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DEDICATED TO


MY FATHER


Here now have you, most dear, and most worthy to be most dear Sir, this idle work of mine; which, I fear, like the spider’s web, will be thought fitter to be swept away than worn to any other purpose. But you desired me to do it, and your desire to my heart is an absolute commandment.


PHILIP SIDNEY.        




NOTE


IT is impossible to live in an old city and not ask oneself continually, what was it like years ago? What were the men and women and children like who lived in my home centuries ago, and what were their thoughts and their actions as they lived out their lives day by day in the place where I live mine now? This story is the result of such questions, but I would ask pardon for the many mistakes that must have been made by a writer as ignorant as I am. Three mistakes I have made knowingly. The Leighs are an imaginary family, whom I have set down in the house at that time occupied by Canon Westphaling. The book of manners for children, quoted in Chapter Three, is a real book, and is to be found in the South Kensington Museum, but it is later in date than the date of this story. Worst of all, I have been guilty of bringing Philip Sidney up to Christ Church several months too early.
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MAY-DAY




SPRING, THE SWEET Spring, is the year’s pleasant king;


Then blooms each thing, then maids dance in a ring,


Cold doth not sting, the pretty birds do sing:


Cuckoo, jug-jug, pu-we, to-witta-woo!


The fields breath sweet, the daisies kiss our feet,


Young lovers meet, old wives a-sunning sit;


In every street these tunes our ears do greet:


Cuckoo, jug-jug, pu-we, to-witta-woo!


Spring, the sweet Spring!


THOMAS NASHE.





1.


THE first gray of dawn stole mysteriously into a dark world, so gradually that it did not seem as though day banished night, it seemed rather that night itself was slowly transfigured into something fresh and new.


So shall I be changed, whispered a dirty, ragged boy who lay on a pile of dried bracken, two books beneath his head for a pillow, within a gypsy tent, and he sat up and grinned broadly at the queer gray twilight that stood like a friend in the narrow doorway. He had been awake for an hour or more, waiting to welcome this day, and now it had come upon him unawares, stealing into the world as though it were something quite trivial instead of the most important thing that had ever happened to him.


He got up and went to it, tucking his two books under his arm and picking his way cautiously over the recumbent forms of the six children and five dogs who had been his bedfellows through the night … And a wild wet night it had been, the last of the stormy nights that usher in the spring, or he would never have exchanged a sweet-smelling and wholesome ditch for the vile stench of the suffocating tent … To come out of it into the new day was like plunging head over heels into a clear bath of ice-cold water.


It had been dark when the gypsies arrived at their camping place the night before and the boy had seen nothing of it but the smooth trunks of the beeches lit by the glow of their fire, and the javelins of the rain that spun by in the night beyond the shelter of the trees. The wind had been wild and high and there had been a tumult in the branches over their heads like the tumult of the sea. It was winter’s death agony and the boy had trembled as he lay listening to it, suddenly afraid of the world in which he found himself and the life that lay before him; hearing rumors of pain and grief in the drip of the rain from sodden trees and a prophesying of disaster in the clamor of the storm that had swept up so suddenly out of the darkness and filled the vault of the night with its power … He had fallen asleep still trembling, and waked up in the pitch black of the hour before dawn to a stillness so deep and so perfect that even to breathe had seemed a desecration. It had seemed wrong to be alive in this depth of silence and darkness, and he had understood how at this hour more than at any other sick men yield themselves to death … And then, imperceptibly, it was death and winter that yielded, and life and the spring stood at the door and beckoned.


Outside in the chill mist he greeted again the things that belong to the morning; the strong crooks of the young bracken pushing up out of the wet earth, the new crinkled leaves that stained the mist over his head to a faint green, and the sudden uprush of joy in his own heart. He was poor and ragged and dirty and hungry, but what did that matter? He was in Shotover Forest, within a few miles of Oxford and the end of his pilgrimage, and in a short while he would see the city of his dreams, the city that was to change him from a disreputable young vagabond into the most renowned scholar of sixteenth-century England … Or so he thought … And the gift of faith was his in full measure, together with a good brain and a certain amount of cheek, so perhaps he was right.


The ghostly trees dropped raindrops on his head and the undergrowth drenched him to the skin as he pushed his way through to the bridle path that followed the crest of Shotover. He stumbled across it and came to a field that curved sharply over the brow of a hill. It was dotted over with low gorse bushes that he would have thought were crouching animals but for the faint scent that came from them. Here he felt himself to be high up on the roof of the world, with the quiet shapes of pines and beech trees looming up behind him and in front of him, circling round the hill on which he stood, a valley filled with mist. Here he stopped to wait for the sunrise. It was the first of May, and winter had died in the storm of the previous night, so he knew it would be a sunrise worth waiting for.


Suddenly, from high over his head, a lark, the plowman’s clock, sang a quick stave of song, and from the unseen woods below, a robin called. The heaven had cried out for joy, and the earth had answered, and between the two the smell of the gorse rose up like ascending prayer and linked them together. Music and scent were alive once more in the world; only color tarried, waiting upon the sun.


It came slowly. The mist that had been as thick as sorrow became tenuous and frail. It had been gray like the rain but now it was opaltinted. The green of the woods was in it, and the blue of the sky, and there was a hint of rose color that told of the fires of the earth, of the sun and the warmth of daily living.


The light grew yet stronger and showed Faithful that his valley was filled with trees and backed by low hills. He followed the curve of it with his eyes until they reached a certain spot to the right that the gypsies had told him of, where they stayed, his heart looking through them as though the eyes of a lover saw his mistress.


Gradually, with the same mysterious slowness with which night had changed to day, towers rose out of the mist, and he looked down from the heights of Shotover upon the city of Oxford. It could not be real, he thought. It was a fragile city spun out of dreams, so small that he could have held it on the palm of his hand and blown it away into silver mist. It was not real. He had dreamed of it for so long that now, when he looked down at the valley, the mist formed itself into towers and spires that would vanish under the sun the moment he shut his eyes … He shut his eyes, opened them, and the towers were still there.


2.


Having proved the city’s reality he suddenly became rather unpleasantly conscious of his own. He had felt, as he gazed on the beauty all round him, at one with it and so beautiful too, but now he remembered that no amount of spiritual union with beauty has the slightest effect upon one’s own personal appearance … More’s the pity … The moment when one remembers this is the death knell of any moment of exaltation … He was still himself, Faithful Crocker. He wiped his nose on the back of his hand and had a good look at as much of himself as he was able to see, and the sight was not reassuring. His jerkin, made of coarse brown frieze, was dirty, and so torn that his elbows showed through the holes, and as for his shoes, he had walked them to pieces and they were kept in place on his swollen, bruised feet by strips of dirty rag. It was many weeks since he and a looking-glass had come face to face but it was too much to hope that there had been any change for the better between then and now, and it was with gloom that he recollected what he had last seen … A boy of fourteen with a head far too large for the puny body it was set upon, a round face pitted with smallpox, a snub nose, a large mouth with a front tooth missing, and a shock of rough, dust-colored hair that stuck out in plumes over the large ears that did not lie flat against the head but projected at the side in a very distressing manner. Would Oxford, when this creature presented itself at the gates of the city, be impressed? … Faithful feared not.


Yet, though he did not know it, he was attractive. The Creator, when He thought good to take Faithful out of eternity and cast him upon the earth, had taken him out of the same box as the baby donkeys and the penguins, and his ugliness had an endearing quality that made it almost as valuable as beauty … And he had a few good points … His fine mind declared itself in a wide clear forehead that the smallpox had not touched, his gray eyes had that expression of peace that is noticeable in those who know their own minds, and the good humor of his grin was the most disarming thing in the world.


From gloomy consideration of his personal appearance Faithful let his thoughts slip back over his equally disreputable past. It held, he felt, only one qualification that fitted him to present himself at the city down below, and that was his passionate love of learning. He had pursued it from his cradle. He had been hitting his nurse over the head with a hornbook, so said his father, at an age when most infants were brandishing rattles, and he could lisp out sentences from Virgil when other children were still entangled in their A.B.C. When as a small boy he became a scholar at Saint Paul’s, Westminster, where his father was a master, he was hailed as a prodigy, and his path seemed to stretch straight and easy before him, winding over hill and dale to Oxford, that goal of pilgrimage to which came rich men, poor men, saints and sinners to drink deep of the well of learning … Or at least so thought Faithful, ignorant as yet how many other things could be drunk deep of within the walls of the city of dreams.


But poor Faithful had no luck, for his father, an improvident and tiresome person who had already done Faithful an injury by giving him for a mother a slut out of the streets whom he had not bothered to marry, now got himself dismissed for petty theft and then died, leaving Faithful entirely alone in the world and with no possessions at all except his clothes, a cat, his father’s Virgil and a tattered copy of Foxe’s “Book of Martyrs.” Faithful’s subsequent adventures would have filled an entire book. He, the cat, Virgil and the Martyrs went on the streets together and proceeded to pick a living as best they could. The cat who, like all cats, was a snob, soon decided to better herself and took service with an alderman, but Virgil and the Martyrs, hung round his neck in a bag, stuck to Faithful, and together they washed pots at taverns, swept chimneys, cleaned windows and carted garbage. At one time they fell in with a performing dog and ran a little theatrical performance of their own with him; Faithful standing on his head with Virgil balanced on his feet and the dog standing on his hind legs with the Martyrs balanced on his nose. Another time they, like Shakespeare in his bad days, were employed to hold the horses outside a genuine theater; but the poor dog got kicked and died of it and Faithful had not the heart to go on. Yet he did not become embittered by these experiences; on the contrary, they did him good. His great gift, that peacefulness that could create an oasis of calm about himself and other people wherever he might be, stood him in good stead even when stuck halfway up a chimney, and his amazing intellect fed itself on every experience that came his way. But nevertheless he was not contented. He still wanted above all things to be a scholar and go to Oxford, and standing on his head in the street did not seem likely to get him there.


Then quite suddenly he decided that he would walk to Oxford, risking starvation and death by the way; and here his luck came full circle back again for, with Virgil and the Martyrs still hanging round his neck, he was able to attach himself in the capacity of valet to the person of a famous bear who was traveling from inn yard to inn yard for the bear baiting. Unfortunately halfway to Oxford his path and that of the bear diverged and he had to go on by himself, begging his way and suffering horribly from the cold, until he fell in with some kind-hearted gypsies and tramped with them as far as Shotover … And now here he was … How he was to find a friend who would tell him how to become a scholar, or where he was to find the gold to buy his books and clothes, he did not know. He just hoped, with that confident hope of childhood that is as strong as faith, and which was still his despite his fourteen years, that the friend would meet him at the gate of the city, and that across his path would bend a rainbow at whose foot he might dig for his crock of gold.


3.


He got up and ran back to the gypsy encampment. The sun was up now, the gorse was golden and the pines and beeches were splendid against the sky. A bright note of scarlet shone out where a tall, cloaked gypsy woman moved out to meet him from the huddled shapes under the trees. She was a magnificent creature, with the gypsy’s wild dark eyes and high cheekbones, who held a four-year-old little boy in the crook of her arm as though the weight were nothing to her; a child in strange contrast to his mother, for his hair was fair and his drowsy eyes a speed-well blue. Sara had been good to Faithful; he had a real affection for her and the child and hated to say good-by to them both.


But Sara cut short his stumbling words of sorrow and gratitude with a laugh, thrust her hand into the bodice of her dress and brought it out again with a silver piece lying on the palm.


“I can’t take that,” said Faithful firmly … Sara told fortunes and many silver pieces came her way, but Faithful knew that she needed them for herself and the boy. “No,” he repeated.


Sara’s eyes flashed and she showed her teeth like an animal. She had a will of iron and if she wished to dispense charity she did so, quite regardless of the wishes of the recipient, whose acquiescence was forced with a blow if need be.


“Take it,” she commanded. “There’ll be no hedge to sleep under down there in the city, and no gypsy to give you food for love … Take it, or I’ll give you a clout on the head you’ll not forget in a hurry.”


Faithful took it and bowed low. She smiled at him, agreeable once more now that her will was obeyed, laid a dirty brown hand for a moment on his shoulder and then turned back to the encampment under the trees. But the child, kicking and squeaking, scrambled down out of her arms and ran after Faithful.


“Here, you can’t come with me, Joseph,” said Faithful.


He called the child Joseph because with his fair hair and blue eyes he seemed as much out of place among the gypsies as Joseph among the Egyptians.


“Let him be,” said his mother. “When his belly aches he’ll turn back to his breakfast.”


So Faithful went on and Joseph trotted at his heels. He did not follow the bridle path to Oxford, he turned to his left and plunged straight down through the woods to the valley below; for he had all the time that there was and he thought he would enjoy himself.


And Shotover Forest on that first of May was enjoyable. Down in the valley the willows were a green mist with the birches on the higher slopes rising above them like silver spears. Further up still came the beeches, where the pale green flowers were hung out like tassels on the branches, and in the further distances the wooded heights were crimson-russet, purple in the shadows, with the wild cherry trees flinging showers of foam against them. As Faithful plunged downwards the grand distance was lost to him but under his feet was a carpet of primroses, ground ivy, violets and cowslips, with a woven shawl of dead bracken and brambles spread over it to protect it. At every step he took the scent of wet earth and flowers came puffing up into his face and went to his head to such an extent that he shouted for joy. Rabbits were scuttling everywhere, the birds were singing uproariously and a cuckoo was tirelessly repeating himself. “Cuckoo! Cuckoo!” Sara had told Faithful that the souls of the gypsies, who have no abiding place in life or death, go into the bodies of the vagabond cuckoos, and he could well believe it. The cuckoo may be an evil rascal, thought Faithful, and his voice an ugly one, yet no one like him can express so well the joy of the earth in its resurrection. It was no wonder that the enemy fled when English soldiers charged them yelling, “Cuckoo!” It was a victorious cry.


“Cuckoo!” called Faithful.


“Cuckoo!” called little Joseph.


“Cuckoo!” called the cuckoo, and they all three, homeless vagabonds as they were, forgot their parlous state as they shouted one against the other because the winter was dead and the spring had broken through.


Faithful was nearly at the bottom of the hill when he discovered that Joseph had left him. Looking back he saw the little boy, clad in brown rags the color of winter bracken, scrambling up the hillside making for Sara and breakfast. His love for Faithful had weighted one side of the scales and his empty belly the other, and the latter had won, as his mother had foretold.


Faithful felt a sudden pang. The old life of vagabondage had been hard but it had had the ease of familiarity. When Joseph should be out of sight it would have deserted him and before him there would be the birth pangs of a new life. He watched the little brown figure with the golden head until the trees seemed to bend about it, gather it in and hide it, and then he turned resolutely away, dashed through the undergrowth and landed with a run and a leap upon the path that wound through the valley.


4.


And at once he saw the figures of the new life coming to meet him. He stood on a rough path running through the valley towards Oxford and down it came trooping a gay crowd of young men and girls and little children, carrying green branches and bunches of flowers. They were singing and laughing and waving the branches over their heads and Faithful gazed at them with his mouth open, for it really did seem as though they were coming out to welcome him … Then, with a rueful grin at his own stupidity, he saw that he was wrong, for they swerved aside to their left and disappeared in a grove of chestnut trees.


His moment of astonishment passed and a burning interest took its place. He padded on down the path until he could see where it was that they were going.


Under the chestnut trees was a chapel, a small gray place that seemed very old, and near it were some buildings that might once upon a time have been those of a monastery. The whole place looked delicious on this May morning, for herb gardens and flower gardens spread their colors and scents round the buildings and on the tall chestnut trees the white flowers were in bloom, each candle cluster standing erect upon his own platform of downward drooping green leaves.


Faithful hid himself behind a wild rose bush and gaped at the flowery procession that came singing down the path from Oxford and filed singing into the chapel. He couldn’t imagine what it was they thought they were doing but whatever it was they were doing it beautifully, and in their very best clothes. The girls were garlanded with flowers and wore farthingales and kirtles of scarlet and green and blue, so that they looked like flowers themselves, and the little scampering children carrying great bunches of kingcups and bluebells were gaudy and gay as humming-birds. There were some soberly dressed figures in the crowd, College Fellows who wore the long gown and the square tufted cap of a Master of Arts, and a horde of scholars discreetly garbed in russet and dark blue and dark green; but even these had flowers stuck behind their ears and flourished green branches, and were singing fit to burst themselves.


As they were bound for a chapel, and presumably a religious service of some kind, Faithful thought they ought to have been singing psalms, but they were not, they were singing the old songs that for centuries had been sung in welcome to the summer and farewell to the hateful, cold dark winter that oppressed the land like a curse for so many dreary weeks.




Summer is a coming in,


Loud sing cuckoo!


Groweth seed and bloweth med,


And springeth the wood anew—


Sing cuckoo!





The girls and the young men laughed and jostled each other merrily, and the children shouted and capered, while up in Shotover Forest the real cuckoo called joyously back to them.




Cuckoo, cuckoo, well singest thou, cuckoo:


Nor cease thou never now;


Sing cuckoo, now, sing cuckoo,


Sing cuckoo, sing cuckoo, now!





Everyone who could squeeze himself inside the chapel by dint of kicking and shoving and hitting his neighbors over the head with branches of greenery had now kicked and shoved and hit and got there, leaving a large crowd of the less muscular seething about outside the door.


Faithful suddenly felt that he must join them, disreputable though he was. He polished up his face on his sleeve, stuck a bunch of primroses in his doublet and tacked himself on to the merry crowd. Wriggling and pushing, and kicking very politely, he got to the open chapel door and looked in. It was lovely inside. Tall candles blazed on the altar in front of the east window, flanked by pots of flowers, and between them stood a big golden bowl. The packed congregation had flung down their flowers to strew the aisle like a carpet under their feet and the scent of bruised primroses, cowslips, violets, lady-smocks and kingcups filled the chapel like incense.


“I will lift up mine eyes unto the hills, from whence cometh my help.” Pagan songs were now left behind outside in the sunshine and the whole congregation sang the psalm as one man, making such a row that Faithful marveled that the chapel roof was not lifted off by it. As they sang some of the congregation looked at the chapel windows, glanced out through the clear glass panes, and then looked away again. Faithful looked too and then shut his eyes with a gasp of horror, for crowded up against the panes were the ravaged faces of lepers, looking in … So this must be the chapel of a leper hospital outside the city gates … The contrast was terrible: the flowers and the lights and the beautiful girls and young men in their fine clothes, and outside those stricken outcasts.


Faithful’s throat grew dry and hard and he stopped singing. The fear he had felt in the night returned, accompanied by a sick rage. Life was a fair-faced cheat, a beautiful slut who tempted a man outside the city gates to tread a flowery path under a clear sky, and changed overnight into a devil who betrayed her lover to the shapes of darkness and terror that she set about his path to mock him as he stumbled to his death. “Outside the city gates,” tolled a voice in his mind, and his eyes were dragged back unwillingly to the figures at the window … Why do we live, oh God, why do we live, when the end is death?


“God’s blessing, my friends, upon you all, and upon this fair springtime, and upon our beloved city of Oxford.”


The deep but amazingly clear voice rang out through the packed chapel and reached effortlessly to the crowd outside. In a few moments it had banished Faithful’s misery so that he was once more aware of the sunshine, the young men and girls in their bright clothes, the little children and the flowers; and the figure of a man in a long black gown who had stepped out from the congregation and now stood before the altar to speak to them.


Those who were in the chapel had sat down so that Faithful, standing up and leaning against the door-post, had an uninterrupted view of the speaker.


At this first sight he reminded Faithful of one of those tall thin trees that grow upon hilltops and are twisted to fantastic shapes by the storms that blow upon them. He could not be called ugly, though he was certainly misshapen, as the trees are misshapen, because his figure, like theirs, had been formed by endurance and the sight of it was as invigorating as a trumpet call. Faithful thought he had never seen anyone whose past life was written upon him so clearly … The man was like a map … You could tell the way he had come simply by looking at him. Faithful could have taken his oath that this was a priest and scholar who had suffered persecution for his faith in the reign of the late unlamented Queen Mary; for his body had the angularity of obstinacy, the gauntness of starvation and the bowed shoulders of indefatigable scholarship. His face, seamed by his sorrows, had a keen look, as though the mind behind it were sharp in dealing with muddles and shams, but his blue eyes were gentle and dreamy. He was an elderly man and time had robbed him of all his hair except a gray circular fringe like a tonsured monk’s. He was clean shaven and but for his white ruff he looked a monk whose background should have been a crucifix upon the wall of a cell. He had the overwhelming attraction of anything that stands upon a mountain top and Faithful found himself staring at him as though this was the first man he had ever seen.


As the man spoke his glance swept over his congregation, pausing perceptibly at each window where the lepers were gathered. They could not hear what he said but his look, and a movement of his hands, gathered them in and placed them where they longed to be, once more among the living. To Faithful there seemed something of prophecy in the gesture and his sense of proportion was given back to him. The lepers too had once known love and the sun’s light and nothing could take that prophetic knowledge from them … There is life and there is death, and then there is life again.


“Most of you know why you are here,” continued the speaker, “but some of you younger ones, perhaps, do not, so be patient with me while I tell you a story. For more than two centuries has this leper hospital of Saint Bartholomew stood without the East Gate of the city of Oxford, and in the old time that is past forty days’ indulgence or pardon of sins was granted by the bishop to all who would say their prayers at the chapel of Saint Bartholomew upon the Saint’s day, and give of their charity to the lepers. But in the times of trouble and persecution through which we and our city have so lately passed few men had money or thought to spare for the poor lepers and they, whose sufferings were already so great, suffered even more by reason of the hardness of the times … But now, my friends, that gracious turning of the wheel of time that brings back joy and prosperity again and again to men who had thought them lost forever, has in these later days set our feet upon a fair path and blessed our city with peace; and it has seemed right to us of the University that in our happiness we should not forget the afflicted, and we have brought to life once more this old festival of Saint Bartholomew.


“But other times, my friends, bring other thoughts, and we do not now think that pardon for sin can be bought with gold but only with sorrow; yet we do think with our forefathers that the glorious resurrection of spring is one that can be echoed in the hearts of men, and that the song of praise that we sing for joy of it should be a song of charity … Therefore have we elected to celebrate this festival upon the first of May, the feast day of the spring, and among the flowers upon the altar have we placed a golden bowl for alms … My friends, if you love the spring, if you look beyond the changes and chances of this life to a resurrection of immortality, remember those upon whom the burden of mortality now weighs most heavily. Lay your silver pieces with joy in this golden bowl and your sins with sorrow at the feet of God.”


He turned to put his own silver piece in the bowl, then stood beside the altar while the congregation came pressing up to follow his example; the Fellows and scholars first, then the townspeople and the little children. When the Fellows had gone back to their seats they began to sing an anthem of five parts, and their music accompanied the soft swish of silk dresses and the patter of children’s feet as the congregation moved backwards and forwards over the strewn flowers, leaving their silver pieces in the golden bowl and their sins at the feet of God.


And now it was time for those outside to go up to the altar and a hot wave of dismay engulfed Faithful. He had his silver piece all right, the one that the gypsy had given him for food and lodging, but he realized with horror that he was the only person in this crowd who was not well dressed and well-to-do … The only one except those lepers outside … He looked down at the dirty rags that kept his shoes on and he wished he was dead. Everyone was staring at him, he felt, and wondering when he had last washed himself … Come to think of it he couldn’t remember himself when he had last washed; not for months anyway … He wished the ground would open and swallow him.


But it refused to oblige and he made his way up the aisle stumbling over the flowers, his face dyed scarlet with shame and his shoes going flip-flap like the webbed feet of an ungainly duck. Everyone stared, and some people tittered, and it seemed to him that the few feet of open space about him widened into so many miles so that he became a little insect crawling by himself in the center of a great plain; an object of derision to all the world.


And then something made him lift up his eyes and he found that the tall man beside the altar was looking at him with a queer concentration, as though Faithful had some special significance for him; there was amusement in his look, compassion, admiration and encouragement. Faithful suddenly ceased to be either ashamed or frightened. He fixed his eyes upon the man’s face and flapped on towards him with no more effort than is felt by the needle moving towards the magnet. When he reached the altar, and stretched up to put his silver piece in the golden bowl, the eyes of the two again met and the man bent forward to speak to him. “Wait for me outside, my son,” he whispered. Then Faithful suddenly knew who this man was … The friend who would meet him at the gate of the city … Feeling as brave as a lion he nodded, bent his knee before the altar, then turned and flapped back over the lady-smocks and kingcups to his place beside the door.


The service came to an end with another psalm and the blessing and Faithful rose to his feet so as to be waiting for that man when he left the chapel … But he had reckoned without the May-Day exuberance of the rest of the congregation … Forced, in the very middle of a noisy celebration of the pagan feast of Flora, to sit still for a solid half hour and have their sympathies and their consciences unpleasantly stirred and probed, they suffered, upon release, from a violent reaction. They poured out of the chapel door and hurled themselves upon the crowd outside, shouting and singing. The thought of their magnificent charity inflated them, causing them to shout the louder, and the desire to escape even from the memory of those lepers at the window lent wings to their flying feet. Faithful was caught up and carried along like a leaf upon the surface of the river. He was quite accustomed to kicking and scratching his way out of crowds but today, what with an empty stomach, bruised feet and disturbed emotions, he seemed to have no strength left in him. A jolly apprentice seized hold of one of his arms, a shouting scholar seized the other, a buxom girl dealt him a slap on the back that nearly winded him and his feeble struggles and protestations were drowned in the general jubilation. It seemed to him that a great wave washed over him, drowning him in a sea of color and song … He sank down and down, like a drowning man.


5.


Meanwhile Gervas Leigh, priest and returned emigré, Canon of Christ Church and one of the most noted scholars of his time, stood in the sunshine outside the chapel door and looked anxiously round him. He was surrounded by the Fellows of New College, they who had revived this particular May-Day celebration to help the hospital of Saint Bartholomew, and they inquired politely if he had lost his hat … It was usual for Gervas Leigh to lose everything not actually attached to his person by a string, the habit of dissociation from material things being the first to be acquired by men of saintly character.


“A boy,” he muttered distractedly. “I have lost a boy.”


The Fellows of New College shrugged their shoulders and looked about them. A few of them, remembering the succulent breakfast of beer and beef awaiting them at New College, regretted that they had invited Gervas Leigh to preside at their service this morning. His fine voice and presence were undoubtedly an asset at any religious ceremony, but the time wasted in getting him together and starting him off home afterwards weighed very heavily upon the debit side. What kind of a boy, they asked politely. There had been so many boys present here this morning, a good hundred or more. Was it one of his own boys?


No, it was not, said Canon Leigh, peering short-sightedly behind a rosebush, it was just some strange boy he had taken a fancy to and wanted to see more of: a ragged boy, a tinker’s boy, perhaps, with a pockmarked face and hair like thatch.


Oh, that boy, said the Fellows disgustedly; for they had remarked Faithful’s unwashed presence among them and regretted it; undoubtedly he had now returned whence he came and in any case, surely, all of them being busy men with academic duties awaiting them, the finger of duty now indicated a speedy return to Oxford and breakfast rather than a useless poking about here in search of an elusive vagabond who was probably no better than he should be.


But Canon Leigh was not to be turned aside from the search. “I told him to wait for me,” he said, and insisted upon walking all round the chapel, looking behind every tree and even inquiring at the hospital in case Faithful had hidden himself there. The Fellows, feeling it would be impolite to leave a senior member of the University to pursue a vagabond hunt alone, trailed gloomily in the rear, poking half-heartedly at bushes and peering round corners in a growing depression of spirit … They considered that Gervas Leigh made an absurd fuss about trifles … He had the emigré’s outlook, that of a man who has suffered great extremes in his life: persecution and peace, exile and security, destitution and comfort; and whose battered nerves will not again allow him to take the cheerful comfortable view of those who have suffered the extremes of discomfort only in imagination … Yet in spite of themselves the man’s quiet despair affected them, and when he at last gave up the search and led the way towards Oxford and belated nourishment they followed him with a funereal gait and mien most inappropriate to May-Day … That was the worst of Gervas Leigh; such was his intensity of feeling that he dragged everyone else down into the whirlpool of his own emotion. They might like it, or they might not like it, but they were in it up to the neck. It was the secret of his power over men, perhaps, but to those of independent spirit and the opposite way of thinking it was intensely annoying … The Fellows were intensely annoyed and talked little.


Canon Leigh, overwhelmed by his sense of loss, did not talk at all. That boy had appeared to him in the chapel in a way that he would never forget. He had been standing up to speak to his congregation and had suddenly been visited by one of those moments of acute misery and terror that leap like thieves out of the night upon men of his temperament. He had looked from the prosperous happy folk within the chapel to the outcast lepers beyond the windows, and had found himself once again confronting the awful fact of human suffering and had, as always, gone down before it. After a moment of prostration he had mentally picked himself up again, forced himself to face the terror of the unexplainable, subdue it and pass on, but the misery of his impotence had remained with him … For it seemed to him that suffering built up a barrier between the happy and the unhappy, like the stone wall of the chapel that separated the sick from the whole. The happy might busy themselves with their golden bowls and silver pieces, they might look through the window in pity and fear and congratulate themselves upon their charity, but only one man in a thousand knew how to knock down the wall and of his own will unite himself to those outside; and in spite of a lifetime of struggle Gervas Leigh did not consider himself yet of their number … His warm tidy gown had seemed to hang on him like fire, so burning with shame had been his well fed body, and when he began to speak he had seemed to be listening to his own voice as though it belonged to someone else, noting its cultivation and detesting it. To his fancy the bright crowd filling the chapel had undergone a change and become as they would be when their hours of suffering were upon them; the hues of old age and death had seemed to creep over them, dimming their colors, twisting their figures and tarnishing their beauty … And there was nothing he could do to prevent it … He could do nothing but stand up there in his fine gown and talk in his cultivated voice. His misery had nearly overwhelmed him, while inwardly he prayed that there might be something, something he could do besides talk.


It had been eased by a sudden realization of response in the crowd before him. He had established contact with someone there. Like all actors and preachers, he knew these moments. Something said, or something only thought, has got there; perhaps it has pierced the consciousness of the audience as a whole, perhaps the heart of one person only … This time Gervas Leigh had known it was one person only … The crowd in front of him had seemed to melt away leaving one figure as the personification of suffering, that of an ugly ragged boy whose face had reflected the misery of his own mind. In a flash he had banished it, forcing his voice to ring out cheerily, mentally reaffirming his own faith in the resurrection of all strength and beauty, even making a movement of his hands as though to show the whole to the sick as a symbol of it; and saw as he did so how the boy’s face cleared and brightened … Sinner that he was that he had allowed his defeatism to last long enough to cloud the outlook of another … In making amends to this boy he would find the answer to his prayer.


But the boy had disappeared and with him seemed to have gone his chance of lessening by so little the sum of the world’s suffering. As he turned towards Oxford, walking with the limp that had kept his body lagging irritatingly behind his impetuous spirit ever since he had been put to the torture in the days of the late Queen, the sun seemed suddenly dim to him and the new yellow flowers in the meadows sank out of sight.


6.


But to Faithful, far on ahead of him in the jostling crowd, they had suddenly blazed out in all their glory.


After an interval of being dragged along by the crowd in a state of semi-consciousness his powers were momentarily restored to him; he kicked himself free of the boys who held him and pushed his way to the edge of the crowd so that he could see the way that they were going, and so excited was he that for the moment he forgot that he had lost his friend of the chapel.


They were walking through the fields towards the city. The Oxford that he had seen from the heights of Shotover was now standing in front of him, no longer dwarfed by distance to a miniature city that would sit on the palm of his hand but towering up before his eyes in full-size reality. Towers and spires, many of them still white from the masons’ hands, piled themselves against the blue sky and the golden clouds of early morning in a sort of arrogant loveliness, as though they thought themselves the equals in beauty of the gold and the blue that they blotted out with their whiteness. The old bastioned walls still swept round the city to protect it, looking at first sight one with the earth, rough and gray like her natural rock and stained with the brown and green of her fields and meadows; while the towers and spires were of the sky, formed of her vapors and blown into airy shapes by the winds of heaven. The river curved about walls and towers as though in added protection, and the water meadows, spangled with lady-smocks, buttercups and kingcups, swept right up to the city like the green tide of the sea.


Close to the bridge that spanned the river, outside the city wall, a tall tower soared up from the block of College buildings beneath it. It stood head and shoulders above the other towers, incomparable in beauty. Exquisitely slender yet very strong, its simple base set firmly upon the earth and its ornamented belfry fretting the sky like wing tips, it stood beside the East Gate like an archangel set to guard the city … For the rest of his life Faithful felt that while Magdalen tower still stood no harm could come to Oxford.


The May-Day holiday was being celebrated inside the city as well as beyond the walls and as Faithful passed under East Gate all the bells were pealing. I come in a happy hour, he thought, and though he knew the bells were not really for him he grinned in delight.


Inside the city there was pandemonium, for the morris dancers were in possession of the High Street. They had come down to East Gate to hear the singers on top of Magdalen tower welcome May-Day and now they were preparing to dance round the town. It seemed to Faithful that all the citizens who had not gone out to Saint Bartholomew’s must have assembled in the High Street, and now that the Saint Bartholomew’s crowd was added to the High Street crowd there seemed very little space in which to breathe. He was dimly aware of a street that went winding up into the heart of the town; a gracious street with a leisurely slope and gentle curves; a street that was not itself in a hurry whatever anyone else might be. In honor of the day the kennel in the middle had for once in a way been swept clean of refuse, and the rain in the night had made the cobbles clean and wholesome. On each side of the street were gabled, curly-roofed houses, timbered with oak to which exposure to weather had given a pleasant gray tint, the top stories projecting over the lower and leaning outwards in a very friendly sort of way. Today each of them had a branch of may hung out over the front door and out of each window peeped the laughing faces of the little children and the old grandmothers who had not dared to trust themselves in the crowd below.


In the center of the crowd were the morris dancers in their spring green, with bells tied round their arms and fastened to their garters and shoes, and colored handkerchiefs in their hands. They were attended by their drummers, their pipers and the immortal heroes and heroines of May-Day: Robin Hood, Little John, Friar Tuck, Maid Marian, the Queen of the May, the Fool, the Hobby Horse and the Dragon. They had just finished a dance and were drinking ale and stuffing themselves with cakes and apples that the laughing townspeople threw to them. A cake intended for the Dragon flew into the air over Faithful’s head and he leaped and caught it, stuffing it into his mouth with the greed of an urchin who had not eaten for nearly eighteen hours. The Dragon, flinging back his painted head, rose upon his hind legs and fell upon Faithful with a roar of fury. They rolled over and over on the cobbles, punching each other, while the crowd swayed and shouted above them.


Suddenly Faithful found himself on his feet again and staggering up the High Street clinging to the Dragon’s tail. He had had his head severely bumped and at first could see little but stars, but he realized that he and the Dragon were at the tail end of the procession and that in front of them the morris dancers were dancing their way uphill into the city. He could see their green threading its way through the holiday doublets and farthingales of scarlet and russet and rose color, purple and azure and gold, while the bells pealed, the pipers piped, the drummers thundered on their drums and a hundred gay handkerchiefs fluttered in the blue air.


I have come in a happy hour, thought Faithful again, and it seemed to him that the bells were echoing his thought. “A happy hour,” they pealed. “A happy hour … Come in … Come in … Stay long.”
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A STIRRING HOUSEWIFE




With merry lark this maiden rose,


And straight about the house she goes,


With swapping besom in her hand;


And at her girdle in a band


A jolly bunch of keys she wore;


Her petticoat fine laced before,


Her tail tucked up in trimmest guise,


A napkin hanging o’er her eyes,


To keep off dust and dross of walls,


That often from the windows falls.


She won the love of all the house,


And pranked it like a pretty mouse,


And sure at every word she spake,


A goodly curtsy could she make;


A stirring housewife everywhere,


That bent both back and bones to bear.


THOMAS CHURCHYARD.





1.


FAITHFUL was still in the chapel of Saint Bartholomew when a little girl and a dog, fast asleep in a big bed at Christ Church, opened their eyes to the new day. Pippit, the Italian greyhound, woke first. He knew quite well that the dawn had come. The great four-poster where he slept with two other little dogs and three little girls was heavily curtained, and inside it was almost as dark as night, but Pippit knew all the same. He could feel the dawn as an itch in the soles of his paws and a twitch in the tip of his tail. His slim body was so tightly wedged between the plump persons of Meg and Joan that he could not move, but he turned his head sideways on the pillow and licked Joan’s chin very gently.


Joan sighed, wriggled, awoke and sat up very cautiously, so as not to wake the others, for she and her twin sister were the youngest girls of the family and as such were spanked if they made a nuisance of themselves … Little children knew their place in the sixteenth century and kept it lest worse befall.


“Quiet, Pippit!” she whispered, and gathered him into her arms, holding him tightly squeezed against her plump chest. Pippit, his eyes bulging from his breathless state, did not make a sound, for he too would be thrashed if he made a nuisance of himself.


Out in the garden a robin called, one clear note like a fairy trumpet, and Joan and Pippit thrilled together. They were of an age, Joan being in her sixth year and Pippit in his second, to feel that a new day was a thing of mysterious wonder. It stretched before them like a fairyland, full of hot scents and colors and unimaginable glories as exciting as a voyage to the Spanish Main or a journey to the city of London. And this particular dawn felt unusually adventurous. The world outside the darkened bed seemed to Joan to be surging up against the curtains with a quickened life; as though she were a little fish in a shell and the tide was coming in to pick her up and carry her to new and wonderful places.


At thought of this new day she dared to give a pull to the curtain beside her and a shaft of light pierced through the chink and lay across the darkness of the bed like a golden sword. It must be a magic sword, Joan thought, because it was too lovely to be of the earth. She touched it with the tip of her finger but she couldn’t feel anything, and Pippit, smelling it, found to his astonishment that it had no scent … And was annoyed because for some unexplainable reason he had expected it to smell like rabbits … But if it had neither substance nor scent it had a soft light like a lantern’s that showed Joan that the others had safely weathered the dangers of the night and were still there.


They were carefully arranged like sardines in a tin. Joan and Meg lay at one end of the bed with Pippit between them. At the other end of the bed lay Grace, aged thirteen, with Posy and Spot, two rotund and spotted mongrel dogs, one on each side of her. They all slept excellently, the dogs having been trained to lie perfectly still under the bedclothes with their heads on the pillows, and during the long cold winter nights the nearness of the six little bodies to each other kept them as warm as toast.


Meg and Joan were as round and rosy and solid as apples, with soft, straight, honey-colored hair and eyes like speedwells, but Grace, though she was as round and compact and blue eyed as her sisters, had dark hair that curled softly round her rosy face and long dark eyelashes that were lying now on her cheeks like delicate feathery fans … Joan, peering at her, thought that Grace looked very pretty when she was asleep, and decided that she liked her best like that; for Grace when awake was a person of forceful character with strong ideas on the bringing up of younger sisters … But nevertheless she was glad Grace was still alive, and she hoped that her elder sister Joyeuce, and her little brother Diccon, who slept in a further four-poster with the domestic cat, were still alive too.


These children were motherless, for Mistress Leigh had died four years ago soon after the birth of her eighth child and fourth son, young Diccon, and Joyeuce her eldest daughter had been left at the age of twelve to bring up three sisters and four brothers as best she could … And poor Joyeuce was not very practical … Yet so hard had she struggled that at her present age of sixteen she was considered one of the best housewives in sixteenth-century Oxford, a time and a place where housewives were incomparable, and the younger children were as well behaved as was possible under the circumstances.


These circumstances included a father, Gervas Leigh, Canon of Christ Church, whose learning and piety were very great but whose arm lacked strength when it applied the rod to his offspring; and a terrifying old great-aunt, Dame Susan Cholmeley, who lived with them for no adequate reason that Joyeuce had ever been able to discover and whose tyrannous temper and insatiable curiosity, alternating with fits of indulgence, did nothing to help Joyeuce in the bringing up of her brothers and sisters … She missed her mother more than anyone could possibly understand.


Blackbird and thrush and tomtit and jenny the wren answered the robin, wishing him good day and joining him in praising the God Who made them, and at each of the four corners of the bed, where the curtains did not quite meet, there was now an upright golden spear of light. Meg, awaking, distinctly saw the four tall angels who stood against the carved bedposts holding the spears; she saw their huge wings, reaching to the ceiling, and their steady eyes and smiling lips; and then she was silly enough to rub her fists in her eyes and wake right up and there was nothing there but the inside of the bed and her sisters and the dogs … Dull, of course, but possessed of a sweet familiarity … Before she had time to remember that she must not make a noise she had punched them all with ecstatic squeaks of pleasure and turned the inside of the bed into a confusion of legs and tails and yelps and squeals. Joyeuce was rudely awakened and the day began, as so often in the Leigh family, with trouble.


“Be quiet, children!” cried Joyeuce, bounding from her smaller bed and running barefoot to the bigger one. “Be quiet, you’ll wake Diccon!”


It was too late, for a loud and sustained roar announced the return of Diccon to life and power and thought, while a tapping on the wall of the adjoining room showed that Great-Aunt was disturbed and mentioning the fact with the aid of her stick … And when Great-Aunt was disturbed in the early morning the rest of the day was a nightmare for Joyeuce … She pulled back the curtains, dragged the twins summarily from their warm nests, turned back their little embroidered night rails and smacked them hard.


They made no sound, and the merry placidity of their round faces remained unaltered, for they were chastised so often that their behinds had become quite hardened; moreover they had been told so frequently that smacking was the road to heaven that they believed it, and they were very anxious to get to heaven, which was from all accounts a more comfortable place to spend eternity in than hell.


“Now you’re awake you can all get up,” said Joyeuce. “It’s broad daylight, and broad daylight on a May morning is time to be up and doing.”


“Why, it’s the first of May!” cried Joan.


“And Father hasn’t taken us to Saint Bartholomew’s with him,” said Meg.


This was a grievance with them. Other children were permitted to go with their flowers to Saint Bartholomew’s, or alternatively to watch the coming of the dawn at Magdalen tower, but they, because of their father’s ridiculous fear of draughts and diseases for them, had to remain in bed snoring through the glorious hours of May morning like so many insentient pigs.


“Nasty selfish cruel man,” said Joan cheerfully.


“He’s an ogre,” said Meg. “An ogre who ill-treats little children.”


If it was not the fashion of the time for children to express their candid opinion of their parents to their face a good deal of satisfaction could be obtained from doing it privately.


“You dare speak like that about Father, you naughty little girls!” said Grace, bounding indignantly from bed. “You wait till I catch you!”


The twins doubled and dodged over the herb strewn floor, shrieking with mirth, but being careful not to let Grace catch them, for she could smack even harder than Joyeuce. Their room was big enough to allow of escape for it stretched through the whole width of the house, with one window looking on the garden and the other on the College quadrangle. Tapestries made long ago by Canon Leigh’s grandmother and great-aunts, mother, aunts and sisters, covered the walls. They had been designed to elevate the mind as well as delight the eye and showed Adam in the Garden of Eden praying to God in the cool of the evening, Ruth in the arms of Naomi and baby Moses in the bull-rushes. The flowers of England, spring and summer and autumn blossoms all mixed up together, filled the Garden of Eden, Ruth and Naomi were journeying to the land of Judah in farthingales that must have measured yards round, and the wooden cradle in which Moses lay was richly carved in the Elizabethan manner. The smoke of winter fires and the hot suns of many summers had dimmed the original bright hues so that now they were soft as the colors on a pigeon’s breast. The beds, and the chests where the children kept their clothes, were as gloriously carved as Moses’ cradle, and the bed curtains were of olive green embroidered with forget-me-nots and sops-in-wine. There was no other furniture, and no pictures and no ornaments to distract the mind from the beauty of those beds and chests and the glory of that tapestry.


The domestic staff of the Leigh household consisted of only two, Dorothy Goatley and Diggory Colt, and neither Dorothy nor Diggory could spare time to go dashing about the place with jugs and basins for people to wash themselves in, after the modern habit, so the children washed, if they washed at all, at the well in the middle of the kitchen floor.


The twins scampered back to bed, picked lavender and rosemary from between their toes, pulled the curtains a little way and proceeded to dress themselves. There was a great lack of passages in the house, one bedroom opening out of another, which meant a distressing lack of privacy in one’s bedroom, so the great four-poster was dressing-room as well as bed and the more private part of one’s toilet was performed behind its drawn curtains. The girls’ room could only be reached through Great Aunt’s and she had a very trying habit of walking suddenly in and commenting unfavorably upon their persons and garments, so that they were careful to put on their petticoats, stitchets, and gray worsted stockings clocked in scarlet well out of sight within their beds. When these garments were in position they emerged and helped each other into the simple dark blue homespun gowns that they wore in the mornings, with lawn ruffs and caps and aprons edged with lace, and their hornbooks hanging from their waists. Joyeuce and Grace made all their everyday clothes. They spun the wool, dyed it and wove it into cloth, and made the lace that edged the ruffs and caps.


Joyeuce dressed herself before she dressed Diccon. She would have been beautiful had she not been the eldest of eight. She had a tall upright figure and lovely hands and feet. Her hair, demurely parted under her cap, was straight and honey-colored like the twins’, but her blue eyes were so dark that they looked almost purple and she had Grace’s dark brows and lashes, a contrast that made her small pale pointed face curiously arresting. But being the eldest of eight had a little marred Joyeuce’s looks. A permanent worried frown wrinkled her forehead, her lips were set in too hard a line, and the figure that should have had the grace of girl-hood was always stiffly braced to meet the action that was demanded of Joyeuce from the time she woke up in the morning until the time when merciful sleep lifted her burdens off her, and set her free to run and sing and dance in a dream world where there was no washing day, and no Great-Aunt, and where she found her mother again.


Diccon would never find living a burden. If he derived from the Leighs at all he derived from the happy side of the family, the side of the mother who had died smiling, murmuring to her stricken husband that to die giving birth to a baby was the very nicest way for a woman to die. “A new life for an old,” she had said. “A good exchange.”


But if Diccon had Mistress Leigh’s optimism he was like no one but himself in looks. His head was thickly covered with tight dark curls with a hint of red in them, and his eyes were bright green. His brown little face was covered with freckles that Joyeuce strove valiantly to eradicate by bathing his face with dew, but it was no use, the more she dewed him the more he seemed to freckle, until now at the age of four there was scarcely room to put a pin’s head between one freckle and another.


There was a distressing amount of the old Adam in Diccon and what he would be like in another two years his family trembled to think. Joyeuce, who loved him passionately even while she deplored his wicked ways, knelt down to pray for him whenever she could spare a moment from her baking and washing and spinning and weaving, and Canon Leigh occasionally spent whole nights wrestling in prayer, laying before the Almighty the evil propensities of his youngest son.


So naughty was Diccon that the frightful idea had been expressed by Great-Aunt that he was in reality no child of theirs but a changeling. Mistress Leigh had died leaving her son shouting the place down in furious hunger, and so outraged had been his yells that a foster mother had been imported with more haste than discernment. She had been a gypsy woman, a magnificent black-eyed creature who had walked into the house with head held high, her gay, ragged clothes sweeping round her like the silks of a queen and her own child held negligently in the fold of her cloak. She had remained for four days, crooning strange songs to the two little babies who lay in utter content, one on each arm, and had then suddenly departed, taking with her one of the babies and all of the spoons. Another foster mother had been imported, a widowed girl whose own baby had died, the same Dorothy who was with them still. But from the start she had had grave misgivings about Diccon … He took his food, she said, with a greed and determination shocking in a Christian baby.


Diccon had not cried at all at his baptism, so that the devil was obviously still very much in him, and when the water had touched his forehead he had kicked in a very worldly sort of way … It was on the evening after his baptism, when he was making up for his previous silence by a display of frightfulness hitherto unexperienced in the Leigh family, that Great-Aunt had hazarded the suggestion that he was no child of theirs.


“Had he been the gypsy’s child he would have had black eyes like hers,” poor Joyeuce had said as she tramped up and down the parlor with the shouting infant.


“Who knows whether the child she brought with her was her own child?” Great-Aunt had retorted. “We don’t,” she had continued ominously, “know what it was.”


And indeed as Diccon increased in size and wickedness he developed a good many fairy attributes. There were his dancing green eyes, for instance, and his ears that were undoubtedly pointed at the tips, the way he could fall and roll in all directions and never hurt himself, his mischievous tricks and the frightful noise he could make, a noise out of all proportion to the size of his body; and then, in contrast to all this, the sweet loving little way in which he would suddenly come running to you and climb on your lap and lie with his curly head snuggled against you, your hand rubbing his cheek. He would lie like this for five minutes, cooing like any turtle-dove, and then suddenly turn his head and bite the caressing hand hard. His baby teeth were white and pearly, and daintily pointed like his ears, but of an inconceivable sharpness … And upon his back was a triangle of three small moles; the mark, so said Great-Aunt, that the fairies set upon their own.


But Canon Leigh and Joyeuce wouldn’t have it that Diccon was a changeling. He had, they thought, absorbed a certain wildness with the milk of his first foster mother, but he was their own dear child and by prayer and the help of God this should be cast out.


The roar with which Diccon had greeted the dawn had been short-lived. He always bellowed at any moment of transition, such as that from night to day or eating to not eating, but he never bellowed for long. The noise he made was merely the fanfare of trumpets that announces to adoring subjects that royalty is now doing something different to what it was doing a short while before.


Having announced that he was awake he shut his red mouth abruptly and scurried on all fours to the bottom of the bed, where he sat with his back to the room, industriously picking a crimson embroidered carnation out of the curtain with his sharp little nails. He had been working at that carnation for a week and had nearly finished it. When his activities were discovered he would be smacked, but he had no objection to being smacked. If he had any nerves at all they were made of steel and never incommoded him.


By his side sat Tinker the cat, watching gravely, with his tail twitching slowly from side to side. Tinker was black, with eyes as green as Diccon’s own, and he was Diccon’s inseparable companion. They did everything together and seemed to have a great affection for each other, though their sufferings at each other’s hands were shameful. Diccon would drag Tinker round the garden by his tail, remove from him by force those just perquisites, his mice, bury him in the earth when playing at executing traitors at Tyburn and put him down the well when playing at Joseph and his brethren. A hundred times had Tinker been rescued at the point of death, yet his devotion to Diccon never wavered … Though he retaliated … Diccon’s face and hands were a mass of scratches and on one occasion the child had nearly died of blood poisoning, Tinker having bitten him immediately after refreshing himself at the Deanery garbage heap.


There was something ominous, Great-Aunt said, in this friendship of the child and the cat … For do not witches consort with black cats? … There was no denying that Tinker had introduced himself into the Leigh household on the very same day that the gypsy woman had arrived, strolling in from the quadrangle dripping wet with a tin can tied to his tail.


“It is time to get dressed, Diccon,” said Joyeuce.


Diccon gave her one of his lovely, rippling smiles, leaped from the bed and dragged his night-rail over his head.


“No, no, Diccon!” cried Joyeuce in horror, seizing his little bare body and lifting him hack on to the bed. “You must be dressed behind the curtain, like a modest child.”


Diccon was lacking in modesty, and one of the most frightful of his escapades had taken place on a hot afternoon last August, when he had called at the Deanery with nothing on. For this his father had beaten him, for the first time, with the rod that he kept for use upon the older boys. Asked for an explanation of his behavior he had said, through sobs, for the rod had really hurt, that he had felt hot and he liked the Dean. Asked not to do it again he had not committed himself.


Diccon looked fascinating when he was dressed. He wore doublet and trunk and hose of russet, with a little pleated ruff at the neck … It had been the pricking of his ruff round his neck that had led to the regrettable incident of that hot August.


As soon as he and the little girls were dressed Joyeuce knocked at Great-Aunt’s door for permission for the children to walk through her room on their way to wash their hands and faces at the well, which was given by Great-Aunt’s usual remark of, “Tilly-vally, tilly-vally, why did God make children! Hurry up, then, malapert poppets!”


Joyeuce lingered behind to straighten the untidy beds. This done she drew back the curtain that covered the window looking on the quadrangle. She always waited until the children had gone before she pulled back this curtain, for it would have been a thing not easily forgiven by their father if a passing scholar should have seen a twin in her petticoat … And she had another reason for waiting. She had grown from a child to a girl in this house, she had loved and laughed and suffered grief and pain in it, and somehow the view of Christ Church and Oxford seen from its windows for so many years as the setting of her home had become extraordinarily valuable to her. She liked to be alone when she drew back the curtain, like a connoisseur before a picture or a worshiper before a shrine.


2.


She pulled it aside and opened the diamond-paned lattice window, leaning out. She got up so early that to her the dawn was a well known friend, not a casual acquaintance seen so seldom that its appearance is greeted with astonishment. She knew all the dawns: the golden dawns of fair weather, the gray dawns of rain and the flame and indigo dawns of storm. She watched them morning by morning as their banners unfurled and streamed across the sky, and she loved them, even though the moment of unfurling was to her a moment of dread as well as of joy … For each day one marches out to fight behind those banners, and the stout and lusty like the fighting but the timid, as they buckle on their armor, cannot help a beating of the heart … Today was a fine weather dawn and on the banner of it was embroidered a golden-hearted flower whose blue petals crisped into saffron at the edges.


The rough grass of the quadrangle was still misted and the buttercups and daisies in it were tightly shut up. Presently they would open their eyes and look at the sun and then the quadrangle would look like Grace’s Sunday kirtle, green silk scattered over with yellow and silver dots.


The north side of the quadrangle had not yet been built and Joyeuce looked from her window across the grass to a thicket of hawthorn trees that were a froth of silvery blossom. Beside them, to the right, were Peckwater Inn and Canterbury College, and beyond them were the roofs of the city and towers and spires rising out of the morning mist in marvelous beauty. To her right, as she leaned out of the window, Joyeuce could see the tower of the Cathedral surmounted by its thirteenth-century spire, and to her left she looked on the Fair Gate. It still lacked its bell tower, and Great Tom, the bell that was destined one day to hang there, now tolled out the hour from the Cathedral, but if it boasted no tower the Fair Gate was yet very fair, with the arms of Henry Tudor and Cardinal Wolsey “most curiously set over the middle of the Gate, and my lord grace’s arms set out with gold and color.”


The whole view was gloriously fair and Joyeuce almost worshiped it.


She was a romantic to whom as yet the details of practical living brought no joy … She missed her mother … She did her duty as housewife with thoroughness, a sense of duty having been whipped into her from babyhood up, but she did not think that doing one’s duty was very enjoyable. The life she wanted seemed always to elude her, to be around her and in front of her and above her but never quite within her reach. She did not quite know what it was that she wanted, she only knew that it was not what she had. The view that she saw from her window every morning was to her the symbol of this life. She stood in her house, surrounded by a hundred irksome problems and duties, and she looked out at a loveliness that she could see but could not grasp … Yet if she left the house and went outside, treading the green grass with her feet and touching the silvery hawthorn with her hands, her worries would go with her, making the grass wet and cold and setting thorns among the flowers; the ideal world that had seemed to be there outside would, like a mirage, recede yet a little further … Would life always be like that, she wondered. Did the things that men longed for and fought for always disappoint them as soon as they had grasped them in their hands? Did one go on and on like that, chasing a will-o’-the-wisp until you and he went down together into the darkness of death? Perhaps, she thought, once you were through that darkness he suffered a change. Perhaps he stood still, then, and let you catch him, and the grip of his arms would satisfy at last.


But Joyeuce could not feel certain that that would happen, and anyhow it seemed a very long while to wait. She wanted something nice now. She wanted the beauty of earth that was outside her window to become to her something more than a painted picture, she wanted it not to recede like a mirage but to take some actual form that would come in to her and bring her comfort and reassurance … Like her mother had done.


“Good morning, Mistress Joyeuce.”


Leaning with her elbows on the sill, her eyes on the white hawthorn and white towers against the sky, her ears filled with the song of the birds and her thoughts wandering, Joyeuce had forgotten time and place. At the moment her feet were not on the earth and the figure who stood outside in the quadrangle seemed not of the earth either. She did not know if it was a man or a woman. It was just a figure that gathered up into itself all the elusive beauty of that outside world and brought it close to her. It was not receding, it was coming nearer, standing right under her window so that she could almost have touched it; touched the beauty of earth, the gold and blue and green and silver.


Then her wandering thoughts suddenly recollected themselves and their duties. They came hurrying back, very shamefaced, and folding their wings curled themselves up into the tight, hard ball that is the grimly recollected mind of a housewife in the early morning … There was a tiny click in her head, as the component parts fitted together, and Joyeuce started and looked down into the upturned impudent face of what was after all only one of the scholars.


He was a stranger to her and it was clearly her duty to blush with maidenly modesty and withdraw from the window with grace and dignity; but somehow she did not. Her thoughts might have returned to their duties but they were not yet exercising as much control over her actions as could be wished. She stayed where she was, staring down at the face below her with a concentration that bordered upon the bold, and instantly every detail of it seemed to be graved almost painfully into her memory. In one moment she knew his face almost as well as she knew Diccon’s, that she had been learning hour by hour and day by day all through his short little life. And there was a certain likeness between the two, a likeness that bespoke them both the sons of Belial. These eyes, though they were as dark as sloes, had the same dancing points of light in them and when their owner laughed they were transformed, as Diccon’s were, from round twinkling orbs to narrow wicked slits. His eyelashes were as long as a girl’s and his eyebrows had that faint upward kink at the outer edges that, together with the suspicion of a point to the ears, is one of the sure marks of mischief. The fine texture of his sunburnt skin was girlish too but the lips were full and strong and the chin obstinate and deeply cleft … Altogether a face so full of contradictions that nothing at all could be foretold about the future of its owner … Joyeuce’s truant eyes, all unbidden by her will, took as serious note of these things as though his face were the page of a book that she must at all cost get by heart.


With a sigh she stirred and got up, aware at last of the clamoring, outraged commands of her thoughts; she blushed a little, smoothing her snowy apron, and the practical world once more flowed maddeningly around her. Holding herself now as stiffly as a poker she had another good look at the young man before her; but this time her eyelashes were lowered and she peeped through them with the cold aloofness of a superior tabby kitten.


Morning prayers were at five o’clock in the Cathedral and this young man was the first out … There was something about the jaunty way he wore his gown, the twinkle in his eye and the crisp curl in his hair that suggested that he was always the first out … His clothes were simple, for it had been ordained that every Christ Church scholar should “go in fit and decent apparel,” and might not on any account burst upon the scene clothed in “white or pricked doublets, galligaskins or cut hose, welted or laced gowns, upon the several pains next before rehearsed.” So Master Nicolas de Worde was clothed in a plain dark blue doublet, with a simple ruff, and no part of his person was pricked, cut, welted or laced; but the fineness of the dark blue cloth and the snowy whiteness of his ruff, together with a certain arrogance in his bearing, showed him to be a young man of means and breeding. He was also a gentleman of some age, Joyeuce thought, eighteen or so. Scholars could present themselves at Christ Church at any age, the youngest recorded age of any gentleman arriving to devote himself to learning at that institution being twelve years old, so eighteen was to Joyeuce very much years of discretion, and she answered his greeting with the respectfulness due to age and learning.


“Good morning sir,” she said, and curtseyed.


Nicolas regarded her with interest and amusement. When he had first seen her she had been apparently kneeling on the floor, with her elbows propped on the window sill and her chin resting in her hands. She had been illumined by one of her rare moments of beauty; her pale little face softened by her dreams and her bearing relaxed into grace. She had looked frail and sad, too, and Nicolas, who always enjoyed the best of health and spirits himself, was always attracted by frailty and sadness; succouring the afflicted increased his own sense of strength and well-being and that was nice for him. He had noticed Joyeuce before but never to such advantage. He would like to see her close to, he had thought, for he was a connoisseur of pretty ladies, and as he always did what he liked unless forcibly prevented he had immediately crossed the quadrangle and planted himself beneath her window. And to his delight she had returned his scrutiny with interest. She had opened her eyes wide and gazed at him as though he were the personification of all beauty and all joy … Nicolas had a good opinion of himself and he was overjoyed to find her in such evident agreement with him … She had beautiful blue eyes, almost as dark as violets, set strikingly in that ivory face beneath dark eyebrows like delicate feathers, and smooth honey-colored hair … A nice girl … And when she suddenly changed from a melting and rather forward goddess into a stiff, demure maiden he discovered that she was one of the few women who can blush becomingly … Your rosy maidens, Nicolas was apt to say when expatiating on the beauties of the sex, are all very well on the whole but they show to disadvantage in moments of embarrassment, while your pale maidens, though they may be less striking in the ordinary way, put on an added beauty with added heat … For himself he liked pale maidens.


“You have not gone maying, mistress?” he asked.


Joyeuce shook her head a little sadly … She had always longed to go maying.


“Nor I,” said Nicolas arrogantly. “I hate the vulgar crowd at Saint Bartholomew’s … Besides, I overslept.”


Joyeuce, not noticing that the grapes were sour, immediately saw that it had been quite wrong of her to want to go maying. She blushed again, and changed the subject.


“Who are you, sir?” she asked humbly. “I have not seen you before.”


A ludicrous expression of astonishment spread over Nicolas’s face, for he was accustomed to be known and admired and took recognition of his merits and admiration of his person as his due.


“I’ve been here for years,” he said indignantly, “and I’ve walked past your window a thousand times if once, and I sat opposite you last week in the Cathedral.”


“I never noticed you,” said Joyeuce.


“You can’t be observant,” he said, slightly nettled.


“I was saying my prayers,” explained Joyeuce.


Nicolas considered this a joke, and laughed.


Joyeuce drew herself up yet more stiffly, her eyes flashing, for she had been well brought up and knew what should be laughed at and what should not. “And so,” she said, “should you have been.”


“But we say so many in this place,” he complained bitterly. “Every morning at five o’clock do we pray, wet or fine, warm or cold, dark or light. Jupiter, the horror that are College prayers at five o’clock on a January morning!”


“How did you know my name?” asked Joyeuce.


“No one can walk past this house and not know your name. It is bellowed by every inmate of your household from dawn till night. ‘Joyeuce, the cat is in the cream! Joyeuce, where are my shoes? Joyeuce, the children are making too much noise! Joyeuce, I have bumped my head! Joyeuce, the dogs are out in the quadrangle again! Joyeuce, the twins are lost!’ When I saw you in the Cathedral, surrounded by the children, praying so earnestly for the cat, dogs, shoes, twins and bumped heads I knew that you were Joyeuce … A most inappropriate name.”


“Why?” demanded Joyeuce.


“Can so burdened a lady be joyous?” He came a little nearer, his head tilted back and his hands creeping wickedly up the wall as though he would pull her down out of her window, compassion and mischievous invitation comically mingled on his face. “Do you ever do joyous things, Mistress Joyeuce? Dance to the music of the virginal? Go hawking? Run through the kingcups in the meadows with your shoes and stockings off?”


“No!” whispered Joyeuce in horror. “Of course not!”


“By cock and pie it is a disgrace!” he announced. “This evening at seven o’clock you will meet me at the Fair Gate and we will go—I do not know where we will go—but it will be somewhere lovely. Do you hear me, Mistress Joyeuce?” He laughed, keeping his eyes fixed on hers so that she could not look away, drinking in the flattery of the palpitating longing and dismay that robbed her of breath so that she could not answer.
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