, all of them ticking, that the noise was almost deafening. It sounded like thousands of crickets chirping or bees buzzing and was to Isaac the most satisfying sound in the world. Standing behind the counter he listened to it for a moment with his eyes shut, especially to the ticking of the cuckoo clock that he had made just before he had started work on the celestial clock. It ticked louder than any of the others and the cuckoo in it was a gorgeously aggressive bird, who exploded full-throated from his little door at every hour. Since the cuckoo clock had been in the window the children of the city were continually blocking the pavement outside the shop. Isaac was quite used now to looking up and seeing their faces pressed against the glass. There was someone there now even though it was late and dark. Opening his eyes Isaac could see the pale gleam of a face, dark eyes and a thatch of untidy dark hair. A boy, he thought, and then suddenly it seemed to him that it was not a boy but a sprite beyond the window, light and eager like flame in the wind. But sprites were children’s tales. He was a convinced but hard-worked rationalist, always hard at it re-convincing himself of his convictions. During his bad times this was not difficult, but during his good times the bright shards on the floor of the world had a trick of turning into shining pools that reflected something, and he was distinctly startled until he saw a ragged sleeve come up and wipe the misted glass clear. Only a boy. He had been breathing on the glass like they all did and the lamplight had blurred beyond it and played a trick upon his eyes. But he did not want to frighten the boy and he crept forward inch by inch, hoping to reach the shop door unobserved and call out a reassuring word as he opened it. But it was no good. The boy saw him and vanished.


II


There was a look of sadness on Isaac’s face as he came out into the street, put up the shutters and locked the shop door. He had a pied piper attraction for boys and they did not usually flee from him, but he supposed he had looked grotesque in the half-dark, shuffling across the shop. For a few moments he was so grieved that he saw nothing as he stumped up the street, the moon behind his shoulder and a grotesque shadow of his tall hat bobbing along the pavement in front of him, and then the sorrow passed because nothing could sadden him for long during his happy times. He was ashamed of this, but he could not help it, any more than he could help it that in his dark times all the beauty and glory of the world did not gladden him. And of this too he was ashamed.


He began to whistle one of his tunes, for the city about him was magical. His repertoire of tunes was small, all of them variations of a striking clock. He went through them one after the other almost without cessation when he was happy, driving his sister Emma almost crazy. In spite of the sharp incline he chimed twelve o’clock in every possible way all the way up Cockspur Street, his eyes on the crown of frosted stars above the Rollo tower of the Cathedral. Isaac did not like the Cathedral. It frightened him and he had never been inside it. Yet he always had to look at it. Everyone had to.


At the top of Cockspur Street, that was so steep that all the little bow-windowed shops had short flights of steps leading up to their front doors, Isaac turned right and was in the market place. Here too there were shops on the ground floor of the tall old houses with their higgledy-piggledy roofs, and a small tavern, the Swan and Duck, where Isaac went sometimes when he was feeling low. The town hall with its fine Georgian pillars was here too, the Grammar School that Isaac had attended as a boy, and St. Peter’s that was nearly as old as the Cathedral itself, a little dark musty church, battered and apologetic. Isaac had not been inside it since his boyhood, and in those days had suffered much within it and had hated it, but now after so many years of passing it as he went backwards and forwards to his shop he had come to know that his misery within it was not its fault and to love its old scarred face, and the small dark porch with the notice board where the papers seemed always torn and askew. The bell in the low squat tower struck the half-hour as Isaac passed beneath it, and its cracked old voice seemed calling to him. “Good night,” said Isaac.


Just beyond Joshua Appleby’s bookshop he turned sharply to the left and climbed a flight of steps between two high garden walls, a short cut to Angel Lane where he and Emma lived. It was a steep twisting cobbled lane bordered on each side by very old houses and crossed at its upper end by Worship Street, which curved about the great old wall which encircled the high plateau where the Cathedral towered, with the houses of the Close clustered about it. Those who lived within that wall were in the thought of the city the great men, the aristocrats, individually liked or disliked according to their individual characters but as a body venerated because they always had been venerated, the heirs of a tradition that was still sacrosanct. Worship Street was just one step down in the social scale, a gracious leisured street to which the ladies of the Close moved when their husbands or fathers died. The doctors and solicitors of the city lived here too, with a small sprinkling of retired generals and admirals whose fathers had once been deans or canons of the Cathedral. The city did not commend itself as a place of retirement to those whose roots were not in it, for the climate was bleak, but it had a way of drawing back to itself, sometimes almost against their will, any who had once lived in it.


Angel Lane to the west of the Close, with Silver Street to the east, housed those whom the city considered to be the more worthy and respectable among the tradesmen; not butchers or grocers or publicans, but Joshua Appleby of the bookshop, Isaac, the chemist and the veterinary surgeon, together with schoolmasters, lay clerks, and many poverty-stricken maiden ladies and widows who would rather have died than let anyone know how poor they were. The houses in Silver Street and Angel Lane were small, and their rents low, but their nearness to the Close and Worship Street, their age and picturesque appearance, gave them an air of great gentility. In them one could be desperately poor and highly respectable at the same time.


Isaac’s little house was nearly at the top of the lane but before he turned to it he glanced eastward, and then stood spellbound by what he saw. Across Worship Street he could see the archway that led into the Close, the Porta, flanked by two small towers, cavernously black against the brilliance of the moonlit wall. Beyond and above it was a darkness of motionless trees, the great elms and lime trees of the Close that rose even higher than the wall. Beyond and above that again were the three towers of the Cathedral, the Phillippa and Jocelyn towers to the right and left and the central tower, the Rollo, soaring above them into the starlit sky with a strength and splendour that was more awful in moonlight than at any other time. Like the moon herself dragging at great waters the Rollo tower in moonlight compelled without mercy.


And the mailed figure above the clock face in the tower also compelled; above all he compelled a clockmaker for he was the finest Jaccomarchiadus in England. Like a fly crawling up a wall Isaac crawled up Angel Lane towards him, scuttled across Worship Street, cowered beneath the Porta, got himself somehow across the moonlit expanse of the Cathedral green and then slowly mounted the flight of worn stone steps that led to the west door within the dark Porch of the Angels. At the top he stopped and looked up at the Rollo tower, trembling. Then suddenly his trembling ceased for he was looking at the clock. He forgot his fear of the Cathedral, he forgot where he was, he forgot everything except the clock. He saw it from a distance every time he delivered watches in the Close but because of his fear of the Cathedral he was close to it only when as, tonight, he had been compelled. It was a Peter Lightfoot clock, less elaborate than Lightfoot’s Glastonbury clock which had later been removed to Wells Cathedral, but in Isaac’s opinion far more impressive. The Jaccomarchiadus stood high in an alcove in the tower, not like most Jacks an anonymous figure but Michael the Archangel. He was life size and stood upright with spread wings, his stern face gazing out across the fen country to where the far straight line of the horizon met the downward sweep of the great sky. Beneath his feet was the slain dragon, and his right foot rested on its crushed head. One mailed fist gripped the hilt of his sword, the other was raised ready to strike the bell that hung beside him. His stance was magnificent. Had he been a man it would have seemed defiant, but the great wings changed the defiance to the supreme certainty and confidence of the angelic breed. Below him, let into the wall, was a simple large dial with an hour hand only. Within the Cathedral Isaac had been told there was a second clock with above it a platform where Michael on horseback fought with the dragon at each hour and conquered him. But not even his longing to see this smaller Michael could drag Isaac inside the terrible Cathedral. No one could understand his fear. He could not entirely understand it himself. Yet every now and then, in spite of it, Michael compelled him to come and stand as he was standing now and look up at the clock, and then to turn and look out over the city from the central hub and peak of its history and glory.




CHAPTER II


The City


I


IT was a compact city, and on a night such as this one it climbed towards the stars like one of those turreted cities seen in the margins of medieval manuscripts.


It was so compact because although the city wall had largely disappeared as such, existing now only built into the walls of houses or bordering a stableyard or vegetable garden, yet the city had not straggled beyond the old confines. Its population was not increasing, for its chief industry, the making of osier baskets in the slum district at the North Gate, where the river came in a silver loop quite near to the city wall, did not attract the younger men and they were tending to leave the city and seek work in the distant towns. Yet the city remained fairly prosperous, for it was the market town for the surrounding country. On Saturday, market day, the market place was crowded, and on every fine day there was a constant gentle flow of traffic on the narrow roads that led from the villages out in the fen to the city.


These villages were widely separated from each other for they existed only where a small hill had in old days made it possible to build above the floods, and they housed a courageous but dour and silent people. Life had been a tough and lonely struggle for them in days gone by and though now that the fens had been drained, and banks built against the menace of the river and the sea, they were a fairly prosperous farming community they remained self-contained, suspicious of strangers and inclined to be morose even to each other. Great churches crowned the summit of each small hill but they were mostly empty, for the fen people were not devout, and in the cold windswept vicarages their priests frequently despaired and died. There were lonely manor houses here and there where many a squire preferred to drown his loneliness in drink rather than be bothered to ride miles through the wet to forgather with anyone else, and where his wife and daughters lived chiefly for the days when he let them have the dogcart and go and shop in the city.


There were happy days in the fen country as well as dour ones, glorious hot summer days when the harvest fields were gold as far as the blue horizon of the sea, spring days when riding parties cantered down the centuries-old grass roads between tall hedges of flowering crab-apple trees, winter days when everyone went skating on the flooded fields close to the river, or sometimes in a very great frost on the river itself, while overhead the great sky flamed slowly to a sunset of almost dreadful splendour. Nowhere else in England could one see skies quite like those of the fen country. Something in the quality of the air gave them a weight of glory that seemed to crush ant-like men and their tiny dwellings to dust upon the flat ground. Only the Cathedral could stand up against them, towering in black ferocity against the flame and gold. Yet the happiness did not predominate and those who went away from the fens to live elsewhere took with them a memory of endurance rather than joy.


Within the city the atmosphere was different. The same tough breed dwelt there but greater safety and prosperity within the walls had fostered a greater gregariousness. The city had a long history and a civic pride and had always known something of the pleasures of pageantry, for the plateau at the top of the hill had from the days of the Norman Duke Rollo onward been one of those places where men feel that they must assert themselves. The strange tall hill rising into the vast sky out of the vast plain had seemed to challenge both and on top of it men had felt themselves conquerors. Here they could see their enemies coming and defy them when they came. Here they could laugh at floods and storms. Here they could play the part of a god in the sky towards the poor peasants beneath, and oppress or relieve them as they chose.


Duke Rollo, who had been the first to assert himself on the hilltop, had been an oppressor. His great castle had frowned angrily upon the poor folk who had toiled for him below, catching fish for him, tilling for him the few fields that could be salvaged from the waste of waters, fighting and dying for him when he bade them, afraid of him and hating him yet dependent on him for their life. A little town came into being below the castle, and strong walls were built about it, a town of huddled houses and twisted unsavoury streets, housing the duke’s men-at-arms, armourers, grooms and scullions, with their toiling wives and savage half-clad children. These did not hate him as did the peasants for he brought excitement into their lives. His banner streamed from the castle-keep above their heads and his trumpets rang out from the walls. When he and his knights clattered up and down the narrow streets on their destriers they cheered him, for he was a mighty man, a great fighter and reveller, and they admired his courage and vitality and neither expected nor desired that he should pity them. He died suddenly, in full carousel in his banqueting hall, and the fearfulness of his death, unshriven in the midst of his sins and drunkenness, sobered the mind of his young son, Duke Jocelyn.


In Jocelyn’s day mass was said daily in the castle chapel for the repose of the soul of Duke Rollo, monks as well as men-at-arms passed up and down the streets, and the people no longer died in droves in times of famine for they had only to climb up to the castle and Jocelyn would give them all they needed. He was merciful to the poor. On Maundy Thursday he washed the feet of the twelve dirtiest old men whom his people could dig out of the slums around the North Gate and hound up the hill for that purpose. He kept vigil for long hours in the castle chapel and his people called him the Good Duke. Yet he did not win from them the admiration they had given to his father. They missed the pageantry of the good old days, the excitement and danger that had glamourised Rollo’s brutality. And they felt in some vague way that the old duke had embodied the spirit of the strong grim place which he had created. Jocelyn did not. He took after his mother the Lady Phillippa who had died young of Rollo’s boisterousness. He was timid and anxious, delicate in body, increasingly obsessed as time went on with the thought of his father’s end and the fear of hell. He was already a dying man when the thought came to him that he should destroy the castle, whose stones were stained with the spilt blood and wine of his father’s murderings and feastings, and build in its place a great church, and a monastery for holy monks, in reparation for his father’s crimes. He would endow the monastery with all his wealth, and the monks should pray without ceasing for his father’s soul and for his own; for as his sickness increased so did his conviction of sin. He too, though men called him the Good Duke, had his secret mean little sins and they whispered about his bed at night when he tried to find rest there from his pain, and in the day they seemed to him an obscene fog that choked him when he tried to draw his breath.


His dying was long-drawn-out, taking years where men had expected months, for it seemed that he could not die until he saw his great project in a fair way to fulfilment. He had always at his right hand driving him on, pouring as it seemed his own strength into the duke’s failing body and mind, his Benedictine chaplain and confessor William de la Torre, later to be spoken of with bated breath as Abbot William. Many monks ruled upon the hilltop in the course of the centuries but they were not remembered in after years. Only William de la Torre and one other were remembered, William’s stature in men’s minds almost equalling that of the Cathedral itself. It was said he was well over six foot and could fell a man with one blow of his great fist. He was a man of powerful intellect, iron will and keen ambition. Moreover he was a genius. Duke Jocelyn’s wealth procured the services of the finest masons and craftsmen in the country, men who could work in stone and wood and stained glass almost as though they were God himself forming the crested mountains, the forests and birds and flowers with fingers that could not err. It procured too a vast mass of suffering labour. The whole fen country travailed to build the church and monastery. Men groaned and sweated dragging stones up the hill. They sawed wood till they dropped with exhaustion. They caught the ague working upon the walls in the rain and bitter wind. It was accounted as nothing for men high up on the scaffolding of the great tower in cold weather to fall suddenly, as birds fall from a tree in a great frost. They died but there were plenty more to take their place. Looking out from the plateau and seeing the trains of ox carts bringing the stone and wood along the rough tracks through the fen, and the barges coming up the river laden with precious metals, velvet for faldstools and hangings, breviaries and sacred vessels, it seemed as though the whole world was converging on the strange hill in the wilderness. And William de la Torre held it all in the hollow of his hand.


At some time during the building Duke Jocelyn died, actually at the last in fear, and unshriven as his father had been, because William de la Torre, sent for in a hurry, dallied discussing plans for the chapter house with his architect and strolled along to the duke’s bedchamber too late to be of any assistance to him. Jocelyn’s body was enclosed in a leaden coffin with not much ceremony and forgotten until such time as William de la Torre deemed it politic to bury it beside the high altar of his church, on the day of its consecration to Saint Michael and All Angels, preaching over it a sermon so eloquent and moving that the vast congregation wept unashamedly. William de la Torre also wept. It was part of his power that he was so fine an actor that he could convince himself as well as others. Duke Jocelyn died without issue, though he left a child widow, Blanche Fontaine, who lived out the rest of her short life in a house at the monastery gateway, later called Fountains, where centuries later Isaac Peabody called weekly to wind the clocks for old Miss Montague.


And so, in the absence of heirs, Abbot William reigned supreme; though that he would have done in any case for supremacy was his role, and he could be great in it as this world counts greatness. He was a great abbot. The towering church that was his creation more than any man’s dominated the whole country for miles round. The monastery buildings surrounded it, chapter house and infirmary, library and dorters, kitchens and cloister, all fine buildings in themselves but dwarfed by the leap of walls and towers and battlements above them. The poor little town that struggled up the hill became almost swamped by storehouses, granaries and stables. The people lived in mean little houses crushed between the monastery buildings and the city walls, and they toiled for the Abbot as once they had toiled for Duke Rollo. But the Abbot had more thought for them. The monks cared for the sick among them, taught their children in the monastery school, fed them in times of famine and kept them safe in time of war. Works of learning as well as mercy were accomplished on the hilltop, books were written, manuscripts were illuminated and music was composed. The singing of the monks in choir could be heard on still days far across the fen, as could the pealing of the bells, and men working in the fields would stop and turn and lift up their eyes to the great church and praise God.


The monastery never wanted for wealth. Its fame was so great that men flocked to it bringing their riches with them. Among the monks were not only noblemen expiating their sins, and scholars, artists and musicians desiring peace and quiet, but men who desired to pray. It was a great house of prayer. It was great. “It is great,” were the last words of Abbot William upon his deathbed. He died, aged eighty-eight, unhumbled to the last. The great bell of the Rollo tower tolled for him on a night of storm but the next morning dawned calm and still, and a little boy who lived down by the North Gate said he saw two swans circling over the Rollo tower. Yet men’s hearts failed for fear. The Abbot was dead. What now would happen to them? He was the monastery. He was subsistence itself. Men could not conceive of life without that hated, feared, indomitable man to goad them through it. By his command he was buried almost obscurely behind the high altar beneath a slab of black stone. He had had the bodies of Rollo and Phillippa moved from their burying place and entombed inside the monastery church in a wonderful chantry, and Blanche Fontaine too had her chantry, and the tomb of Duke Jocelyn beside the high altar had his mailed figure lying upon it in a far greater dignity and beauty than had been his in life, but William de la Torre had known he needed no monument to his memory. The great church was his monument and he would not be forgotten as long as it endured. His choice of an apparently humble tomb had been the last gesture of his pride.


II


In fearing that they faced disintegration without him men had forgotten the momentum that men of genius leave behind them in their works. The life of the monastery moved on in the course he had appointed for it for several centuries, the only major change being that a succeeding Abbot became the first Bishop of a newly formed fen diocese, the monastery church his Cathedral, and the Prior of the monastery became its head. During these years the church was beautified in many ways and the Lightfoot clock, and the statue of Michael the Archangel, were placed high in the Rollo tower. Bishops and Priors came and went and some were saints and some were not, and some were beloved in their day and some were hated, but none was remembered excepting only Prior Hugh, who was Prior at the time of the dissolution of the monasteries.


He was a little man, quiet and peace-loving, so that men were not surprised when they heard that he had commanded his monks to yield humbly to the command of the King’s Grace and to offer no resistance when the commissioners came to drive them from their home. Yet when they arrived, with a formidable array of armed men as escort, and on a cold snowy day rode up the hill to the monastery to take possession of it in the King’s name, it was found that the Prior had schooled his monks for a departure of dignity and grandeur. He himself in his simple monk’s habit came out from the Cathedral and stood in front of the west door, at the top of the flight of stone steps that led up to it, and it seemed to the townsfolk and peasants who had come crowding and weeping up the steep streets to see the last of the monks who had looked after them for so many years, that he was a much taller man than they remembered. His voice, as he cried out to the commissioners and their men to stand aside that his sons might pass out, had an authority in its tones that none had heard before. Then the great door of the monastery, that opened upon the wide greensward that stretched from the front of the steps to the Porta, swung open and the monks came out in procession singing with splendid vigour the fighting psalm, the sixty-eighth, “Let God arise and let his enemies be scattered.” Their great gold processional cross, and their banner of Michael the Archangel, were forfeit to the King, but at their head walked the youngest novice carrying a large cross made of two bits of wood nailed together. As they passed beneath the foot of the steps their Prior raised his hand and blessed them, and he kept his hand raised until the last of them had passed out through the Porta. They could be heard singing as they went down the narrow cobbled street that led to the North Gate, and across the bridge over the river to the rough road beyond that led back through the fen to the world they had renounced. Their singing died away and what happened to them no man ever knew, though for centuries afterwards it was said that on nights of wind and driving snow the chanting of the monks could be heard sounding through the storm.


When the last of his sons had disappeared the Prior dropped the hand he had raised in blessing and turned and walked back into the Cathedral. They found him later lying dead before the altar, the knife with which he had ended his earthly life lying beside him. It was not the action of a true priest, who may not himself dismiss from life the soul that is God’s, but it was an act for which men nevertheless remembered him with sympathy and admiration. Even his enemies were grieved and defying the law that those who take their own life must not be buried in consecrated ground they buried him where they had found him, laying over his coffin a flat black stone such as covered the body of Abbot William. No man afterwards dared disturb his bones, and for years it was remembered that some poor half-crazed girl had vowed that on the day of his death she had seen two swans flying over the city towards the setting sun, and their wings were of pure gold. And so these two men, the first Abbot and the last Prior, lay the one behind the high altar and the other in front of it. Four centuries divided them but in the life of the great Cathedral that was no more than the exhalation of a breath.


The years went on and the city on the hill endured many and sometimes terrible vicissitudes. The monastery became the property of the King and its lands and buildings were given by him to one of his favourites, Harry Montague. Harry gave a great banquet to celebrate his arrival and as it was fine summer weather many of his cronies rode all the way from London to assist at the junketings. It was almost like the old days of Duke Rollo come back again, with men and horses clattering up and down the cobbled streets of the city, music and revelling, and succulent smells of baked meats floating on the wind. But the people of the city were sullen and miserable. They had been utterly dependent on the monastery and they did not know what was to happen to them now. And they felt disorientated. Through the years they had come to feel, if only subconsciously, that the city existed for the Cathedral and monastery and the Cathedral and monastery for God. The city had been God-centred and now they felt as though God had forsaken them. They did not like the Lord Harry.


They liked him even less when at the end of the final banquet he and his cronies, being all of them as full of wine as their skins would hold, carried the priceless books and manuscripts out of the library, flung them in a great pile on the green at the foot of the steps where Prior Hugh had stood to bless his monks, and made a bonfire of them. The leaves of the books were many of them, yellowed and brittle with age, like the petals of dried flowers, and they burned brightly. Harry and his friends, most of them young men and wild as well as merry with the drink, were intoxicated by the leaping flames. Tumbling over each other in their excitement they ran into the dorters and refectory, coming back with hangings and chairs and tables which they flung yelling on the bonfire. The flames leaped so savagely that the whole sky was lit up, and could be seen right across the flat country, even as far as the sea coast, and when sparks carried by the high wind caught the thatch of the little houses down below, and the city too was on fire, it seemed to the awed watchers in the fen villages that the whole hill was being destroyed by fire from heaven. They remembered the singing of the monks upon that night of wind and snow six months ago. “Let God arise, and let his enemies be scattered; let them also that hate him flee before him. Like as the smoke vanisheth, so shalt Thou drive them away; and like as wax melteth at the fire, so let the ungodly perish at the presence of God.” And then they saw the great Cathedral rising like a rock from the fire, its tall towers stark and black against the flamelit sky. It was a tremendous presence there and it seemed that it trampled on the flames. Slowly, gradually, they died. The stars and the moon entered once more into possession of the sky and the great fire was over.


It had been extinguished with great courage by the citizens themselves. Running cursing from their burning houses the men formed chains of buckets down to the river and for hours they fought the fire and at last they conquered. Throughout the fight they were aware of the presence up above them, the great strong thing that could not be destroyed. Many a man said afterwards that the Cathedral fought with them. But there had been some among them, children and old people, who had died in the fire and the city did not forget. Nothing Harry Montague could do now would ever lessen their hatred of him. When some years later he was stabbed in the fen by an unknown hand the city glowed and gloated.


His descendants lived on for a while in the fine house that Harry had made out of the central part of the monastery buildings, the kitchen, refectory and dorters, and the Prior’s chamber and chapel. The rest, the library, the infirmary, the offices and outbuildings, gradually fell into disrepair. The walls and roofs remained intact, so strongly fashioned were they, but inside the bats haunted them, there was moaning in the chimneys and broken doors screamed eerily on rusted hinges in the wind. The Montagues did not stand it for long. They vowed the place was haunted. The people of the city did not grow tired of hating them and they were always afraid. They went away and lived in a great house by the sea. Only one of them, Harry’s youngest son Thomas, remained behind and lived in a little house in the city. He was a gentle and kindly man and wore down the people’s hatred. He married the mayor’s daughter and finally became mayor himself. His descendants always lived in the city, the last of them being old Miss Montague of Fountains.


Then another hierarchy came into being at the top of the hill. The King’s Grace appointed a Dean to administer the affairs of the Cathedral, and canons, lay-clerks and choristers to preach and sing the services. During the reign of the Montagues there had been an outbreak of the plague, failure of the crops and bitter poverty that they had done nothing to relieve. The people had felt there was a curse upon the city because the monks had been driven away, but now that the men of God were back, even though they were no longer monks, hope was re-born and men went to work with a will. The Cathedral bells rang out again, sounding far across the fen as in the old days, and on summer mornings and evenings, when the west door was left open, men and women pausing in their work could hear the singing of the lay-clerks and choristers as once they had heard the chanting of the monks. There were no more empty buildings on the hilltop. Harry Montague’s house became the Deanery, and the other buildings were incorporated in the new houses for the canons, a choir school and almshouses for the poor of the city. The new men of God were good to the poor, and the city began to feel itself again. Without that life of praise and prayer and charity at its heart it had been like a wheel without a hub, as purposeless as a godless world. The men upon the hilltop might at times individually fail them, might grow loveless or indolent, but what they stood for was always the same.


III


The centuries passed again. In the great days of the first Queen Elizabeth all went well with the city and the fen villages, apart from the normal hardships of a countryside where life was never easy, but the Civil War left ugly scars behind it. The fen country was predominantly for Parliament but there were a few royalists in the city and the most determined among them was the Dean, Peter Rollard, a round rubicund little man with a red beard and a temper to match. His determination had been increased by the fate of the royalist Bishop, who was in prison. He had now to be loyal for the two of them. Commanded to discontinue the use of music and ritual in his Cathedral, and to worship God there in the full starkness of the puritan faith, he refused, and the Cathedral worship continued as before until on a cold grey day of east wind Lieutenant-General Cromwell himself, with a company of his Ironsides behind him, rode into the city. They clattered up the cobbled streets, rode under the great Porta on to the green and dismounted at the foot of the steps where Prior Hugh had stood to bless his monks. Evensong was being sung in the Cathedral at the time, and the triumphant Magnificat rolled out to greet the Lieutenant-General as he leaped up the steps and went in through the Porch of the Angels to the open west door beneath the Rollo tower. His spurred boots rang on the paving stones of the nave as he strode up it, and his harsh grating voice, raised to the full echoing apocalyptic roar of an enraged prophet, preceded him.


The lay-clerks and choristers heard the roar and the clanging before they saw the Lieutenant-General and their voices wavered, but when they saw him striding down upon them, black-cloaked, his tall black hat increasing his great height, their voices died away altogether and Dean Peter Rollard sang the last two verses alone. He was not a musical man but his vocal chords were powerful. The Lieutenant-General was not able to make himself heard, and taking an unloaded pistol from his holster he flung it at Peter Rollard. It struck the Dean’s right shoulder and the pain was so intense that his right arm hung useless. A lesser man would have discontinued the altercation, but Peter Rollard, perceiving that Cromwell was sacrilegiously wearing his hat in the house of God, picked up his service book in his left hand and aimed it at the hat. His aim was entirely accurate. Cromwell’s men, who had followed him at a respectful distance, closed about the Dean and he was marched off to the city prison.


The Ironsides spent the rest of that day, and the next, in destruction. Every carved angel and haloed saint within reach, inside the Cathedral and out, had its head knocked off. The chantries of Phillippa and Rollo, and of Blanche, that were full of angels, were a shambles of angelic heads. The glorious carved and painted wooden screen, with its panels depicting the life and death of the Virgin, was hacked out entirely and burnt on the green together with all the Cathedral vestments. At sight of the flames the citizens, puritans though most of them were, remembered Harry Montague’s bonfire that had ushered in much suffering for the city, and they trembled.


High up in the Rollo tower Michael was beyond the reach of destruction. His haloed head safe upon his mailed shoulders he looked down in scorn upon the destroyers below, and the light of the flames seemed to glint upon his sword as though it was dipped in blood. At him too the citizens glanced anxiously, for there was something about his looks that they did not like. The Cathedral too, as the grey cold twilight of the second day drew on, had a menacing look. It seemed vaster than usual, colder, blacker, and yet terribly alive. Those whose duty compelled them to crawl about like ants beneath it had a feeling that it was towering up and up and might curve and break over them like an annihilating wave. Lieutenant-General Cromwell and his men had meant to leave at dawn the next day, after a late afternoon spent in smashing the Cathedral windows, but they found they were pressed for time and decided to go at once, sparing the windows but taking Peter Rollard with them for incarceration in a safer, deeper place than the city prison. They clattered down through the cobbled streets with the Dean riding in the midst of them, a trooper leading his horse because only his left hand was of use to him. The last that his people heard of him was his unmusical voice singing the sixteenth verse of the sixty-eighth psalm as loudly as he could. “This is God’s hill, in the which it pleaseth him to dwell; yea, the Lord will abide in it for ever.” His enemies feared to silence him for there was such a numinous terror upon them that evening that they were frightened of him. Dean Peter Rollard was another of those men whose vital, doughty spirit could be as daunting as the spirit of the Cathedral itself.


The years of the Commonwealth ground slowly by, and perhaps the sorrows of the citizens during that time were not really greater than is normal to human life, perhaps it was only their fancy that made them seem so, and swung their sympathies slowly over to the lost cause. They grieved over the death of their royalist Bishop in prison, shuddered at the murder of the King, and when his son returned to his own they rejoiced. But when Peter Rollard also came back to his own the whole city nearly went mad with joy. It was Christmas Eve, one of those spring-like Christmases that do occasionally visit even the bleaker parts of England. The Commonwealth had suppressed Christmas as smacking of popery, and through the grey years there had been no Christmas services and no ringing of the bells. But upon this afternoon of the Dean’s return the bells rang again. It was a day of pale sunshine and in the morning the city had been permeated with the strange smell of violets that comes sometimes in a mild midwinter after shed rain, though there are no violets. All day it was very quiet except for the low hum of happy preparation. As the afternoon wore on the pale sky deepened to a fen sunset, not one of the terrifying ones but a scattering of small pink clouds all over a sky of deepening blue. The river, and the pools and streams among the reeds, reflected the sky. The swans, seeing themselves lapped in colour, floated in amazed stillness. The great distance was very clear and the fen villages on their small hills could all be seen, their church towers rising black and clear. Very clear too were the little figures of two horsemen approaching far off upon the road from the north, that curved itself about the villages as it approached the city. It was known that the Dean’s servant Tom Lumpkin, and he only, had gone to meet him at his special request, but even so the watchers on the city walls could not have been certain who these two were had they not heard bells pealing. So faint and lovely was the sound that it might have come from heaven itself, and for a moment or two the citizens looked at each other with wondering awe, before they realised that the village churches were ringing Peter Rollard home.


Then the bells of the Cathedral began to swing and soon their tremendous clamour was shaking the Rollo tower, and the citizens were streaming joyously out of the North Gate to welcome their Dean. He was not only their Dean, a courageous man who had endured much for the sake of the faith that was in him, but a figure who, whether they understood it or not, symbolised for them the spirit of this place. He was a descendant of those others, of Duke Rollo, Abbott William and Prior Hugh. Their mantle had fallen upon him. With him away the life of the city, and of the Cathedral upon the hill that was the reason for the city, had sickened, as it had in the days after the monks had gone away. Now, as the shuddering tower lifted its weight of music towards the sky, the spirit of the place leaped upward into new life.


Peter Rollard was much changed. His red beard was streaked with grey and his face was furrowed, and as he rode up through the city towards the Cathedral with his people exulting about him he actually wept. No one had ever expected to see Peter Rollard weep, and he had not himself expected that he would be so overcome and had taken no prevenient action. He was without a handkerchief and Tom Lumpkin had to supply one.


That Christmas Eve the villagers in the fens saw light shining from the Cathedral windows and heard organ music and the sound of a mighty singing. The whole city was inside the Cathedral, they judged, excepting only the sick and the babes and those who must care for them. Once more, after the dreary years when there had been no Christmas, they were welcoming Christ to his manger throne.


Peter Rollard lived for six years after his return, a much gentler man than he had been, and much beloved. A new Bishop was appointed, Josiah Farran, and he too was loved. These two died within a few weeks of each other and were buried in the south aisle of the Cathedral nave, and the sorrowing city caused beautiful effigies of them to be carved in coloured marbles and laid upon their graves. On the afternoon of the day on which Dean Rollard died an old shepherd, coming in from the fen, looked up and thought he saw two swans far up in the sky. After a moment’s consideration he decided it was only his fancy, for he had never known swans to fly so high.


IV


The years passed and the life of the city flowed on with no great upheavals. There were wars abroad and years of scarcity at home that took their toll of life, but there was never a day when the praises of God were not sung in the Cathedral, or a Sunday that the bells did not peal. Bishops and Deans and Canons lived and died in the old houses about the Cathedral, and some were holy and some were strong-minded and a few were both but none of them seemed quite to have the stature of the great men who were gone, none of them seemed quite to be the city. None of them, that is, until in the year eighteen hundred and sixty-five the terrible Adam Ayscough was appointed Dean.


He came to the city at a time when a miasma of evil had corrupted it. The city had endured onslaughts of evil before in its long history, for as a fortress of God it had always been especially obnoxious to the devil, but the attacks had been overt ones and recognised for what they were. But this time there had been few robberies, no violent quarrelling and murdering, but instead a creeping nastiness of sloth and deceit, indifference and self-indulgence, that most horribly seemed to emanate from the Cathedral close itself. The Dean at that time was a melancholic recluse and the Canons dined too well. There was no active wickedness among them, they were all too comfortable for that, but the absence of good left a vacuum that was quickly filled. The slimy film on the surface was not in itself alarming, merely a dirty Cathedral, gabbled services, soiled and torn surplices and insubordinate lay-clerks and choir-boys, and the only man who fully realised the satanic nature of what was beneath was the Bishop, an incorruptibly holy man but too old now to be able to come to grips with any problem except the almost overmastering one of shifting his aged body about its duties. Yet when the melancholic Dean died he knew what to do, for that very morning he had seen in The Times the announcement of Adam Ayscough’s resignation from the presidency of a famous college. He had met him only once or twice but he knew what manner of man he was. Adam Ayscough had already cleansed the Augean stables of a corrupt public school and made it the finest in England, and the college he was leaving had possessed neither virtue nor repute before he took it in his grip. If he could not through the grace of God cleanse the city no man could. The old Bishop wrote to him, inaugurating a long tussle between them, for Adam Ayscough’s mind was set upon retirement and it was not his habit to yield his will to another. Yet, surprisingly, the old Bishop won, and within a year Adam Ayscough had been installed as Dean.
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