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Educate Yourself

Read Like A Wolf Eats

Be Excellent to Each Other

Books Then, Books Now, Books Forever
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In this retelling, as in all my retellings, I have tried to make the work of literature accessible to modern readers who may lack some of the knowledge about mythology, religion, and history that the literary work’s contemporary audience had. 

Do you know a language other than English? If you do, I give you permission to translate this book, copyright your translation, publish or self-publish it, and keep all the royalties for yourself. (Do give me credit, of course, for the original retelling.)

I would like to see my retellings of classic literature used in schools, so I give permission to the country of Finland (and all other countries) to give copies of this book to all students forever. I also give permission to the state of Texas (and all other states) to give copies of this book to all students forever. I also give permission to all teachers to give copies of this book to all students forever.

Teachers need not actually teach my retellings. Teachers are welcome to give students copies of my books as background material. For example, if they are teaching Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey, teachers are welcome to give students copies of my Virgil’s Aeneid: A Retelling in Prose and tell students, “Here’s another ancient epic you may want to read in your spare time.”
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Dedicated to My Uncle Reuben Saturday
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When he was a young man, my mother’s brother Reuben wanted to escape from poverty and lard sandwiches, so he tried to run away from it. He stole a car so he could drive up north where he hoped to find opportunity, but he got caught and ended up on a Georgia chain gang for several months. In a chain gang, prisoners are shackled every few feet by the ankles to a long length of chain to keep them from escaping. They work in the hot sun while shackled to the chain, and when they sleep, they are shackled to the bed. No freedom, hard work, hot sun, no pay, bad food, and some mean guards.

When my uncle got released from the chain gang, he hitchhiked up north. He did what a lot of people trying to escape from poverty do: He drifted. He drifted from town to town, seeking opportunity and not finding it.  He worked when he could, but the jobs were temporary and low pay. My uncle slept rough often, and he was hungry often. Once, when he was completely broke and completely hungry, he saw a restaurant with a buffet and went inside and asked to speak to the manager. He said, “I am very hungry, I don’t have any money, and I would appreciate it very much if you would give me any food that the restaurant is going to throw away. I will be happy to wait by the rear entrance until you are ready to throw away food.”

The manager told him to sit down at a table, and then the manager went to the buffet, loaded a big plate high with food, and gave it to him free of charge.

One way out of poverty is to get a good job, and my uncle got out of poverty by getting a job working with sheet metal.

My uncle’s work ethic helped him. His employer sent him to California to do some special sheet-metal work, and the people in California wanted to keep him there. They explained that their California employees liked to come to work late, leave early, and take many days off. It was difficult to get someone who would show up and do the work they were supposed to do and were paid to do.

My uncle was also good with money. He got married, bought a house, and raised six children. Each time he made a mortgage payment, he paid extra money so he could pay off the mortgage faster.

If there was a sale on food, he bought lots of it. For example, if there was a sale on peanut butter, two jars for the price of one, he would buy twelve jars and sometimes go back the next day and buy six more jars. 

If you went in his pantry — a closet set aside to store food — you saw that it was packed with food. If you went in his kitchen, you saw that he had taken off the doors of the high cabinets in which he stored food so that he could see the food. If you went in his bedroom, you saw that he had all the regular bedroom furniture, but he also had lots of shelves he had installed. The shelves were loaded with things that he had bought on sale that he knew his family could use: food (of course), light bulbs, toothpaste, toilet paper, etc. His bedroom looked like a warehouse.

Once he made a bad purchase: he bought a case of baked beans. Beans are beans, but the sauce they came in can taste good or bad, and the sauce these beans came in tasted bad. His kids told him, “Dad, throw those beans away! They’re awful!”

But when you grow up poor, you don’t throw beans away. For a long time, whenever my uncle and his family ate baked beans, they ate a mixture of one can of good baked beans and one can of bad baked beans.

My uncle’s kids never had to eat lard sandwiches. 

***
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The doing of good deeds is important. As a free person, you can choose to live your life as a good person or as a bad person. To be a good person, do good deeds. To be a bad person, do bad deeds. If you do good deeds, you will become good. If you do bad deeds, you will become bad. To become the person you want to be, act as if you already are that kind of person. Each of us chooses what kind of person we will become. To become a good person, do the things a good person does. To become a bad person, do the things a bad person does. The opportunity to take action to become the kind of person you want to be is yours.

Near the end of his life, the heart of Mexican artist José Clemente Orozco grew weaker, and his cardiologist, Dr. Ignacio Chávez, recommended that he stop the strenuous work of painting huge murals and instead concentrate on the less strenuous work of creating easel paintings. However, Mr. Orozco refused to take this advice. Instead, he remarked to his wife, “I’m not going to do as the doctor says and abandon mural painting. I prefer physical death to the moral death that would be the equivalent of giving up mural painting.” 
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CAST OF CHARACTERS
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SIR ALEXANDER Wengrave.

NEATFOOT, his serving-man. A neat’s foot is a cow’s foot: an article of food. “Neat foot” can also mean that he is elegantly dressed. His diction is elevated.

SIR ADAM Appleton. 

SIR DAVY Dapper. 

SIR BEAUTEOUS Ganymede. In mythology, Ganymede was the cupbearer to Jupiter, king of the gods.

SIR THOMAS Long.

LORD NOLAND. 

Young SEBASTIAN Wengrave. 

JACK Dapper, son to Sir Davy.

GULL, his page. A “gull” is a simpleton who can be duped by a conman or conwoman. A “gull” is gullible.

GOSHAWK. A goshawk is a kind of hawk.

GREENWIT. “Green” means “youthful.” A “green wit” is a “naïve intelligence.”

LAXTON. His name is “Lacks Stone.” He has sold all his land and so he lacks stones in fields. A “stone” is also a slang word for “testicle,” and so his name seems to indicate that he is impotent, but he spends money on wenches.

TILTYARD, a feather-seller. A tilt yard is an area for tournaments in which tilts, aka jousts, are held. Feathers are used in arrows, and they are worn by gallants attending tournaments.

MISTRESS TILTYARD. “Mistress” here means “Mrs.”

OPENWORK, a sempster. “Sempster” is now used for the masculine form of “seamstress,” but at the time of this play, a sempster could be male or female. Sempsters sew and mend clothing. “Openwork” is a piece of cloth with holes that show the material underneath the article of clothing. An example is lace.

MISTRESS Rosamond OPENWORK. “Mistress” here means “Mrs.”

GALLIPOT, an apothecary. Hippocrates was an ancient Greek physician. A gallipot was used for medicines. Apothecaries are pharmacists who make medicines.

MISTRESS Prudence GALLIPOT. “Mistress” here means “Mrs.”

MOLL Cutpurse, the Roaring Girl. “Moll” is a nickname for “Mary,” a name that calls to mind purity. “Moll” also means “whore.” Roaring boys were swaggering young men who often fought each other and others.

Ralph TRAPDOOR. In the theater, trapdoors could lead to Hell. Any character named “Trapdoor” is likely to be dangerous.

TEARCAT. To “tear a cat” means to “bluster.” Tearcats can be bullies and swaggerers.

SIR GUY Fitzallard. 

MARY Fitzallard, his daughter. 

CURTILAX, a sergeant. A curtal-ax is a short broadsword or cutlass. Sergeants have the power to arrest offenders.

HANGER, his yeoman (assistant). A hanger is a loop tied to a belt. A rapier or other kind of sword hangs in it.

MINISTRI. Servants. Ministri is Latin for “servants.”

COACHMAN.

PORTER.

TAILOR. 

Gentlemen.

CUTPURSES.

FELLOW. 

NOTES:

The subtitle of The Roaring Girl is or Moll Cutpurse.

People at this time carried their money in a purse, a moneybag tied to their belt with a string. Cutpurses cut the string and stole the bag of money.

The Roaring Girl first appeared in print in 1611.

The Roaring Girl is the final collaboration between Thomas Middleton and Thomas Dekker. Their other two collaborative plays are The Honest Whore, Part 1 (a city comedy, as is The Roaring Girl) and The Bloody Banquet (a revenge tragedy).

Roaring boys were bully boys who enjoyed fighting.

The Roaring Girl, Moll Cutpurse, is based on a real person: Mary Frith. The book The Life and Death of Mrs. Mary Frith, Commonly Called Moll Cutpurse, Exactly Collected and Now Published for the Delight and Recreation of All Merry-Disposed Persons appeared in 1662.

A woman who was similar to Moll Cutpurse (and Mary Frith) was Meg of Westminster, whose life was written about in The Life and Pranks of Long Meg of Westminster (1582).

In this society, a person of higher rank would use “thou,” “thee,” “thine,” and “thy” when referring to a person of lower rank. (These terms were also used affectionately and between equals.) A person of lower rank would use “you” and “your” when referring to a person of higher rank.

“Sirrah” was a title used to address someone of a social rank inferior to the speaker. Friends, however, could use it to refer to each other.

The word “wench” at this time was not necessarily negative. It was often used affectionately.

EDITIONS:

Thomas Middleton and Thomas Dekker. The Roaring Girl. Elizabeth Cook, ed. London: A & C Black; New York: W.W. Norton, 1997.

Thomas Middleton and Thomas Dekker. The Roaring Girl. Andor Gomme, ed. London: Benn; New York: W. W. Norton, 1976.

Thomas Middleton and Thomas Dekker. The Roaring Girl. Paul Mulholland, ed. Manchester; Wolfeboro, New Hampshire, USA: Manchester University Press, 1987.

Thomas Middleton and Thomas Dekker. The Roaring Girl. Jennifer Panek, ed. New York, London: W.W. Norton. and Company, 2011.

The Routledge Anthology of Renaissance Drama. Simon Barker and Hilary Hinds, eds. London; New York: Routledge, 2003.

Thomas Middleton and Thomas Dekker. The Roaring Girl and Other City Comedies. James Knowles, ed. Oxford, New York: Oxford University Press, 2001.

Plays on Women. Kathleen E. McLuskie and David Bevington. Manchester; New York: Manchester University Press, 1999.

WEBSITES

https://www.luminarium.org/sevenlit/middleton/thomasbib.htm 

https://www.luminarium.org/sevenlit/middleton/

AN ONLINE MODERN-LANGUAGE EDITION WITH NOTES BY CHRIS CLEARY

https://tech.org/~cleary/roar.html 

A BOOK OF SCOUNDRELS

Charles Whibley (1859-1930). A Book of Scoundrels.

Charles Whibley’s A Book of Scoundrels contains a chapter on Moll Cutpurse and Jonathan Wild. It is available on Gutenberg:

https://www.gutenberg.org/ebooks/1632 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


PROLOGUE
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The Prologue appeared and said to you, the audience members and readers:

“A play expected long [long expected] makes the audience look 

“For wonders, that each scene should be a book, 

“Compos’d to all perfection; each one [each audience member] comes 

“And brings a play in’s [in his] head with him: up he sums 

“What he would of a roaring girl have writ [written]; 

“If that he finds not here, he mews at it.” 

Audience members could insult a play by mewing like a cat at it.

The Prologue continued:

“Only we entreat you think our scene 

“Cannot speak high, the subject being but mean.”

This play is not high tragedy, but rather mean — low — comedy.

The Prologue continued:

“A roaring girl whose notes till now never were [heard in the theater] 

“Shall fill with laughter our vast theatre.”

The Roaring Girl was first performed at the Fortune Theatre on Golden Lane in Cripplegate. 

The Prologue continued:

“That’s all which I dare promise: tragic passion, 

“And such grave stuff, is this day out of fashion. 

“I see attention sets wide ope [open] her gates 

“Of hearing, and with covetous [eager] list’ning waits, 

“To know what girl this roaring girl should be, 

“For of that tribe are many. One is she 

“That [Who] roars at midnight in deep tavern bowls [drinking vessels], 

“That [Who] beats the watch [watchman or watchmen], and constables controls [rebukes constables]; 

“Another roars i’ th’ daytime, swears, stabs, gives braves [tries to start fights], 

“Yet sells her soul to the lust of fools and slaves. 

“Both of these are suburb roarers.”

Suburb roarers are members of the lower class in the suburbs of London.

The Prologue continued:

“Then there’s beside 

“A civil city roaring girl, whose pride, 

“Feasting, and riding, shakes her husband’s state [estate and wealth], 

“And leaves him roaring [begging for food or money] through an iron grate.”

The iron grate is that of a debtors’ prison.

The Prologue continued:

“None of these roaring girls is ours: she flies 

“With wings more lofty. Thus her character lies; 

“Yet what need characters, when to give a guess 

“Is better than the person to express? 

“But would you know who ’tis? Would you hear her name? 

“She is call’d mad Moll; her life, our acts proclaim.”
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CHAPTER 1

— 1.1 —
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Mary Fitzallard, who was disguised as a seamstress carrying a box for bands (collars), and Neatfoot, a serving-man, met and talked together in Sebastian’s chambers in Sir Alexander’s house. 

Mary Fitzallard was the daughter of Sir Guy Fitzallard. 

Neatfoot, a serving-man of Sir Alexander Wengrave, had a napkin on his shoulder and a plate in his hand. He had just come away from a dining table at which he was serving Sebastian Wengrave, the son of Sir Alexander Wengrave. Now he was here to find what the disguised Mary Fitzallard wanted.

Neatfoot, whose diction was elevated, said to her, “Sweet damsel emblem of fragility, is it into the ears of the young gentleman our young master, Sir Alexander’s son, that you desire to have a message transported, or do you prefer to be transcendent?”

The word “transcendent” meant “rise to his level,” by being allowed to give her message to Sebastian in person. The word can also be used to refer to the rising of a pregnant belly.

“I desire a private word or two, sir,” the disguised Mary Fitzallard said. “Nothing else.”

Neatfoot said, “You shall fructify in that which you come for: Your pleasure shall be satisfied to your full contentation. I will, fairest tree of generation, watch when our young master is erected, that is to say, up, and deliver him to this your most white hand.

The word “fructify” means 1) become fruitful, and/or 2) become pregnant.

“Pleasure” can mean sexual pleasure.

The word “erected” means “stands up after dining,” but it can also refer to an erect penis.

A “white hand” is 1) elegant handwriting, and/or 2) an elegant hand. White hands are unused to laboring outside and so are not tanned.

This society preferred light skin to dark skin.

“Thanks, sir,” the disguised Mary Fitzallard said.

Neatfoot said, “And moreover I will certify — that is, inform — him that I have culled out for him, now his belly is replenished, a daintier bit or modicum than any that lay upon his trencher at dinner, the midday meal. Has he notion of your name, I beseech your chastity?”

“I am one, sir, of whom he bespake — placed an order for — falling bands,” the disguised Mary Fitzallard said.

“Falling bands” was a new fashion: falling ruffs. They fell flat around the neck rather than stiffly sticking out.

Neatfoot said, “Falling bands. It shall so be given — reported — to him. If you please to venture your modesty in the hall among a curly-headed company of rude serving-men, and take such as they can set before you, you shall be most seriously and ingenuously welcome.”

“Rude” can mean 1) unmannerly, or 2) unsophisticated.

“Well come” can mean “achieve sexual orgasm.”

“I have dined indeed already, sir,” the disguised Mary Fitzallard said.

Neatfoot said, “Or will you vouchsafe to kiss the lip of a cup of rich Orleans in the buttery among our waiting-women?”

Orleans wine was from the Loire region in France. 

A buttery was a storage area for liquors.

“Not now, indeed, sir,” the disguised Mary Fitzallard said.

Neatfoot said, “Our young master shall then have a feeling — a sense — of your being here. Presently — immediately — it shall so be given to him.”

The disguised Mary Fitzallard said:

“I humbly thank you, sir.”

Neatfoot exited.

The disguised Mary Fitzallard said to herself:

“Except that my bosom is full of bitter sorrows, I could smile to see this formal ape play antic, mad, grotesque tricks. 

“But in my breast a poisoned arrow sticks, and smiles cannot become me.”

Pretending to be talking to Sebastian, the disguised Mary Fitzallard said: 

“Love woven slightly and slackly, such as thy false heart makes, wears out as lightly, but love being truly bred in the soul like mine bleeds even to death at the least wound it takes.

“The more we quench this fire, the less it slakes. 

“Oh, me!”

Sebastian Wengrave entered the room with Neatfoot.

“A sempster wants to speak with me, do thou say?” Sebastian said to Neatfoot.

“Yes, sir, she’s there, viva voce, to deliver her auricular confession,” Neatfoot said.

Auricular confessions were delivered to priests. Often, priests heard confessions of sexual misdeeds.

Viva voce is Latin for “by word of mouth.”

Sebastian said to the disguised Mary Fitzallard, “With me, sweet heart? What is it?”

“I have brought home your bands, sir,” the disguised Mary Fitzallard said.

“Bands” are “collars and ruffs.”

Sebastian asked:

“Bands?”

He then said:

“Neatfoot.”

“Sir,” Neatfoot said.

“Please look into the dining room, for all the gentlemen are close to rising from the table,” Sebastian ordered. 

“Yes, sir, a most methodical attendance shall be given,” Neatfoot said. 

“And do thou hear me?” Sebastian said. “If my father should call for me, say that I am busy with a sempster.”

“Yes, sir, he shall know that you are busied with a needlewoman,” Neatfoot said.

The slang meaning of “needle” is “penis.”

The slang meaning of “needlewoman” is “harlot.” 

“Say it in his ear, good Neatfoot,” Sebastian said.

Sebastian did not want people to know that he was alone with the woman.

“It shall be so given to him,” Neatfoot said.

He exited.

“Bands?” Sebastian said, not recognizing the disguised Mary Fitzallard. “You are mistaken, sweet heart, I ordered none. When, where? I ask, what bands? Let me see them.”

The disguised Mary Fitzallard replied:

“Yes, sir, a bond fast sealed with solemn oaths, subscribed unto as I thought with your soul, delivered as your deed in sight of heaven. 

“Is this bond cancelled? Have you forgotten me?”

She removed her disguise.

Recognizing her, Sebastian said:

“Ha! Life of my life! Sir Guy Fitzallard’s daughter! 

“What has transformed my love to this strange shape?”

He said to himself: 

“Wait, make all sure and secure.”

He locked the door and then said:

“So, now speak and be brief because the wolf’s at door that lies in wait to prey upon us both: Danger is near. Although my eyes are blessed by seeing your eyes, yet this so-strange disguise you were wearing fills me with fear and wonder.”

“Mine’s a loathed sight: I am loathsome to look at,” Mary Fitzallard said. “Otherwise, why are you banished so long from the sight of me?”

Sebastian said:

“I must cut short my speech. In broken language, I can say thus much: 

“Sweet Moll, I must shun thy company.” 

“Moll” is a nickname for “Mary.”

Sebastian continued: 

“I court another Moll. My thoughts must run as a horse runs that’s blind round in a mill, out every step yet keeping one path still.”

In other words, he will be like a blindfolded horse that is out — at a distance from a central point —as it walked in a circle and turned a millstone. 

Sebastian was saying that he will often appear to be unfaithful to Mary, but in reality he will be faithful to her. He will seem to be far from the central goal — marriage to Mary — but the path he follows, although circuitous, will achieve that goal.

Mary Fitzallard said:

“Umm! Must you shun my company? In one knot both our hands by the hands of heaven have been tied. Is it now to be broken? I thought myself once your bride.”

Sebastian and Mary had agreed to marry each other, and their fathers had witnessed the agreement, but a problem had arisen.

Mary Fitzallard continued:

“Our fathers did agree on the time when, and must another bedfellow fill my room?”

Her “room” is her vagina. She wanted to marry Sebastian, but now it appeared that she might have to marry another man.

Sebastian said:

“Sweet maiden, let’s lose no time. It is in heaven’s book set down that I must have thee. An oath we took to keep our vows, but when the knight your father was from my father departed, storms began to sit upon my covetous father’s brows, which fell from them on me. He reckoned up what gold this marriage would draw from him, at which he swore that to lose so much blood could not grieve him more.”

Sebastian’s father, Sir Alexander, had agreed to give Sebastian some lands when he married Mary.

Sebastian continued:

“He then tried to dissuade me from marrying thee; he called thee not fair and beautiful, and he asked what is she but a beggar’s heir? 

“He scorned thy dowry of five thousand marks.”

“Marks” are units of money. One mark is two-thirds of one pound.

Sebastian continued:

“If such a sum of money could be found, and if I would marry you with that, he’d not undo it, provided his moneybags might add nothing to it, but he vowed, if I took thee, nay, more, he did swear it, I should inherit from him nothing save birth.”

If Mary’s father will pay the dowry of five thousand marks, Sebastian’s father will not prevent the marriage, but he will give Sebastian nothing. In fact, Sebastian will inherit nothing from him except his family name.

Five thousand marks are £3,333 (Great Britain pounds).

As is usual in romantic comedy, Sebastian’s father was being unreasonable.

“What follows then? My shipwreck — my ruin?” Mary Fitzallard asked.

Sebastian said:

“Dearest, no. Although wildly in a labyrinth I go, my end is to meet thee. With a side wind I must now sail, else I no haven can find but both must sink forever. 

“There’s a wench called Moll, mad Moll or merry Moll, a creature so strange in quality that a whole city takes note of her name and person. All that affection I owe to thee I spend on her in counterfeit passion to madden my father.

“He believes that I dote upon this roaring girl, and he grieves as it becomes a father for a son who could be so bewitched. 

“Yet I’ll go on this crooked way, sigh always for her, feign dreams in which I’ll talk only of her. These streams shall, I hope, force my father to consent that here with you I anchor rather than be rent and torn apart upon a rock so dangerous. 

“Are thou pleased, because thou see we are waylaid, that I take a path that’s safe, although it is far about?”

“May my prayers with heaven guide thee,” Mary Fitzallard said.

Sebastian said:

“Then I will continue on. 

“My father is at hand. Kiss me and be gone. 

“Hours shall be watched for meetings: We will find times to meet. I must now ... 

“As men for fear, to a strange idol bow.”

Mary Fitzallard kissed him and said, “Farewell.”

Sebastian said:

“I’ll guide thee forth; when next we meet 

“A story about Moll shall make our mirth more sweet.”

They exited.
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— 1.2 —
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Sir Alexander Wengrave, Sir Davy Dapper, Sir Adam Appleton, Goshawk, Laxton, and some gentlemen talked together in the parlor of Sir Alexander’s house.

Sir Alexander Wengrave was the father of Sebastian Wengrave, who was in love with Mary Fitzallard.

“Thanks, good Sir Alexander, for our bounteous cheer,” one of the gentlemen said.

“Cheer” is food and drink.

“Bah, bah, in giving thanks you pay too dear,” Sir Alexander said.

“When bounty spreads the table, truly, it would be a sin, at leave-taking, if thanks should not step in,” Sir Davy Dapper said.

“No more of thanks, no more,” Sir Alexander said. “Aye, by the Virgin Mary, sir, the inner room was too close and stuffy. How do you like this parlor, gentlemen?”

“Oh, surpassingly well!” one of the gentlemen said.

“What a sweet breath the air casts here, so cool!” Sir Adam said.

“I like the view best,” Goshawk said.

“See how it is furnished,” Laxton said.

“A very fair, sweet room,” Sir Davy Dapper said.

Sir Alexander said:

“Sir Davy Dapper, the furniture and paintings that adorn this room cost many a fair grey groat before they came here, but good things are most cheap when they are most dear.”

A groat is a small amount of money, but Sir Alexander was boasting that he had spent much money on his household furnishings. He knew that spending money on high-quality items rather than cheaping out on low-quality items is less expensive in the long run.

A person who buys one pair of good, although expensive, boots will have dry feet for years. A person who frequently buys cheap, bad boots will spend more money in the long run and will sometimes have wet feet.

Sir Alexander continued:

“When you look into my galleries and see how splendidly they are trimmed up and decorated, you all shall swear that you are highly pleased to see what’s set down there: stories of men and women mixed together, fair ones with foul, like sunshine in wet weather.

“Within one square — one room — a thousand heads are laid so closely together that the room appears to be made entirely of heads.”

The walls of Sir Alexander’s galleries are crowded with portraits closely placed together.

Sir Alexander continued:

“As many faces there filled with blithe looks show like the promising titles of new books written merrily, the readers being their own eyes, which seem to move and to give plaudities: applause. 

“And here and there, while thronged heaps and multitudes do listen with obsequious — that is, dutiful — ears, a cutpurse thrusts and leers with hawk’s eyes for his prey. I need not show him to you. By his hanging — gloomy and fit to be hanged and hanging in a portrait — villainous look, you yourselves may know him — the face is drawn so rarely and splendidly. 

“Then, sir, below, the very flower as it were waves to and fro, and like a floating island seems to move upon a sea bound in with shores above.”

Sir Alexander’s galleries were the spectators of the play he was acting in. The stage was like an island in the midst of the spectators on three sides. Cutpurses — pickpockets — sometimes plied their trade in the audience.

Sebastian and Master Greenwit entered the scene and listened.

“These sights are excellent,” one of the gentlemen said.

“I’ll show you all of them,” Sir Alexander said. “Since we are met, let’s make our parting cheerful.”

“This gentleman, my friend Greenwit, will take his leave, sir,” Sebastian said to his father, Sir Alexander.

“Take his leave, Sebastian?” Sir Alexander said. “Who?”

“This gentleman,” Sebastian said, indicating Greenwit.

Sir Alexander said to Greenwit, “Your love and courtesy, sir, has already given me some time, and if you please to trust my age and indulge an old man — me — with more, it shall pay double interest. Good sir, stay.”

“I have been too bold,” Greenwit said.

He did not want to outstay his welcome.

Sir Alexander replied:

“Not so, sir. A merry day among friends being spent is better than gold saved.”

He then said: 

“Some wine, some wine. Where are these knaves — these servants — I employ?”

Neatfoot and three or four serving-men entered the scene.

“At your worshipful elbow, sir,” Neatfoot said.

“You are kissing my maids, drinking, or fast asleep,” Sir Alexander said.

“Your worship has described us correctly,” Neatfoot said.

Sir Alexander said to the servants:

“You varlets, move quickly! Bring chairs, stools, and cushions!”

The servants brought the items into the room.

Sir Alexander said:

“Please, Sir Davy Dapper, make that chair thine.”

“It is but an easy gift, and yet I thank you for it, sir,” Sir Davy Dapper said. “I’ll take it.”

It was an easy chair: a chair that gave ease.

In this society, stools were common items of furniture. Higher-ranking guests would be offered chairs with backs.

“Here’s a chair for old Sir Adam Appleton,” Sir Alexander said.

“It’s a back friend to your worship,” Neatfoot said to old Sir Adam Appleton.

A “back friend” is a friend who is a supporter. A back friend can also be a chair with a back. Back friends, however, can also be false friends: people who are secret enemies to you.

Sir Adam Appleton said, “By the Virgin Mary, good Neatfoot, I thank thee for it. Back friends sometimes are good.”

“Please make that stool your perch, good Master Goshawk,” Sir Alexander said.

Sitting down, Goshawk said, “I stoop to your lure, sir.”

A hawk would stoop — that is, swoop — to a lure while being trained. The lure was a fake bird.

A goshawk is a kind of hawk.

Sir Alexander then said, “Son Sebastian, take Master Greenwit to a stool beside you.”

“Sit, dear friend,” Sebastian said to Greenwit. 

Sir Alexander said to Laxton, who was still standing:

“Master Laxton.”

He then ordered the servants:

“Furnish Master Laxton with what he lacks, a stone — a stool I should say, a stool.”

“Laxton” means “lacks stone.” In the slang of the time, a “stone” is a testicle.

“I would rather stand, sir,” Laxton said.

In the slang of the time, a “stand” is a penile erection.

Sir Alexander replied:

“I know you would, good Master Laxton.”

He dismissed the servants by saying, “So, so.”

The servants exited.

Sir Alexander then said: 

“Now here’s a mess of friends.”

A mess of friends is a group of four friends. The four friends were Sir Alexander, Sir Davy Dapper, Sir Adam Appleton, and Master Laxton.

Sebastian and Greenwit were seated a short distance away from the older men.

Sir Alexander then said: 

“And, gentlemen, because time’s hourglass shall not be running long, I’ll quicken it with a pretty tale.”

In other words: He would make time pass quickly by telling his friends a story.

“Good tales do well in these bad days, where vice does so excel,” Sir Davy Dapper said.

“Begin, Sir Alexander,” Sir Adam Appleton requested.

Sir Alexander said, “Yesterday I met an aged man upon whose head was scored a debt of just so many years as these that I owe to my grave: the man you all know.”

The aged man was as old as Sir Alexander himself.

The “scored” head was a face and neck with wrinkles.

One of the gentlemen said, “Please tell us his name, sir.”

Sir Alexander said:

“Nay, you shall pardon me for not telling you. 

“But when he saw me, he gave a sigh that broke, or seemed to break, his heartstrings.”

This society believed that the heart was supported by strings that could break when a person was stressed.

Sir Alexander continued:

“Thus he spoke: 

“‘Oh, my good knight,’ says he, and then his eyes were richer even by that which made them poor — and pour. They had spent so many tears they had no more.”

According to the Oxford English Dictionary, one meaning of “rich” as applied to color is “strong, deep, warm.”

The old man’s eyes were red from crying.

Also according to the Oxford English Dictionary, “Rich” can be used to describe an inflamed and reddened nose or face.

Sir Alexander continued:

“‘Oh, sir,’ says he, ‘you know it, for you have seen blessings to rain upon my house and me.

“‘Fortune, who enslaves men, was my slave; her wheel has spun me golden threads, for, I thank heaven, I never had but one cause to curse my stars.’” 
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