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  AUTHOR’S NOTE


  It has been said that every book has many authors, and this is especially true when a story has a historical setting. The history books play a large part in its making. I would also like to acknowledge my debt of gratitude to Charles Leland’s Gypsies, which provided me with several gypsy legends, and to Charles Williams’s novel The Greater Trumps, without which I should not have known of the existence of the gypsy tarot cards. And I would like to apologise for the many mistakes I must have unwittingly made, for only the storyteller who is also a competent historian can give a story of this sort to the reader without a quaking of the knees. One conjecture of mine I know may be incorrect. I have made Oliver Cromwell capture the Royal Standard at Edgehill. It is not known who captured it, though it is a historical fact that Captain John Smith rescued it again.


  I am grateful to the translator and publishers for permission to quote from Visions from Piers Plowman, a new rendering of Langland’s original, translated by Nevill Coghill and published by Phoenix House.


  SONG


  
    And can the physician make sick men well?


    And can the magician a fortune divine?


    Without lily, germander, and sops-in-wine?

  


  
    With sweet-briar


    And bon-fire


    And strawberry wire


    And columbine.

  


  
    Within and out, in and out, round as a ball


    With hither and thither, as straight as a line,


    With lily, germander, and sops-in-wine,

  


  
    With sweet-briar


    And bon-fire


    And strawberry wire


    And columbine.

  


  
    When Saturn did live, then lived no poor,


    The King and the beggar with roots did dine,


    With lily, germander, and sops-in-wine,

  


  
    With sweet-briar


    And bon-fire


    And strawberry wire


    And columbine.


    Robin Goodfellow; his pranks and merry jests. 1628.

  


  PART ONE


  CHAPTER I


  THE CHILDREN AND THE PAINTER


  Two children stood gazing at the world over their garden gate. They were just tall enough to rest their chins on top of it, but Jenny, being half a head shorter than Will, had to stand on tiptoe. Behind them the small manor house where they lived, built of ship’s timbers and warm red brick, glowed in the September sunshine, and the garden was on fire with autumn damask roses and marigolds. They could hear the bees humming over the clove gilliflowers under the parlour window, and the soft whirr of their mother’s spinning-wheel; for Margaret, their mother, sat just inside the open window with Maria the dog asleep in a pool of sunshine at her feet. Her children were aware of her gentle eyes upon them, and her anxious love. And Will resented it. Jenny, incapable of resentment, nevertheless thought it a pity that love must be anxious, for anxiety was such an imprisoning thing.


  It was many days now since she and Will had been allowed outside the garden gate by themselves; and their father had told them that this war was being fought for the liberties of the people. Will kicked the gate, not caring that he stubbed his toe, and Jenny said, “Hush, Will!” for she knew that the angry sound of his shoe against the wood had hurt their mother. The whirr of the spinning-wheel had checked for a moment and she heard Margaret catch her breath. The width of the grass plot, with the medlar tree in the middle of it, was between them, but she did hear the small sound, just as she had heard Will sobbing on the day when he had gone bird’s-nesting alone and had fallen out of a tree and hurt himself. She had this gift of hearing, not with the ears of her body, but hearing, and between Margaret, herself and Will the bond was closer even than is usual between a mother and her twin children who have never left her even for a night. Jenny knew that her mother loved Will more than she loved herself, but this she thought right and natural, for Will was the son and heir.


  There was really no reason why the children should be shut in the garden, but Margaret was always at the mercy of Biddy’s tales. Biddy, their cook, was a very virtuous old woman, but like so many good women she was ogre-minded. She was seventy and had been good for so long that she suffered now from a natural ennui. Ogre-collecting relieved the ennui and also gave her considerable power over her mistress and the children, who shivered in delicious terror whenever Biddy came home from market with a fresh crop of stories. She was a marvellous raconteur and though her descriptions of local hangings and witch hunts were nowadays at second hand, for she did not at seventy get about quite as much as she had done, they remained those of an eye-witness.


  But just lately the supply of murderers, thieves and witches in the neighbourhood had been running a little short, and Biddy regarded the war as a godsend. Not only was it a nice change, with the perpetual comings and goings of the Squire and his friends, and the militia drilling on the common and five dead in the first week while they were trying to get their eye trained on the target, but it had provided her with a whole new crop of ogres of a most distinguished type, a pleasing change from the gypsies and tinkers of pre-war days. The Bloody Tyrant and Rupert the Robber were familiar figures now to the children and their mother. Their ghastly appearance was known to them in intimate detail, even down to the twitch in the Robber’s left eyelid and the Bloody Tyrant’s wet red lips. They knew their habits too, from the boiling down of disobedient little children into soup to the disembowelling of captured prisoners. . . . And they might be here at any moment now, for the war was three weeks old . . . Margaret and the children took pinches of salt with Biddy’s tales, as they had always done, but Margaret found that in time of war salt has a habit of losing its savour.


  And so she had confined her children to the garden, though no danger threatened them except from their own militia; and the militia had shelved the war for the moment to carry the harvest. In the country at large little was happening as yet apart from local skirmishes, and in the Chiltern country nothing at all, for here the division was not so much between Royalists and Parliament men as between Parliament men and those whose politics consisted of a passionate desire to be let alone to live their lives in peace. Margaret wished with all her heart and soul that her husband belonged to this latter party. But Robert Haslewood rode with John Hampden, and Margaret’s heart was laid open to Biddy’s tales.


  The children gazed at the common beyond the garden gate. The peachy smell of gorse came to them. A lark was singing in the cloudless sky, and the heat mist was blue over the beech wood that filled the valley to the left. In the hot stillness they could hear the jays calling in the wood, and the drumming of a yaffingale. One might see him if one was there, and the squirrels too.


  Will lifted his chin from the top of the gate and pushed it forward in a truculent manner. “Tomorrow,” he said, “I shall go into the wood.”


  “Mother won’t let you go,” said Jenny.


  “Tomorrow Mother has no more authority over me,” said Will. “Tomorrow I shall be breeched and next week I shall go to school.”


  He looked down with loathing and scorn at the childish coat he wore, skirted like a woman’s. His breeching had been postponed far too long because through the months of preparation for war his father had been so anxiously occupied, and away from home so much, that even the breeching of a son and heir had hardly seemed important. But tomorrow Robert Haslewood was coming home, bringing with him a sword from London. And tomorrow the tailor would bring Will’s doublet and breeches, made to measure on the large side. And the barber would come too, to cut off his curls, and healths would be drunk all round and Will would be a man.


  Behind them in the house they heard the opening of the parlour door and the soft voice of little Bess, the still-room maid, saying, “Madam, Madam, the rose jelly is coming to the boil!” The whirr of the spinning-wheel ceased and Margaret rose hurriedly, for Bess was not yet competent with the jellies and preserves. They heard the rustle of her dress and the crackle of Bess’s starched apron, and Jenny could hear the gentle lovable clicking sound of Maria’s nails on the polished floor as she padded after her mistress. There was a soft flurry of exit and the closing of the parlour door. The children looked at each other. Their mother’s eyes were no longer upon them and her anxiety was now centred on the rose jelly. A sense of release came to them, and a deep welling up of life.


  Holding on to the gate, Will suddenly pulled up his knees and shot out his behind, delighting in the rending sound that announced the bursting of gathers. Returning his feet to the ground again he wiped his dirty, earthy fingers all over the fair curls that would be cropped tomorrow, finishing them off on the white collar round his neck. Then he spat at a passing bumble bee and missed it by only an inch. Tomorrow he would be a man and would not miss.


  “I shall have a sword tomorrow,” he told Jenny. “And I shall go into the wood now.”


  “You said you were going tomorrow,” said Jenny.


  “I shall go now,” said Will.


  He glanced over his shoulder, but the windows were blank. He unlatched the gate and slipped through.


  “Me too,” pleaded Jenny. “It won’t hurt Mother, for she won’t know. We’ll be back before the jelly’s done. Me too, Will.”


  “You’re only a girl,” he retorted. “You’ll never be breeched.”


  Nothing stings so sharply as the truth. From the hampering abundance of petticoat round Jenny’s thin legs there was no release to be looked for in this world, and judging by the pictures of angels in the family bible, not in the next either. A lump came in Jenny’s throat, but she did not argue with her brother, for Margaret had taught her by example that in humility and gentleness lie a woman’s best hope of frustrating the selfish stubbornness of men. She turned away from the gate and walked slowly towards the house. Her gait cried aloud to Will that soon she would have lost her playmate and would be alone. The pain that was already in her heart stirred sharply in his.


  “Come on then,” he said roughly. “Better come with me than go snivelling indoors to Mother.”


  Jenny never snivelled, but again she did not argue. She slipped quickly through the gate and shut it softly. They ran along the rough road that crossed the common until it dipped down into the wood, then left it and ran in among the great beeches where no one could see them. Then they walked slowly, swishing delightedly through the dead beech leaves and savouring the great moment. Will took his sister’s hand now, with that air of protectiveness that was always his when he needed the comfort of her stouter heart. It was always eerie in the wood; and nowadays one could fancy Biddy’s ogres lurking behind the trees.


  Will at eight years old was a plump little boy, stocky and strong, dirty and dishevelled of wicked intent but not responsible for the gaps in his teeth and the number of freckles across the bridge of his nose. Jenny had shed her first teeth very tidily at an early age and her new ones were all in place, pearly and well-spaced. She was an orderly child. The white apron she wore over her long full-skirted blue dress was spotless, and so was her white cap. Her hornbook hung demurely from her waist. She was smaller than her brother and not at all like him, for her thin face was pale and her hair dark, cut in a fringe across her forehead, fell in soft ringlets on her shoulders. She had about her a delicate air of remoteness, like a shy bird that has touched down for a moment only in a strange land, but it was misleading. She was not as delicate as she looked and morally she was fast growing into one of those competent women who are in control of their circumstances. She held Will’s hand firmly and soon it ceased to tremble in hers.


  When he no longer felt afraid, Jenny’s delight in the wood took hold of him. Her moods frequently took hold of him, for they were still very much one child. Reaching for air and light, the beech trees had grown very tall. One’s eyes travelled up and up the immense height of the silver trunks, past the various platforms of green leaves to where the blue of the upper air showed through them. The final platforms were so high that the blue of the blue-green pattern seemed no further away in space than the green; but one tree had decided to be content with a lowly position, had grown only a short height on a slender silver stem and then spread out her arms and wings like a dancing fairy. Below on the floor of the wood the colours showed jewel-bright above the warm russet of the beech leaves. The cushions of moss about the roots of the trees were emerald and there were clumps of small bright purple toadstools, and others rose-coloured on top and quilted white satin underneath. The children stood still, watching. In the bole of another tree a round hole had been nibbled larger by small teeth to make the entrance to a squirrel’s nest and was smoothly polished by the rub of fur. They saw a couple of squirrels and the yaffingale. As they listened the muted autumn music of a deep wood, hidden within its distances, seemed to flow out to them like water from a hidden spring; the rustlings and stirrings of small creatures, the wind that was in the upper air only and stirred merely the highest patterns of the leaves, the conversational flutings of the birds, the strange sigh that breathed now and then through the wood, as though it grieved for the passing of summer. All the sounds came together and grieved them also, but quietly, for summer comes again.


  “It makes my ears feel clean,” said Jenny, and Will nodded. His own ears had the same rinsed feeling, but he was inarticulate and would not have been able to find the words to say what he felt. But he had imagination and suddenly it leaped into life. If words to describe what he saw or felt did not come as easily to him as they did to Jenny, his sense of drama could always take hold of a scene or situation and dispose it imaginatively about himself. This he could do with a great sense of his own kingliness at the centre of his world. With an airy leap, surprising in one so sturdy, he landed under the dancing beech tree and held out his arms beneath hers, laughter sparkling all over his freckled face. Then he girdled the trunk three times at breakneck speed, calling out to Jenny, “Who am I, Jenny? Who am I?”


  She had no doubt as to who he was, for Cousin Froniga had just been reading them A Midsummer Night’s Dream.


  “‘Sweet Puck’!” she cried. “‘Are not you he?’”


  “Come on!” he called to her, leaping off down the slope of the wood.


  
    “Over Hill, over dale,


    Through bush, through brier,


    Over park, over pale. . . .”

  


  His voice died away and Jenny gathered up her skirts and ran after him, her hornbook swinging madly and her cap on the back of her head. The beech leaves crunched gloriously under their feet and the jays began calling again in the depth of the wood. They were coming to the bottom of the slope, and through the thinning trees they could see the fields of standing corn and the pastures where the sheep were feeding, the long azure distance to the east, and to the west the tall hill blazing with gorse and crowned with thickets of hawthorn that were already glowing crimson against the blue of the sky. They ran faster and faster, Jenny overtaking Will, and because they had not been in the wood for so long they forgot about the treacherous dip in the ground, like a deep ditch, that hid itself beneath the drifted beech leaves. Jenny fell first, catching her foot in her troublesome petticoats and pitching headlong. Will, running so fast he could not stop, tripped in some brambles and went head over heels after her, yelling with dismay. There was an answering shout from somewhere above them in the wood and both, as they fell, were aware of the man leaping down upon them, the terrible man dressed in black velvet, with pearl earrings and dreadful gleaming eyes and cruel red lips. They saw the forked black beard and the tongue moistening the lips as he sprang. He was just as Biddy had described him. Half dead with terror, upside down among the beech leaves, they shut their eyes and waited for death, for it was the Bloody Tyrant.


  “You’re not hurt, are you?” enquired a voice. “You fell soft.”


  Jenny felt herself picked up, carried to the further side of the ditch and set gently down. The owner of the voice returned to the bottom of the ditch and disinterred Will. “Come on, son,” he said. “And stop yelling. The little girl never uttered a sound.”


  Will too was lifted up and set beside Jenny. Shivering with terror they stood there while hands felt them. “No harm done,” said the voice. “What’s the matter with you?”


  Will, though he had stopped yelling, kept his eyes screwed tightly shut, so as not to see the knife, but Jenny opened hers so as to see it, for it was always her way to look hard at what frightened her. There was no knife. She looked up into the face of a smiling, grey-eyed young man with close-cropped hair. He had no earrings in the large ears that stuck out in such a reassuring manner at the side of his head, and he was not dressed in black velvet, but in grey home-spun wool, with a plain white square linen collar such as her father wore. She smiled. Her relief reached to Will and he unscrewed his eyes. His face was not white, but scarlet and burning, and there were tears on his cheeks. He looked at the man, and then, dreadfully ashamed, he hung his head and tried to rub the tears away on his sleeve. But the more he rubbed the more they seemed to come, until at last he was sobbing uncontrollably.


  “Will’s not breeched yet,” said Jenny quickly.


  “There’s no shame in tears when a man’s not breeched,” said the stranger. “But what frightened you? The fall, or me pounding along so noisily to pick you up? I’m always a clumsy fool.”


  “Both,” said Jenny. “Will and I thought you were the Bloody Tyrant.”


  She looked up and saw that he had stopped smiling. He looked both angry and sad. “So you thought I was an ogre?” he said. “It’s amazing what feats of transmogrification imagination can perform.”


  Jenny did not know what he was talking about, but she did think it very odd that she should have seen that dreadful man in black just as clearly as she was now seeing this kindly one in grey.


  “Imagination,” he went on, “is the greatest power on earth for good or ill. Now then, son, try to imagine you were breeched yesterday.”


  “I’m being breeched tomorrow!” gasped Will, and hid his shame in the crook of his elbow.


  “Tomorrow?” ejaculated the stranger. “Then I’ve had a lucky escape! If today was tomorrow you’d have drawn your sword and run me through!”


  This remark conjured up such a pleasing picture that Will looked up, smiled a little and accepted from the stranger the offer of a severely folded clean linen handkerchief.


  “You’re painting a picture!” ejaculated Jenny.


  “Come and see,” said the man, and led the way to where he had been sitting on a fallen tree trunk at the edge of the wood. A canvas on an improvised easel stood in front of the tree trunk and was splashed with colour. The children stood and looked at it and the man stood and looked at the children, his merry smile back again about the corners of his mouth and in his eyes. The little boy was merely gaping with astonishment as he stared for what was obviously the first time at a landscape painting, but the little girl was neither gaping nor staring, she was looking, and what she felt shone in her face in a way that touched the man’s heart with nostalgic sadness.


  Through her eyes he saw his picture, and the world too. He had painted the scene with the whole of his considerable skill and deep delight in the beauty of earth, and it was a good picture of the English countryside in early autumn, but seen now through her eyes the green of that sunlit field had an eternal freshness and the sky, depth beyond depth of blue, was one that would never be clouded. The boy who had become himself had once been as happy as this child in the unconscious conviction that he and his immortal world would never know parting or change. What was art but an attempt to recover that faith? It was a sort of denial of the fact that one’s eyes and the loveliness they looked upon would soon be lost in the same darkness.


  He stopped looking at his picture and looked at Jenny. He wished he could paint her. She’d probably be dead of the smallpox a year from now and no record left of those bee-brown eyes, a warm brown banded with gold. Bee-brown pleased him, for a bee is one of the symbols of courage, he remembered. Women used to embroider a bee on the scarves they gave their knights. She had not cried, like the unbreeched boy, but now that the shock was over he was coming back to normal more quickly than she was. Though she had forgotten her fright in the joy of the picture, her body had not forgotten it. The colour had not come back to her thin sweet lips and there were dark smudges under her eyes. He did not suppose she ever had roses in her cheeks, but she did not need them with that smooth skin the colour of pale honey. Her face was too broad across the cheekbones and too thin beneath them, but for all that it was the loveliest child’s face he had ever seen, even lovelier than the face of the other little girl whom he had painted. . . . He loved these serious little girls.


  “You haven’t put the sheep in,” she said.


  “They kept moving, and I’m not clever enough to paint people’s portraits unless they stand still.”


  “Do you paint people’s portraits?”


  “Yes. I’m a journeyman portrait painter. I travel all over the country, just like the tinkers do, only instead of mending pots and pans I paint portraits.”


  “Oh!” said Jenny, and her face was transfigured as a brilliant idea came to her. “Would you paint Will after his breeching? Would you paint him in his breeches and sword?”


  “If I did, would your mother give me a silver piece for it?” he asked.


  “Mother would give all she’s got for a picture of Will,” said Jenny with conviction. “And I think Father would give a silver piece.”


  Will smiled benignly. His distress was now a thing of the past and he was sitting cross-legged on the ground, his red cheeks pleasantly dimpled as he gazed with rapt eyes at the landscape. But he was not seeing the landscape. He was seeing himself tomorrow in his breeches and sword. The painter glanced at him, well aware of what he was seeing. A typical male of the baser sort, none too brave, complacent, happy in the knowledge that his excellent opinion of himself was shared by the females of his family, yet withal a nice though somewhat toothless small boy who might yet make a man if sufficiently maltreated at school. His cheeks had soft down upon them, like ripe peaches, and his eyes were a bright speedwell blue. In order to paint the girl he’d be willing to paint the boy too if he kept his mouth shut. They were utterly unlike, but they seemed much the same age.


  “Are you twins?” he asked.


  “Yes,” said Jenny.


  “Then I won’t paint one without the other. Two silver pieces for the two of you.”


  “That would be wasting Father’s money,” said Jenny with strong commonsense. “I’m not pretty, Biddy says, and I’ll never be breeched.”


  “Both or neither,” said the painter obstinately.


  Jenny knew how to deal with obstinate men. Her father was always very fond of his own way, and so was Will. “We’ll see in the morning,” she said gently. “Will is to be breeched at nine o’clock and afterwards we’re going to open a bottle of Cousin Froniga’s metheglyn to drink his health. If you come at half-past nine, after the metheglyn, Father is more likely to do what Mother wants than if you came before.”


  “It will have to be a punctual half-past nine,” said the painter, “for otherwise there won’t be any metheglyn left for me. Where do you live?”


  Will looked up with wide-eyed surprise, for he thought everyone knew where he lived. “At the manor,” he said with hauteur. “My father is Squire Haslewood. My father is coming back from the war just for my breeching.”


  “It is as yet a leisurely war,” said the painter.


  Jenny looked quickly up at him, for the laughter had gone again both from his voice and his face. He had been putting some finishing touches to his painting while he talked to them, but now he had stuck his paintbrush behind his ear, his hands hung idle between his knees and he was frowning down at them. Jenny had the sudden tight feeling in the throat that was hers when her father was trying to make up his mind whether it was his duty to give Will a thrashing, or whether it wasn’t. Then the painter came to a decision.


  “I’ll come,” he said. “Hadn’t you two better go home now?”


  “Yes,” said Jenny. “Mother will be anxious if she misses us.”


  She curtseyed to him carefully, holding out her skirts as she had been taught, her grave face absorbed in her task. He slipped his hand into an inner pocket of his doublet, took something out and handed it to her with a bow. “Take great care of it,” he said.


  “It’s an elf bolt!” ejaculated Will.


  Jenny looked at the little flint arrowhead lying in her palm. She had always longed for an elf bolt. How many hundred years ago had a fairy loosed this from his bow? Elf bolts were the most precious of precious things. She looked up at the painter with eyes like stars.


  “I found it when I was a boy,” he said, smiling at her.


  “I’ll take great care of it,” she said. “Thank you, sir.”


  “Goodbye, sir,” said Will. He too had been well trained and he had a pretty bow. He was not aggrieved that only Jenny had an elf bolt, though his mouth drooped at the corners. The painter could find nothing in his pockets suitable for Will except a little seal made from a bit of polished red stone. He hesitated, loath to part with the trifle, then gave it to Will. Though commonplace, he was a nice little boy, and the curve of a child’s mouth is prettier up than down. The wide half-moon of Will’s mouth turned a somersault and his dimples showed again.


  “It was given to me by a very brave man,” said the painter, “and it will belong to a brave man again once you’re breeched.”


  Will went scarlet, but as he pocketed his treasure he said to himself that he’d keep it always in the pocket of his breeches and then he’d always be courageous; for the crest upon it was a little lion.


  The children went away and the painter sat listening with his eyes shut until the chiming of their voices had become an indistinguishable part of the music of the wood. The drawing of the one music into the other had been beautiful, as lovely as the fading of prismatic colours into the light, or of the morning star into the blue of day. It is when loveliness withdraws itself that one’s heart goes after it. “Peace,” he thought. “Gone away like those children through the wood—so easily—do we call ourselves sane men?”


  He opened his eyes and saw the picture he had been painting and found it so crude that it set his teeth on edge. The red of the hawthorn berries looked like dried blood and the high white clouds like puffs of cannon-smoke. He dropped it face downwards on the beech leaves, put his brushes and paints away in the saddle bag in which he kept them, kicked to pieces the easel he had made out of bits of dead wood and thrusting his hands deep into his pockets sat looking out broodingly upon the sunlit scene that he had painted. It did not allow him to brood long. A man can read the darkness of his own thoughts into a representation of nature, but not into nature herself, for she will not be so soiled. Ten minutes later she had had her way with him and he sat so bemused by her beauty that he had forgotten the reason for his coming to this place.


  A thrush was singing near him, and nearer still, which was strange for the shy thrush, repeating his stave of song not twice but over and over. Just as the music of the children’s voices had withdrawn itself into the music of the wood almost imperceptibly, so this song was detaching itself from it, coming to him as solacement for the loneliness that the other had left. In his bemused mind they seemed connected. The children’s voices and the bird’s song. The bird’s song and the children’s voices. He roused himself and turned his head, hoping to see the creamy speckled breast, the brown silk feathers and the bright benign eyes of the courteous thrush, and saw instead a tall gypsy standing under the trees, a little turned from him, and whistling to a thrush within the wood with so perfect a reproduction of the bird’s own note that the bird was answering him. The painter listened a moment to the melody and counterpoint, delighting in it, and then, for he had been told to wait here for a gypsy, he added a whistle of his own, the robin’s. He was not a musician and his whistle was only a parody of the real thing. The gypsy, not deceived, turned towards him with a shy half-smile. “For how long has he been there, aware of me?” wondered the painter. “And I never heard him come. But one never does hear them. They’re soft-footed as the rabbits.” Aloud he said, “The high hills are a refuge for the wild goats.”


  And the gypsy replied in a slow deep voice, in perfect English, “And so are the stony rocks for the conies.” Then he held out his hand and the painter took a packet from the inner pocket of his coat and gave it to him. The gypsy bowed and would have gone away at once, but the painter stopped him. “In a few days’ time I think I may have more information to send,” he said. “Could you meet me here at sunset in four days’ time?”


  “Rai, it is your part to command me,” said the gypsy respectfully, and then, a little unwillingly, for a passerby in the field could have seen them together in the shadows of the wood, he obeyed the other man’s gesture and sat down beside him on the tree trunk. The painter had no misgivings, for he had not yet learned the single-mindedness of the fighting man; an arresting scene or face or figure could still make him forget that he was one.


  He had forgotten it again now, captured as he was by the beauty of all three. The brilliant day was spread like a banner behind the remembered face of the fairy child and this figure of legend dressed in the colours of winter woods and calling him Rai. He thought that the child and the man, with their air of remoteness, were both of the type who would prefer their background to be a hiding place rather than a foil, but they had such quality that the brilliance of the day was less arresting than they were. Rai! The title of respect touched him, accustomed to respect though he was. His cheerful and slightly arrogant self-confidence did not leave him, for it was an integral part of him, but measured against the gypsy’s grave humility it seemed to come as far short of it as did his own stockiness beside the height of the other. He was instantly attracted to the man. He was like a fir tree, lean and tall, his brown weather-beaten skin the colour of the trunk, his patched worn clothes faded from their original black to the deep green of the needles. Like the fir tree he looked tough and strong and ageless, yet because it was impossible to think of him as young he was probably old. His hair and beard were grey and the lines on his face were deep. And some time or other, for some offence against the law (though it was hard to think of him in connection with offences), his ears had been cropped. He looked a part of the tree trunk he sat on, of the wood behind him and the fields he looked upon, more so than any gypsy the painter had ever seen. He was the perfect gypsy. Possibly that was because he was not a gypsy. The painter thought to himself that just as a great sinner called of God is more likely to become a great saint than the average respectable man, because of the fierce love and courage needed to carry him through his purging, so a man who chooses an alien people to be his people must undergo so radical a change that he becomes more like the ideal of the breed than they are themselves. “And why do I know he’s not a gypsy?” wondered the painter. “Not his grey eyes, for not all of them are black-eyes. The genuineness of his humility, I think. However humble he may choose to appear, the real gypsy has in his heart of hearts nothing but contempt for the gorgio. This man has never felt contempt even for a worm under a stone. Say something, you fool. Make him look at you.”


  “It’s a grand day,” he said.


  The gypsy turned and smiled at him. He had a charming smile, but it seemed something exterior to himself, like sunshine flickering over rock, and it did not touch his eyes. He had the slightly dazed look of a man who had suffered much. “And a grand countryside,” he said. “You are a painter, Rai?”


  “How do you know that?”


  “Your hands.”


  The painter looked at his hands and laughed, for they had paint on them. He was a messy worker. “You’re observant,” he said.


  “I am accustomed to look at a man’s hands to tell his trade,” said the gypsy. “But I did not need the paint on your hands to tell me yours. It is the shape of them, the broad palms, the short strong fingers. That is the artist’s hand, not, as men think, the thin long hand.” He spread out his own, which were like the hands in an El Greco painting, but stained and crooked with much labour. “And I am a tinker—Bartholoways the Tinker.”


  “To me, John Loggin,” said the painter with a smile. “You have another name among your own people, I know. A gorgio must never hear a Romany’s real name.”


  “To know a man’s true name is to have power over him,” said the gypsy. “Such power can be abused. Therefore the Romanitshel only tells his true name to those whom he can entirely trust.” He looked again at the painter, and this time the air of remoteness seemed to fall from him a little, and his smile touched his eyes, as though it came this time from within. “My name is Yoben.”


  The painter bowed. It was as though a king had presented him with a fabulous jewel. “Mine is Francis Leyland.”


  “It is safe with me,” said Yoben. “But I doubt if it is safe to sit here talking for so long in broad daylight on the edge of the wood. I mean safe for the work we have in hand. Our personal safety is of no account.”


  Francis smiled. Yoben might have passed beyond the point when a man cares whether he lives or dies, but he had not. Life was good to him. He answered softly, “I had forgotten the damn war.”


  “It will not allow you to forget it for long,” said Yoben grimly. “On Thursday, Rai, after sunset, and further within the wood. You see that tree there, where a squirrel has built his nest? I will be there after dark.” He got up, smiled at Francis and moved away among the trees. The rustling of the beech leaves as he disappeared into the wood was so faint that it might have been a bird or small beast vanishing there. A bird, Francis decided, for he heard the thrush’s song again. He sat listening until the last note had been drawn back again into the music of the wood. Then he got up, picked the offending picture from the beech leaves, slung his saddle bag over his shoulder and tramped down into the grassy hollow, and up the far fields towards the common above. The village possessed two commons, one presided over by the manor and the other by the inn where he had left his pony and his second saddle bag. He walked along whistling, delighting in air and light, and yet beneath his happiness was a vague feeling of uneasiness. He had undertaken the work he was doing light-heartedly, counting the cost in terms of danger but not in anything else. . . . It was awkward to have lost his heart to a little girl whose father was his political enemy.


  CHAPTER II


  YOBEN AND MADONA


  Yoben, his share of the day’s labour finished, sat a little apart from the rest on a tree stump, his short clay pipe in his mouth, his patched cloak pulled round his shoulders against the evening chill. He was often apart. He had been accepted by the dark-skinned, black-eyed, fierce Herons, but not absorbed. He had come from the north ten years ago, travelling with old Righteous Lee, the Tinker. Righteous had stolen a pony on a dark night and when they were caught with it Yoben had taken the blame, for the old man had a great fear of choking his life out on the gallows. Yet Yoben had not swung for it. Something about him at the trial, something arresting in the quality of his patience, had disposed the judge and jury to leniency and instead of hanging he had had his ears cropped and twelve months in jail. When he came out again Righteous was dead, but his sister, old Madona Lee, who had married Piramus Heron as a slip of a girl and was still alive at seventy despite his beatings, had been at the prison gate to meet Yoben. She had taken his hand in hers and kissed it, and then taking the diklo from her own head had tied it over his to hide the mutilation of his ears, and thereafter the Herons accepted him as one of themselves.


  Though always a little apart from themselves. They did not know where he had come from before he joined Piramus, and he never told them. And they did not know where he went when he left them for perhaps weeks at a time. If they had to move to a fresh camping place while he was away they laid the patrines for him—those secret little signposts of crossed sticks and bent flower-stalks that any Romany could follow for miles over the hills—but they never asked him questions. They respected his reticence and admired his skill and generosity. He was a fine worker in metal, for old Righteous had taught him his own trade well. He could earn good money and never spent it on himself. He had the gift of tongues. In the Romany tongue, or the tinker’s Shelta, or the gorgio’s own language, he could be equally persuasive, and sometimes when he sat alone with his book on his knees he could be heard muttering in a fourth and unknown tongue. That the black book was full of spells the Herons did not doubt, but they did not fear them, for if Yoben was a Chovihan, he was a white wizard. The heart of a man who is ready to give his life for his friend is never black.


  The hour was good and Yoben’s brown taut face relaxed in pleasure as he watched the scene. Only he felt the autumn chill that had come after the heat of the day, the rest went barefoot in the cool grass. They had come to this camping place only a few hours ago, travelling up to the high country of the Chiltern heathlands from the valley below. It was familiar to them, and the children’s voices were high and excited as they played about the hollow tree and the dew pond that they loved, picked harebells and wild thyme. This was one of the few parts of the country where this particular gypsy tribe could live openly, without fear of persecution. There was gypsy blood in the Squire’s family, and though he was ashamed of it, he protected them. Looking down upon them from the rising ground above, Yoben thought their tents, pitched only an hour ago, looked as though they had always been there. Accustomed to inhabit not a house but a scene, the gypsies had the gift of making themselves an integral part of that scene, as house dwellers become a part of a room they are fond of. The rounded tents, with the coarse brown blankets pinned over the bent hazel rods with the long thorns of the wild sloe, looked like large mushrooms on the grass, and the old thorn trees, crab apples and bramble thickets that sheltered them seemed growing there for the purpose. The gypsy pack-ponies were by the dew pond, cropping the grass. Eastward, beyond the camp, another meadow sloped gently to Flowercote Wood. Behind the wood a mass of apricot tinted clouds was piled against the deep blue of the sky. There had been a thunder shower, and the hint of a rainbow lingered still over the wood.


  The fire had been lit and the flames flowered in the blue smoke. About it the gypsies moved in the old once-gaudy clothes that had faded now to the soft earth colours that were all about them: deep crimson of the berries on the old thorn trees, dark brown and faded blue and purple. Of them all, only Alamina Heron, Madona’s grand-daughter, struck a bright note of colour with the strings of coral beads she wore and her bright green skirt. She was singing as she hung the black pot on its hook over the fire, her swarthy face golden in the light of the flames. She had a voice like a blackbird’s, full and lovely, but to Yoben’s sensitive ear of a too insistent sweetness. . . . Had she and the blackbirds in the copse been silent he could have heard the lark that was above him in the sky. . . . Then he reproached himself, and shut his eyes that he might hear her better. Her soaring voice, against the murmur of the men’s talk and the laughter of the children, was as beautiful as herself. Later, when he had left them and gone away through the twilight to Froniga, he would hear the lark.


  He opened his eyes and saw Madona sitting beside the fire. Her voluminous old brown cloak was round her and under it nestled Alamina’s three children like small birds beneath sheltering wings. With that picture in his memory he got up suddenly and went away. Of them all only Madona truly loved him with that quiet unalterable love with which he loved her. He walked slowly up through the green field dwelling upon that picture of Madona, worshipfully intent upon it even though he was going to Froniga. Though the two women whom he loved were not on speaking terms they seemed always together in his mind. He carried one to the other, as he was now carrying the picture of Madona to Froniga’s cottage, and would presently carry memories of Froniga to Madona at the fireside.


  He walked up through the meadow, facing west towards the afterglow, moving slowly and listening to the lark. As he walked, the green grass that grew near the dew pond and in the hollow gave way to rough tussocks of tawny stuff matted here and there with the springiness of heather. When he reached the crown of the land he paused and looked about him. The country now seemed almost flat, for one hardly noticed the folds and hollows with their copses and bramble thickets, and the great cool sky arched over the upland plain with a majesty that imposed its own stillness.


  The dark branches of orchard trees were etched against the west and pinpricks of light showed among them, for the village for which he was bound was here an oasis in the plain. To the left the tower of the church rose above the massed darkness of the churchyard yews, to the right an old rutted lane was deeply sunk between its hedges of sloe and hawthorn. It led across the heath down to the great river in the valley, the Thames with its silver loops lying among yellow irises and sedges, and no man knew how old it was. The whole of this land had a feeling of antiquity. Yoben had plied his trade in many shires, and had travelled roads that had not been new when the Legions tramped along them, but in no other stretch of country had he such a sense of the past. He was at a loss to account for it; unless it could be that the immensity of sky, the wide landscape and the great winds that could at times roar over the heath, destroyed the sense of cosiness which in the dales of a hilly country can shut out the thought of past and future.


  The nearest cottage was Froniga’s, for she lived at the edge of the village looking out over the wide plain as a cottage at land’s end looks out over the sea. Her front door opened into the strip of flower garden which separated her cottage from the heath upon the east and the lane upon the north, but to the south there was a herb garden and small orchard, and he made his way towards the gap in the bramble hedge and the stile that gave access to the orchard. Only Froniga’s better-dressed callers entered her cottage by way of the lane and the front door. Vagabonds like himself came in through the gap in the hedge.


  Though he was on fire now with his eagerness, he nevertheless paused at the stile, a dark shadow under the darker shadow of the huge old elder tree that grew there, and dread took hold of him, for there was no light in Froniga’s cottage. It was some while since he had visited her, and in his wandering life he could get no news of her. She was fearless and wilful and she lived alone. He was always anxious for her. . . . He must find out.


  He climbed over the stile and made his way among the old orchard trees. Above his head he could see the glimmer of apples, some of them small and jewel-bright, others large circles of dim gold among their withering leaves. The trees had been so twisted by winter storms that they lay this way and that, and one lay along the ground, but still it bore apples of a moony green. Growing over it was a bush of autumn musk rose, glimmering with ivory flowers. It was wet from the rain, and a gust of scent came to him as he brushed against it. There were beehives under the trees, and in the rough orchard grass he trod upon fragrant growing things, bruising them. Froniga was a noted gardener and herbalist, skilled in all healing arts, with fingers that were not only green but enchanted, and her small domain always seemed to him almost intolerably prolific. He was, he supposed, a little jealous of her passionate love of plants. He came out from the shadows of the orchard into the herb garden, and the pungent scents of wet lavender and rosemary, germander and mint geranium. But the rectangular beds were all in good order, he noted with relief, and on the rim of the well sat a large white cat. But cats are heartless creatures and the placidity of Pen was no indication of her mistress’s state. Over the cottage roof a star shone in the sky, and the tall old plum tree stood as always like a sentinel beside the southern gable. He came to the kitchen window and looked in. The fire was burning on the hearth and the stone flags of the floor were scrubbed and clean. There was a pot of basil on the window sill and Froniga’s spinning-wheel was in its usual place by the east window. No harm had come to her. She was merely out. His step was light with relief as he went round to the back door, lifted the latch and walked in. He doubted if even a civil war would ever teach Froniga to lock her door.


  Two worn stone steps led down into the kitchen, lit by the flames of the fire. The little room had something of a festive air, for a kettle hung over the fire, the hearth was swept and a pile of apple logs was set ready beside it, with the settle at right angles to it. The table was laid with home-made bread, butter, cheese and apples in pewter dishes. Rushlight candles were set ready for lighting and beside them in a pot was a bunch of harebells. Drawn to the table were two high-backed chairs of polished walnut. It was a comfortable room, for Froniga was not a poor woman, as poverty was counted in the year of grace 1642. Whom was she expecting? It could not be himself, for he had given her no warning of his coming. He stood for a moment in uncertainty, his head bent that he might not knock against the bunches of herbs that hung from the ceiling. Should he go? He did his best not to be seen in her company, for he was a Romany tinker and she, though she would passionately deny it, was a Rawni. He was very careful of the reputation with which she herself delighted to play battledore and shuttlecock. He had half turned to go away again when he heard her step on the flagged path outside the door.


  “O boro Duvel atch’ pa leste!” she said.


  Bowing to her, he returned the ancient Romany greeting. “The great Lord be on you!”


  She dropped her cloak on the floor and came into his arms with the simplicity of a child. She could be a woman of wiles when she wished to be, she could queen it with any woman in England and be snow or fire as the occasion demanded, but with Yoben she was always without guile. He had an honesty and humility that seemed to free some spring of freshness in herself, and an undemandingness to which she would gladly have given all that she proudly withheld from the greed of other men. Ten years ago, when she had first known him, it had puzzled her that he would not take it. “I am a man to whom the love of woman is forbidden,” he had said to her then, and she had answered, her eyes full of pity for the torment that she felt in him, “There are more ways than one of fulfilling love, and the hardest way can be the best.”


  He did not ask her what it was, and she did not ask him why it was that way that they must take. They each had in their natures, as the fruit of adversity, a deep unhurried calm. Time was a flower that unfolded very slowly and kept its best secrets till the end.


  “All is well with you, Froniga?” he asked anxiously.


  “I never ailed in my life,” she said.


  “The days are anxious,” he answered.


  She laughed and leaned away from him. “Most of my days have been anxious, but I’ve always been the equal of my days.”


  The last daylight and the firelight together illumined her face, and looking at her he thought it was the strongest face he had ever seen in a woman, almost too strong for beauty and yet beautiful. She had never told him her age, but he judged her to be now about forty, for she had not been young when he had known her first ten years ago. She had a square brown face with high cheekbones and determined chin. Her mouth was wide, with the lips set firmly. It was a gypsy face, but in her long-tailed dark eyes she showed her mixture of race, for they were not the changeful glittering black gypsy eyes, but soft and steady. Yet they had the strange penetrative quality of gypsy eyes, and her smile when with those she trusted had the joyous Romany frankness; for with her too guile was the result of oppression and not native to her character. She was tall and upright and carried herself superbly, if arrogantly. Her hands were not gypsy hands. Van Dyck would have delighted to paint them. She had always liked to dress plainly, but had loved bright colours, and he was surprised to see that she had now adopted the Puritan style of dressing, with her shining black hair hidden under a linen cap, plain white collar and cuffs on her grey gown, and a large white apron. He smiled, for that was typical of her. She never sat on the fence. Yet she cared little for politics and was not religious in the accepted sense, and he wondered what had induced her to hide her hair and exchange her green gown for a grey one.


  “So you are a Parliament woman,” he said.


  “My cousin Robert Haslewood rides with John Hampden,” she replied.


  So that was it. Her relations with her father’s family at the manor were nearly as full of sparks and prickles as her dealings with her mother’s family down by the camp fire, but she was fanatically loyal. Her loyalty to both strains in her blood, and her refusal to break with either, were responsible for the isolation in which she lived; they and the power that was in her, for people felt awe of her power.


  “And you?” she asked challengingly.


  “I have no politics,” he said briefly. “You expect company?”


  “Yes,” she said. “You.”


  “But you did not know of my coming.”


  “However far away you are I always know when you turn towards me. If it is only your thoughts that turn, my thoughts too have only the one haven, but if it is your body also, with the distance between us lessening with every passing minute, then my heart grows lighter with every step you take. On the morning of the day that you will come there is no heaviness left in me.”


  In this sort of knowledge she was entirely Romany. Though the love between them was equal, he had no knowledge of it when in absence her thoughts turned his way. He felt himself a clod beside her, yet he delighted in being her foil; as the earth might delight in the contrast between itself and the green fern rooted in its homeliness. “I miss your green gown,” he said.


  She pushed him gently from her. “I have supper to get. In the room above you will find all you need put ready. Here is hot water for you.”


  She poured water from the kettle into a pewter jug and carrying it he unlatched a cupboard-like door and climbed up the steep dark stairs that led to the room above. It was not Froniga’s room, which led out of it, but was used by her as a storeroom. A few early apples lay in rows on the floor and bunches of winter cherry and honesty, that Froniga called herb of the moon, hung from nails in the rafters. The silver and orange gleamed in the light of the rising moon, seen through the window, and moonlight washed the floor. Yoben caught his breath. After a parting, well known rooms and familiar places take on such fresh beauty that one might be looking at them for the first time. A small truckle-bed stood under one of the dormer windows, for Froniga often had sick children under her care, and on it lay a finely laundered white shirt. On a table beside it stood a basin and ewer, soap and a towel, two silver-backed brushes, a candle in a pewter candlestick and a tinderbox. On the wall above hung a small steel mirror.


  He lit the candle and made a fastidious toilet. In his roving life he could keep clean after a fashion, for he was healthy enough to enjoy bathing in running streams, but a tinker’s trade is not of the cleanest and Madona was too old and Alamina too lazy to enjoy the washing of shirts. Froniga knew what a luxury her father’s shirts and brushes were to him. The towel he used smelt of the woodruff that she kept among her linen and the soap of the oil of roses used in its making. The water was rainwater, soft as silk, the fine linen of the shirt almost as soft as the water to his chafed skin. He lingered over his toilet, to give Froniga time for her preparations. All that she did was done to perfection, but though she was competent she was not quick and hated to be hurried. When he went downstairs again lighted candles stood on the kitchen table and she was ladling broth out of the pot that hung on a hook over the fire, with her big white apron tied over a green gown.


  “Now that’s better,” he said with satisfaction. “I do not know you in the sober dove colours.”


  “You prefer me in parrot colour?” she asked, setting his bowl of broth before him. “Or in yaffingale scarlet? I have something in common with a yaffingale, I think, for I like to laugh, but though I have plenty of vanity I hope I am not as bad as the parrot, who must always be drawing attention to himself with his ‘Pretty Poll’.”


  “Durer and Van Eyck would sometimes set a parrot in the corner of their pictures of the Blessed Virgin,” said Yoben as she took her own bowl and sat down opposite to him. “In the Middle Ages the grass-green parrot was one of the symbols of the Queen of Heaven, who bestowed on man an endless spring. . . . But I’m telling you what you knew long ago?” he asked in sudden humble anxiety. He was so accustomed to conversation with Alamina’s children that when he was with Froniga he would forget how great was her own store of information.


  “No, I did not know that,” she said. Then she looked up, her eyes dancing. “But I am now a Puritan, Yoben, and would scorn to wear green in honour of the lady upon whom you bestow such idolatrous titles.”


  Fierce anger flamed in his eyes. “If you must hide your hair under the hideous cap must you put your mind in bondage also?” he asked. “When I came here last you were a woman of tolerance.”


  She looked at him in surprise, for she had never known him lose either his courtesy or his temper. She could lose her temper, but he, she had always thought, was the most patient man on earth. And now he was really angry, with that hurt anger which a man feels when a blow had been struck at his deepest beliefs. Yet even as she looked at him with astonishment the angry light went from his eyes and they were gentle as ever. “Forgive me, Froniga,” he said.


  She smiled, lifted his hands to her head with the gesture of a queen about to remove her crown and took off her cap. Her hair had only been loosely rolled up inside it and fell on her shoulders, black and shining. He had not seen her with her hair loose before and he gazed at her with a boy’s shy awe. Aware of her beauty, she lifted her hair about her like a cloak. It was unusual hair, straight but curling at the ends. Something like panic took hold of him, and he got up quickly and pulled the curtains across the windows,


  “Yoben,” she said, “I do not care if the whole world sees us here together.”


  “It was not that,” he said. “War makes men and women fanatical and your appearance just now would commend itself to no Puritan.”


  But it was not entirely that either. Straight hair curling at the tips and long-tailed eyes were the recognised marks of a witch, and he had seen many a witch hunt in his time. “Never let your hair down again,” he said curtly. “It’s not safe.”


  She looked at him keenly and turned the talk to trivial things until she had him laughing at her racily told anecdotes and enjoying the good food. He did not despise gypsy fare. Snails are good to eat in winter, taken in a hard frost behind the stumps of trees, salted and made into broth, and hedgehog flesh is tender as chicken, but Froniga’s broth of herbs and vegetables, her bread and cheese and syllabub, were fit for a king, and with the enjoyment of a boy and the elegance of a king he ate of them. As they talked she thought how strange, and how maddening it was that she should have loved this fastidious, knowledgeable, gentle and cultured man for ten years and still not have the slightest idea who he was, where he had come from or why he had chosen to turn himself into a gypsy tinker.


  Their meal finished, she cleared the table and they sat together on the settle by the fire. Usually after a parting they had much to talk about, but tonight, though there was no less of love, there was a shadow of constraint, and she felt she could not bear it. She got up, took the harebells from the pot on the table and brought them to him. “Our Lady’s Thimbles, that bloom in her honour,” she said gently. “And they reproach me, Yoben. I spoke carelessly just now.”


  He took her hands, still holding the flowers, and kissed them, then put the harebells into the button hole of his old jerkin. The hurt was healed, but there was still a shadow.


  “You have no love for Puritans?” she asked.


  “I have no politics,” he said again.


  “But you have sympathies, and they are not with us.”


  “Need we speak of this?”


  “Yes, we must, Yoben. Because of this war you think one way and I another, and I can’t bear it.”


  He took her hands again. “You must, my dear. What else is there to do? Do you expect to convert me?”


  “Leading your roving life, you do not understand what has been happening in the country,” she said. “Do you think good men would fight their King unless they were forced to it? They have tried the other ways, and they were useless. Do you want to see England without her Parliament? Only Parliament can preserve the liberties of the people, but the King would rule alone, without Parliament.”


  “You speak by the book, Froniga,” said Yoben. “You have been well taught.”


  She was suddenly angry. “Do you admire tyrants?” she asked. “And the King is pro-Papist. If he gets his way in England we shall have the fires of Smithfield again, and be at the mercy of Spain.”


  “The fine phrases roll out well,” said Yoben drily. They were both silent, fighting their anger, but their hands still clung together. Yoben recovered first. “It has come upon us,” he said.


  “I know,” she said impatiently. “Is it only today you realise we are at war?”


  “I don’t mean the war,” he said. “I mean our time of judgement, yours and mine. These scourges that come upon us, wars and disasters of all sorts, they’re the retribution that the sin of the world pulls down upon itself, and collectively we’re all guilty, though individually we may be innocent. Men choose one side or the other, making the best choice that they can with the knowledge that they have. Yet they know little, and the turns and twists of war are incalculable. They may fight for a righteous cause and yet at the end of it all have become as evil as their enemies, or they may in error espouse an evil cause and in defence of it grow better men than they were before. And so the one war becomes each man’s private war, fought out within his own nature. In the last resort that’s what matters to him, Froniga. In the testing of the times did he win or lose his soul? That’s his judgement.”


  His voice trailed away into a silence heavy with dread and sorrow. Froniga drew her hands gently from his and sat looking into the fire. Why must he treat her in this way? Why, year after year, must he withhold his confidence from her? How can one soul help another’s darkness with only conjecture for a candle? In the depth of her love for him there was an anger that had nothing to do with the war. He had refused her all the satisfactions of love. He was neither husband, lover nor intimate friend. He was simply a man arriving from nowhere as the fancy took him to talk about green parrots, and then vanishing into nowhere again, and that was supposed to satisfy her. She did not know which type of man was the most selfish, the sensual man who used a woman until she was broken, or the intellectual who demanded her sympathy yet defrauded her of her rights until she withered like a plant denied the sun and rain. Her anger died and she was suddenly ashamed. Both were weak men, yet both were men in need, and that was the plight of every human being born into this world. There was no remedy except mutually to accept the one and give to the other. And if this was a time of judgement, it was no time for sitting in judgement upon the failings of another, and that one the dearest to one’s heart upon the earth. She must do the best that she could with her small candle of conjecture.


  “One life knows many judgements,” she said. “They are like the chapters in a book. What if every chapter but the last is one of defeat? The last can redeem it all. And God knows the heart that in its weakness longs for Him. Patient still, He adds another chapter, and then another, and then in the hour of victory closes the book.”


  He smiled, and she knew with gladness that she had taken the right path with her candle. “You always know where the salve is needed,” he said. “If we could all see the hidden wounds of others as clearly as you do, ‘Love your enemies’ would not be so hard a command to keep.”


  She gave a sudden cry. “Don’t speak of enemies, Yoben!”


  “You’ve only just realised it?” he asked.


  “Yes,” she said. “And now it’s your turn to comfort me.”


  “There’s comfort,” he said. “It’s this. If the large conflict divides us, the smaller one unites us, and it is the smaller one that is the greatest in God’s sight.”


  He got up to go. He had stayed only a short while, but the usual light-hearted hour that they spent together by the fire was not possible tonight. He took her in his arms and they clung together. He whispered something about another meeting and then withdrew himself and went away. She did not go with him through the garden, as was her custom, but stayed where she was, listening to his footfall on the flagged path by the well. He might come again tomorrow, or the day after, but things would not again be as they had been. So this was civil war. She had not known it was so bitter.


  Yoben walked back over the field towards the distant glow of the camp fire. The dew had fallen and silvered the grass almost as brightly as starlight washed the sky. The planets blazed above him, and he stopped and looked up at them. The constancy of those great lights, sometimes veiled for a season and then disclosed again, lifted his mind from sadness and discouragement. Were night to be always lightless, life itself would be that much darker. He could remember nights in prison made endurable by the stars seen through the small barred window, and other times when moonlight in a room where he lay sleepless had seemed to lift him on a tide of peace. His was a mind that had always needed symbols. Cut off from the sacraments of religion, he had clung to those of nature. In the stillness he could hear an owl hooting and the distant bark of a dog, but no other sound. In a world so still it was hard to believe in the reality of war.


  When he reached the camp only Madona was still sitting by the fire. The three loves of her life were now her great-grandchildren, Yoben and warmth. When she was not caring for the children she would sometimes nod by the fire all day, but at night she would become wakeful and alert and her mind would wander back over the long ways of the past, her own and that of her people, and in the light of her memory events that had once been bitter were so no longer. Yoben loved to sit by the fire with her at night and share the richness of the purged and sweetened past.


  “Life is good by the fire, Yoben,” she said, as he sat down beside her. “It’s good to have fire when the days draw in.” She picked up a handful of fir cones and threw them on the embers, and in the light of the flames he could see the opening of her tent just beside them and within it the three children, Dinki, Meriful and Cinderella, lying asleep under her brown cloak. Waking or sleeping they seemed always under that cloak; except when they were away in the woods and fields, when the old woman would sit disconsolate, the folds of the cloak drooping from her shoulders like broken wings. Without Madona the children would have been comfortless indeed, for their mother Alamina took her duties to her offspring as lightly as she had come by them.


  Yoben took off his own cloak and put it round Madona’s shoulders, for she had nothing to keep her warm but the tattered remnants of an old red shawl, and at their backs the night was growing chill. She raised her arm, with that protective gesture he knew so well, and lifted the cloak about his shoulders also. It had been made for him in the days when his body had been more adequately covered with flesh than it was now, and with Madona a wraith there was room for both. She laughed happily and pointed to the glowing fir cones. “Fire flowers,” she said. “Nothing more fair to see.” He smiled, watching them a moment where they lay in their glowing nest, each bract delicately outlined in golden fire. About them licked small tongues of flame, blue and crocus-coloured. No, there was nothing more fair to see, unless it was the night sky above them; or Madona’s face in the glow of the flames.


  Madona Heron was eighty years old and had a face of transmuted tragedy. Ten years ago it had expressed only the nobility of selfless endurance, but now it expressed also peace and delight. For nearly a lifetime she had endured without complaint every sort of ill-treatment from her husband Piramus, a man of violent temper and cunning cruelty, she had borne many children and mourned the deaths of most of them, she had put up with cold and exhaustion, near-starvation, persecution, in a perpetual cycle, and taken it all as merely her lot. And now her long patience had brought her at last to the point where the sense of personal struggle ceases for a soul and she is passive and at rest in other keeping than her own. Madona lived now as though lifted above life. Piramus no longer ill-treated her because he got no kick out of it; she was detached as a cloud in the sky. As she never considered herself at all, she was unaware of what had happened to her; she only knew that life was good. Yet she did not, like so many old people, cling to life, because she clung to nothing. Yoben, understanding where she stood, rejoiced in her joy. It was so seldom that a soul lived long enough in this world to attain such heights in a body that allowed her to enjoy her peace. For, say what men would who had never so suffered, detachment from severe physical pain was impossible unless the body died under the torture. It was when the iron touched your own flesh—your flesh—he wrenched his mind back to Madona. She had never ailed more than a little. Her black eyes were still clear and bright, and though she was frail as a brown autumn leaf she held herself upright and still moved with ease. Her face was very thin and the fine bones showed clearly through the wrinkled skin, the firelight glinting on the outlines of the high cheekbones, aquiline nose and square chin and showing pits of shadow about the sunken eyes and in the hollowed cheeks. Froniga might one day look like Madona if she lived as long and selflessly. In the silence that had fallen between them he remembered Froniga coming in warm and glowing in her white cap and grey gown, and then Froniga in the green dress with her black hair tumbling on her shoulders.


  “Is it well with my sister’s child?” asked Madona.


  “It is well,” said Yoben, and then added for the hundredth time, “but it would be better if you and she could be known to each other.”


  To this Madona replied for the hundredth time, gently and inexorably. “Her mother married a gorgio. Her mother broke the Romany law and thereafter dared to wear a green gown. No Romany who breaks the law must ever again wear a green gown.”


  “It is not justice to punish Froniga for her mother’s fault,” pleaded Yoben yet again.


  “Let her redeem her mother’s fault by leaving the house dwellers and becoming a true Romanitshel and I will take her to my heart,” said Madona.


  “But the house dwellers are also her people, her father’s people,” said Yoben.


  But Madona had the gypsy’s fine disdain for everyone not connected with the Romany world. “I spit upon her father’s people,” she said serenely.


  Yoben, as before, gave it up. Madona was the greatest woman he had ever known, or ever would know, but in matters of religion she was a fanatic, and the Romany law was her religion.


  “It is a fair moon,” he said, changing the subject to one very near her heart. “And the stars like glow-worms up there.”


  Madona turned her face up to the sky and the diklo fell back from her straggling white hair. Her lips parted and the outlines of her face softened as she smiled. She adored the moon. She gloried in all the works of God, but in making the moon she thought He had surpassed Himself. One of the things she enjoyed about Yoben was that he listened when she talked of the moon. The other men did not. To them it was no more than a useful light to go poaching by. Only Yoben agreed with her that moonrise was a lovelier thing even than dayspring, and that it was natural that the old should wish to live long enough to see just once more that silver light pouring from the sky.


  “Nearing the full,” said Madona, “and the weather set fair. Night after night now she’ll show us the dearie things of earth, the fields fashioned of light and the trees from darkness; we’ll not lose them.”


  “Tell me about her,” said Yoben. “Tell me as you tell the children.”


  “You’ve heard me telling the children as many times as there are stars in the sky,” said Madona.


  “Once more,” pleaded Yoben, knowing how she loved to follow the gypsy role of storytelling, and flung some more cones on the fire, so that the flames leaped up again. Madona replaced her diklo and spread her hands to the blaze. They were so thin that the light seemed to shine through them.


  “The Sun was lonely,” she began in her deep husky voice, half-intoning the words. “The great are always alone, poor souls, sad and alone in greatness, and who more lonely than the Sun? Only the Sun, driving his chariot through the fields of heaven. So many thousands living in his light, but only the one Sun. In his loneliness he thought he would take him a wife, and for nine long years he drove his nine great horses through heaven and around the world, but neither in the fields of the one nor the other, neither among the stars nor the flowers, did he see a maiden as lovely as his sister Helen with the silver hair. The more he looked at her the more he loved her, for indeed the Lord God never made a creature fairer than she. But when he asked her to marry him she said, ‘Sun, my brother, your purity lights the world. If we commit this sin there will be darkness upon the face of the earth.’ And she turned her face from his midday splendour and withdrew herself.


  “So the Sun drove up and up the steep of heaven until he came to the throne of the Lord God (sanctified in heaven and upon the earth), and there he bowed himself and poured out the gold flood of his supplication, begging that he might have his sister Helen to be his wife. And the Lord God took him by the hand and led him into hell, and the Sun covered his bright face with his hands and could not look upon the desolation of that place. And then the Lord God took him into Paradise, and he stretched out his arms, and his heart was near breaking for the beauty and the peace. And then the Lord God led him back into the fields of the sky and they stood there together and the Lord God said, ‘Choose’. And the Sun looked up and saw Helen afar off, and he said, ‘Hell’.


  “But the Lord God (sanctified in heaven and upon the earth) was not minded that the fair world He had lifted out of darkness into light should be plunged again into the bitter cold by the sin of a man and a woman, and stretching His hand across Heaven, He took Helen and flung her into the sea, and she became a silver fish, beautiful and delicate, sickle-shaped, swimming this way and that and giving light to the monsters of the deep. Then the Sun rose and blazed across heaven, descending pale with grief towards the west, where, plunging into the sea, he went to look for his beloved among the monsters of the deep. Then the Lord God (sanctified in heaven and upon the earth) took Helen in His hand and tossed her into the sky again, and she hung there, delicate and pale, a sickle curve of trembling light. The Lord God spoke, and the earth shook, and the mountains bowed their heads, and the stars hid their faces. ‘Golden Sun and silver Moon, for eternity you must follow each other with your eyes through space without meeting in the fields of heaven. Then will your purity endure for ever, lighting the world. But you will wander for ever. There will be no respite for you, Sun and Moon.’”


  Madona had been a harpist and singer in her youth, and her music still lived in her plaintive storytelling. Yoben sat silently when she had finished, thinking of these people whom he had adopted as his own, and of this story of theirs. How old was it? Some seven hundred years ago, it was thought, the Romany people had travelled from North-West India, bringing that story with them. They had journeyed through Persia, Armenia and Greece, gathering words from the languages of those countries into their own beautiful language, one of the eight Indian languages of the Aryan stock. They had spread themselves through all the countries of Europe, and in every country, it seemed, they had a different story to tell of where they had come from and how they had got there. Madona knew many of these legends and had told them to Yoben and the children, but they had all grown from the sun and moon story, they were all variations of the theme of penitent pilgrims destined to wander because they had sinned. “We expiate our sin,” they had said to the Emperor Sigismund, and to the Pope too when they had journeyed into Italy. “Wandering, we expiate our sin.” It was in the hope that in sharing their wandering he might expiate his own that Yoben had joined them. He had been a young man then and now he was old, and the end was not yet. His heart would have failed him had he known it would be so long.


  Eleven tolled from the church tower among the trees. “Will you not sleep, Madona?” he asked.


  “Here by the fire,” she said.


  He replenished the fire, fetched from her tent an armful of the dried river mint and hay that was her bedding and helped her to lie down upon it, covered with his cloak. She often had a fancy for sleeping in the open. Her body had been so toughened by endurance that cold dews and night airs caused her no discomfort, and out in the open she could see the moon.


  Yoben stepped over the sleeping children in the tent and sat down beside them. He was not yet ready for sleep. He sat and watched them with mingled love and exasperation where they lay cuddled upon the heap of bedstraw, thyme and sweet wood-sorrel that Madona herself had picked and dried to make their bed; for it was upon bedstraw, thyme and woodruff that the Holy Babe had lain in the manger and Madona hoped (unavailingly) that upon such bedding holy dreams might visit them for their edification. But Dinki, Meriful and Cinderella were impervious to edification.


  Dinki and Meriful were five and seven years old and Cinderella was four. They were nut-brown, and the two younger ones were plump as young partridges. The firelight flickered over their sleeping faces, touching the rounded curves of their dusky cheeks with colour and glinting in the shadows of their hair. By day their hair was seen to be as full of dust and foreign bodies as a last-year’s bird’s nest, and of much the same consistency, but by night the tousled soft dark rings had a mysterious beauty. Awake they looked the imps of mischief that they were, but asleep, with their sparkling black eyes closed and the long curling lashes lying on their cheeks in their own deep shadow, their faces had an angelic pathos. Cinderella had her thumb in her mouth. Her hand looked like a fat little pin-cushion of acorn-coloured satin, with five dimples in the fatness where the knuckles were. Dinki had pillowed a flushed apple cheek on a palm so dirty that it looked black. Meriful had thrust a slim brown foot from beneath the cloak. It was clean, for he had been paddling in the dew pond, and was entwined with spray of Convolvulus. He only of the children was slim and delicately made, and already tall for his age. Asleep, his aquiline face looked proud as that of a young Pharaoh, yet gentle and pathetic too. Awake, he was the worst of the three. Yoben sighed and drew a fold of the cloak over the beautiful foot that he had last encountered as it kicked him in the shins. The bruises were still painful. Parental chastisement was needed, but the fatherhood of the children being uncertain, it had been allowed to lapse. Yoben was the only person, apart from Madona, who regarded Meriful, Dinki and Cinderella as being of any importance, and Madona was too old now to be much of a disciplinarian. She got most of the love and Yoben most of the kicks. But he was not unloved. Stirring in his sleep, Meriful flung out a hand that lighted on Yoben’s. It stayed there, clenched firmly upon his thumb.


  With his free hand Yoben took a shabby book from his pocket and held it so that the light of the moon and the fire fell upon the worn yellow pages. Yet he scarcely needed the light, for he had said the words day by day for such an eternity of time that he could have said them in his sleep. As he prayed he was aware of the eternal ascension of earth’s praise, the adoration not of men only but of all created things. One was even more aware of it in silence and stillness than when the birds were singing and the trees bowing to the wind. He lost himself in it and the children came with him; he drew them with him in their sleep, Meriful holding to his hand.


  “Laudate pueri Dominum: laudati nomen Domini,” he murmured. “Praise the Lord, ye children: praise ye the name of the Lord.”


  “Sit nomen Domini benedictum: ex hoc nunc, et usque in saeculum.


  “A solis ortu usque ad occasum: laudabile nomen Domini.”


  When midnight struck from the church tower he put the book away, gently disengaged his hand from Meriful’s and lay down beside him. But though the flow of praise still held him, giving him peace, he could not sleep. Beyond the peace his anxiety for Froniga waited, and the times were evil.


  Deeply anxious for him, she could not sleep either. She got up from her green-curtained bed and, wrapped in her cloak, leaned at the open window of her room, and almost instantly she was happier. The vast dome of the sky, arched from horizon to horizon over the heathland, would have been terrifying but for the moonlight that rained down with such gentleness upon the flatness of the crouching earth. The beauty that emerged from the flatness, her plum tree set with stars, the shapes of distant woods, the tower of the church rising from the churchyard yews and the faint glow of flame from the camp fire down in the dingle, seemed to Froniga to have been drawn upwards by the moonlight as flowers are by the sun. But sunlight can tarnish, while this beneficence gave to all it shone upon a quality of unchangeableness. The plum tree in bright sunshine was of the earth, but in this moonlight its ebony and silver had an immortal look, as though it were not a tree but a spirit. Froniga had been told that to the blind moonlight has sound, and shutting her eyes for a moment she wondered what that sound could be. Music, brought down from the stars? A chime of far-away voices, like friends greeting each other in another world? Or a murmuring of reassurance, like the wind before the dawn? Something like that, some visitation of eternity giving a meaning to the flux of things.


  Her eyes still closed she became aware of distant sound stealing into the silence, a rhythmic muffled beat, heard and then not heard, that might have been the rolling of a drum. Only the sound had an eerie quality that did not seem earthly. She listened intently and found herself listening only to the silence. “A running that could not be seen of skipping beasts.” Then it came again, very faintly, and this time it might have been summer rain visiting the leaves, then more strongly, and the light rain had become a storm that was still on the far side of the heath. And then it was the skipping beasts again, running, coming nearer. She opened her eyes and her heart missed a beat with terror, for it was the unicorn galloping across the heath, his tossed mane silver in the moonlight, his silver hoofs scarcely touching the milky whiteness of the field. With white neck arched he wheeled round almost beneath her window, with two other dark shapes galloping after him. One gave a shrill neigh that was like a trumpet call and then all three pounded away again into the distance. She laughed, for they were gypsy pack-ponies, one white pony and two black ones, who by day were bony unkempt creatures hardly worth the stealing. But by moonlight, as horses do, they came into their own and showed themselves as creatures more akin to it than men are, mystical beasts before whom a man by night can feel afraid.


  Froniga stood where she was until she could hear them no longer, and wondered if it was Yoben now who was listening to the sound of the skipping beasts. She went back to her bed and lay down, seeing nothing now from her high window but a cluster of stars. In the stillness she was aware of the ascension of earth’s praise. She was not a woman who prayed very often, but she prayed now, not in her own words but in words to whose beauty the repetition of the ages had given an almost starry lustre.


  “Praise the Lord, ye children: praise ye the name of the Lord.


  “Blessed be the name of the Lord: from henceforth, now, and for ever.


  “From the rising of the sun unto the going down of the same: the name of the Lord is worthy of praise.”


  She spoke the words aloud, again and again, and soon she was asleep.


  CHAPTER III


  MARGARET


  Margaret Haslewood was dressed before seven o’clock the next morning, seated in front of her mirror and coiling her corn-coloured hair into a knot at the back of her head. Her hair was her great beauty and it was with a sense of exasperation that she hid it beneath her big white linen cap. She had looked pretty in the old days when she had dressed her hair in ringlets about her face and worn beribboned gowns and rustling stiff silk petticoats that had helped to support her always tottering self-confidence. She was a slight, pale woman, past her first youth, and the plain gowns that Robert her husband insisted upon now he was a Puritan made her look like one of her own servants. She found it difficult to order them about nowadays and she was blighted by her cap. Her cousin-in-law, Froniga Haslewood (she disliked using the gypsy form of Veronica, but Froniga insisted on it), was more than past her first youth but was not in the least blighted by her cap, and wore her grey gown with such an air that she would have cowed any number of servants; only, as is the way of things in this contrary world, she had none to cow. “There’s one thing,” thought Margaret, “if the clothes don’t suit me as well as they do Froniga the—the—rest of it—suits me much better. Froniga to call herself a Puritan! There was a man at her house last night, Biddy says. She brings shame upon us all and upon the Cause for which we fight.”


  Margaret had only the vaguest idea what that was, for she had not much head for politics. She doubted if her husband had either, and he had taken no interest in them until that day when he had heard that the King had imprisoned John Hampden. Charles’s extravagance had involved him in such financial straits that he had imposed a forced loan upon his subjects. It was illegal and John Hampden would not pay it. Robert had exploded into rage, not so much because of the unconstitutional behaviour of the King as because he had dared to lay a finger on John Hampden, who had been Robert’s hero since they had been at the Grammar School at Thame together and Hampden, the senior boy in the school, had shown kindness to the terrified new boy. Robert’s parents had not known that the boys must provide their own candles at school, and that first cold winter morning, when the bell rang for work at six o’clock, he had had no light to con his Latin by. He had wept, seven years old and parted from his mother for the first time, and John Hampden had comforted him and shared his own candle with him. It was an action typical of him. Robert was a hero-worshipper and from then onwards he had been Hampden’s man.


  Through the years of his boyhood and young manhood he had worshipped from a distance, for the wealthy Buckinghamshire landowner, with a descent nobler than that of the King himself, was far removed from the humble country squire, but he had estates in Oxfordshire and after his release from prison Robert saw him sometimes and came more and more under his influence. Hampden’s beliefs became his beliefs, and his beliefs Margaret’s, so far as she could make head or tail of them. The trouble between the King and a large section of his people, she understood, was both political and religious. Politically Hampden and John Pym and the men who stood with them maintained that the King had no right to execute policies which ran counter to the advice of Parliament, or to dissolve Parliament as and when he wished. Religiously, the Calvinist doctrine of the equality of all men before God, held by the Puritans, could not be reconciled with Charles’s belief in special divinity resident in the person of the King. The choice, Robert would tell Margaret, was thus inescapable, for it was between justice and injustice, tyranny and liberty.
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