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PROLOGUE


A MAGGOT is the larval stage of a winged creature; as is the written text, at least in the writer’s hope. But an older though now obsolete sense of the word is that of whim or quirk. By extension it was sometimes used in the late seventeenth and early eighteenth century of dance-tunes and airs that otherwise had no special title… Mr. Beveridge’s Maggot, My Lord Byron’s Maggot, The Carpenters’ Maggot, and so on. This fictional maggot was written very much for the same reason as those old musical ones of the period in which it is set; out of obsession with a theme. For some years before its writing a small group of travellers, faceless, without apparent motive, went in my mind towards an event. Evidently in some past, since they rode horses, and in a deserted landscape; but beyond this very primitive image, nothing. I do not know where it came from, or why it kept obstinately rising from my unconscious. The riders never progressed to any destination, but simply rode along a skyline, like a sequence of looped film in a movie projector; or like a single line of verse, the last remnant of a lost myth.


What follows may seem like a historical novel; but it is not. It is maggot.


—John Fowles, 1985
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IN THE LATE AND LAST AFTERNOON of an April long ago, a forlorn little group of travellers cross a remote upland in the far south-west of England. All are on horseback, proceeding at a walk along the moorland track. There lies about them, in the bleak landscape, too high to have yet felt the obvious effects of spring, in the uniform grey of the overcast sky, an aura of dismal monotony, an accepted tedium of both journey and season. The peaty track they follow traverses a waste of dead heather and ling; below, in a steep-sided valley, stand unbroken dark woodlands, still more in bud than in leaf. All the farthest distances fade into a mist, and the travellers’ clothes are by chance similarly without accent. The day is quite windless, held in a dull suspension. Only in the extreme west does a thin wash of yellow light offer some hope of better weather to come.


A man in his late twenties, in a dark bistre greatcoat, boots and a tricorn hat, its upturned edges trimmed discreetly in silver braid, leads the silent caravan. The underparts of his bay, and of his clothes, like those of his companions, are mud-splashed, as if earlier in the day they have travelled in mirier places. He rides with a slack rein and a slight stoop, staring at the track ahead as if he does not see it. Some paces behind comes an older man on a smaller, plumper horse. His greatcoat is in dark grey, his hat black and plainer, and he too looks neither to left nor right, but reads a small volume held in his free hand, letting his placid pad tread its own way. Behind him, on a stouter beast, sit two people: a bareheaded man in a long-sleeved blouse, heavy drugget jerkin and leather breeches, his long hair tied in a knot, with in front of him, sitting sideways and resting against his breast—he supports her back with his right arm—a young woman. She is enveloped in a brown hooded cloak, and muffled so that only her eyes and nose are visible. Behind these two a leading-line runs back to a packhorse. The animal carries a seam, or wooden frame, with a large leather portmanteau tied to one side, and a smaller wooden box, brassbound at its corners, on the other. Various other bundles and bags lie bulkily distributed under a rope net. The overburdened beast plods with hanged head, and sets the pace for the rest.


They may travel in silence, but they do not go unobserved. The air across the valley opposite, above where its steepness breaks into rocks and small cliffs, is noisy with deep and ominous voices, complaining of this intrusion into their domain. These threatening voices come from a disturbed ravenry. The bird was then still far from its present rare and solitary state, but common and colonial, surviving even in many towns, and abundantly in isolated countryside. Though the mounted and circling black specks stay at a mile’s distance, there is something foreboding in their alarm, their watchful hostility. All who ride that day, despite their difference in many other things, know their reputation; and secretly fear that snoring cry.


One might have supposed the two leading riders and the humble apparent journeyman and wife chance-met, merely keeping together for safety in this lonely place. That such a consideration—and not because of ravens—was then requisite is plain in the leading rider. The tip of a sword-sheath protrudes beneath his greatcoat, while on the other side a bulge in the way the coat falls suggests, quite correctly, that a pistol is hung behind the saddle. The journeyman also has a brass-ended holstered pistol, even readier to hand behind his saddle, while strung on top of the netted impedimenta on the dejected packhorse’s back is a long-barrelled musket. Only the older, second rider seems not armed. It is he who is the exception for his time. Yet if they had been chance-met, the two gentlemen would surely have been exchanging some sort of conversation and riding abreast, which the track permitted. These two pass not a word; nor does the man with the woman behind him. All ride as if lost in their own separate worlds.


The track at last begins to slope diagonally down the upland towards the first of the woods in the valley below. A mile or so on, these woods give way to fields; and as far away again, where the valley runs into another, can just be made out, in a thin veil of wood-smoke, an obscure cluster of buildings and an imposing church-tower. In the west the sky begins to show amber glints from invisible breaks of cloud. That again, in other travellers, might have provoked some remark, some lighter heart; but in these, no reaction.


Then, dramatically, another figure on horseback appears from where the way enters the trees, mounting towards the travellers. He does provide colour, since he wears a faded scarlet riding-coat and what seems like a dragoon’s hat; a squareset man of indeterminate age with a large moustache. The long cutlass behind his saddle and the massive wooden butt of a stout-cased blunderbuss suggest a familiar hazard; and so does the way in which, as soon as he sees the approaching file ahead, he kicks his horse and trots more briskly up the hill as if to halt and challenge them. But they show neither alarm nor excitement. Only the elder man who reads as he rides quietly closes his volume and slips it into his greatcoat pocket. The newcomer reins in some ten yards short of the leading younger gentleman, then touches his hat and turns his horse to walk beside him. He says something, and the gentleman nods, without looking at him. The newcomer touches his hat again, then pulls aside and waits until the last pair come abreast of him. They stop, and the newcomer leans across and unfastens the leading-line of the packhorse from its ring behind the saddle. No friendly word seems spoken, even here. The newcomer then takes his place, now leading the packhorse, at the rear of the procession; and very soon it is as if he has always been there, one more mute limb of the indifferent rest.


They enter the leafless trees. The track falls steeper and harsher, since it serves as a temporary stream-bed during the winter rains. More and more often comes the ring of iron shoes striking stone. They arrive at what is almost a ravine, sloping faces of half-buried rock, an awkward scramble even on foot. The leading rider seems not to notice it, though his horse hesitates nervously, picking its way. One of its hind feet slips, for a moment it seems it must fall, and trap its rider. But somehow it, and the lurching man, keep balance. They go a little slower, negotiate one more slip and scramble with a clatter of frantic hooves, then come to more level ground. The horse gives a little snorting whinny. The man rides on, without even a glance back to see how the others fare.


The older gentleman has stopped. He glances round at the pair behind him. The man there makes a little anti-clockwise circle with a finger and points to the ground: dismount and lead. The man in the scarlet coat at the rear, wise from his own recent upward passage, has already got down, and is tying the packhorse to an exposed root by the trackside. The older gentleman dismounts. Then his counsellor behind jumps off, with a singular dexterity, kicking free of his right stirrup and swinging his leg over the horse’s back and slipping to the ground all in one lithe movement. He holds his arms out for the woman, who leans and half sinks towards him, to be caught, then swung free and set down.


The elderly man goes gingerly down the ravine, leading his cob, then the bareheaded man in the jerkin, and his horse. The woman walks behind, her skirts held slightly off the ground so that she can see her feet and where they are placed; then the last man, he in the faded scarlet coat. Once down, he extends the rein of his riding-horse to the man in the jerkin to hold, then turns and climbs heavily back for the packhorse. The older gentleman laboriously mounts again, and rides on. The woman raises her hands and pushes back the hood of her cloak, then loosens the white linen band she has swathed round the lower part of her face. She is young, hardly more than a girl, pale-faced, with dark hair bound severely back beneath a flat-crowned chip, or willow-shaving, hat. Its side-brims are tied down against her cheeks, almost into a bonnet, by the blue kissing-ribbons beneath her chin. Such a chip or wheat-straw hat is worn by every humbler English country-woman. A little fringe of white also appears beneath the bottom of her cloak: an apron. She is evidently a servant, a maid.


Unfastening the top of her cloak, and likewise undoing the kissing-ribbons, she goes beside the track a little ahead and stoops where some sweet-violets are still in flower on a bank. Her companion stares at her crouched back, the small movements of her hands, the left one picking, ruffling the heart-shaped green leaves to reveal the hidden flowers, the right one holding the small sprig of deep mauve heads she has found. He stares as if he does not comprehend why she should do this.


He has a strangely inscrutable face, which does not reveal whether its expressionlessness is that of an illiterate stupidity, an ignorant acceptance of destiny not far removed from that of the two horses he is holding; or whether it hides something deeper, some resentment of grace, some twisted sectarian suspicion of personable young women who waste time picking flowers. Yet it is also a strikingly regular, well-proportioned face, which, together with his evident agility, an innate athleticism and strength, adds an incongruous touch of the classical, of an Apollo, to one of plainly low-born origins and certainly not Greek ones, for his strangest features are his eyes, that are of a vacant blue, almost as if he were blind, though it is clear he is not. They add greatly to the impression of inscrutability, for they betray no sign of emotion, seem always to stare, to suggest their owner is somewhere else. So might twin camera lenses see, not normal human eyes.


Now the girl straightens and comes back towards him, smelling her minuscule posy; then gravely holds the purple flowers, with their little flecks of orange and silver, out and up for him to smell as well. Their eyes meet for a moment. Hers are of a more usual colour, a tawny brown, faintly challenging and mischievous, though she does not smile. She pushes the posy an inch or two nearer still. He briefly sniffs, nods; then as if they waste time, turns and mounts with the same agile grace and sense of balance that he showed before, still holding the other horse’s rein. The girl watches him a moment more while he sits above, tightening the loosened linen muffler, pulling it to cover her mouth once more. She tucks her violets carefully inside the rim of white cloth, just below her nostrils.


The man in the military coat comes with the packhorse—he has stopped above to piss beside it—and takes his own horse from the man in the jerkin, and reties the leading-line. The girl stands waiting beside the pillion horse’s withers; and now, in a seemingly familiar ritual, the military man comes round, faces her, then bends and enlaces his fingers to make a mounting stirrup. She sets her left foot in his hands, springs and is lightly lifted to her blanketed seat before the impassive man in the jerkin. She looks down, the bunch of violets like an absurd moustache beneath her nose. The man in the scarlet coat dryly tips his forefinger to his hat and winks. She looks away. Her companion, who has observed this, abruptly kicks the pillion horse’s sides. It breaks into an immediate clumsy trot. He reins the beast sharply back, and she has to catch against him. Fists on hips, the man in the military coat watches them go for a moment or two, soon to settle to a walk, then mounts and follows.


A faint sound comes to his ears, as they wind down through the woodland. The young woman is singing, or rather humming a tune to herself. It is that of the melancholy old folk-air, “Daphne,” already ancient in this time; yet it seems, this intrusion of a human voice in the previous silence, less melancholy than vaguely impudent. The man at the rear rides closer, to hear the voice better. The sound of hooves, an occasional creak of leather, a tiny jingle of harness metal; tumbling water below, and the sound of a missel-thrush also singing, from far across the valley, barely audible, as fragmented as the muffled girl’s voice. Through the bare branches ahead, there is a gleam of luminous gold, where the sinking western sun has found a first direct interstice in the clouds.


Now the sound of rushing water dominates. They ride for a little way close above a fast and furious moorland stream and greener vegetation: more violets, wood-sorrel, first ferns, nests of primroses, emerald young rushes and grass. They come to a small clearing where the track descends to stream-level, then bends into the water, smoother here, at a ford. On the other side, facing them, wait the two gentlemen on their horses; and it is evident now, as masters wait for laggard servants. The elder, behind, takes snuff. The girl stops her singing. The three horses splash across, beside a line of stepping-stones, blundering their way among the small rocks beneath the swift-running water. The younger gentleman stares at the girl, at her floral moustache, as if she is in some way to blame for this delay. She does not look at him, but nestles close against her companion, whose arms surround her to keep her balanced. Only when all three horses and their burdens are safely across does the younger gentleman turn his horse and proceed, in the same order as before, and the same silence.
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Some few minutes later this sombre cavalcade of five came out of the trees and once more upon an open prospect, for here the valley-bottom broadened considerably. The track ran slightly downhill across a long open meadow. In those days a single animal dominated the agricultural economy of the West of England: the sheep—and the needs of its pasturing. The huge hundred-acre sheep-run was a much more frequent feature of cultivated landscapes than today’s densely hedged and enclosed patchwork of small fields. In the distance could be seen the small town whose church-tower they had made out from the moorland above. Three or four flocks studded the long meadow before them; and as many shepherds, monolithic figures in cloaks of brown frieze, like primitive bishops with their crooks. One had two children beside him. Their sheep, Exmoor Horns, were smaller and scraggier than modern sheep, and tight-coated. To the travellers’ left, where the hillside came down to the valley-bottom, was a massive stone pen, and yet another farther along.


The younger gentleman reined in slightly and let the older come beside him; and from then on they rode abreast, though still without talking. The two shepherd children ran across the close-cropped turf to the side of the open track, ahead of the party, and waited once they were there, with strangely intent eyes, watching beings from fable, not reality, approach; and as if they imagined themselves not seen in return. They made no greeting, this small upstaring boy and his sister, both barefoot; and received none. The younger gentleman ignored them completely, the elder gave no more than a casual glance. The manservant on the doubly laden horse similarly ignored them, while the man in the scarlet coat seemed to find himself, even before such a minute audience as this, put upon dignity. He rode a little more erect, staring ahead, like a would-be cavalry trooper. Only the young woman smiled, with her eyes, down at the small girl.


For three hundred yards the two children alternately walked and trotted beside the travellers; but then the boy ran ahead, for a first banked hedge and a gate now barred the road. He heaved it off its latch, then pushed it wide back and open; and stood there, staring at the ground, with a hand outstretched. The older gentleman felt in his greatcoat pocket, and tossed a farthing down. The boy and his sister both scrambled for it as it rolled on the ground, but the boy had it first. Now once more they both stood, with outstretched small arms, the palms upwards, heads bowed, as the rear of the cavalcade passed. The young woman raised her left hand and took a pinch of her spray of violets, then threw them at the small girl. They fell across the child’s arm, over her bent crown of no doubt lice-ridden hair, then to the ground: where the child stared at them, the arm dropped, nonplussed by this useless, incomprehensible gift.


A quarter of an hour later the five came to the outskirts of the small town of C———. It was town more by virtue of being a few hundred inhabitants larger than any surrounding village in this thinly populated area than in any modern sense of the term; town also by virtue of an ancient charter, granted in palmier or more hopeful days four hundred years before; and which still absurdly permitted its somnolent mayor and tiny corporation to elect two members to parliament. It boasted also a few tradesmen and craftsmen, a weekly market, an inn besides its two or three ale-and ciderhouses, and even an ancient grammar-school, if one can call school one aged master, also parish clerk, and seven boys; but in all else it was a village.


Nothing, indeed, could have misled more than the majestic high-pinnacled and battlemented tower of its medieval church; it now dominated and surveyed a much less prosperous and confident place than the one that had built it nearly three centuries earlier, and stood far more relic than representative. No gentry lived permanently there, though a manor-house existed. The place was too remote, and like all remote Britain then, without turnpike or decent carriage-road. Above all it was without attraction to an age whose notion of natural beauty—in those few capable of forming such notions—was strictly confined to the French or Italianate formal garden at home and the denuded but ordered (through art) classical landscapes of Southern Europe abroad.


To the educated English traveller then there was nothing romantic or picturesque at all in domestic wild landscapes, and less than nothing in the cramped vernacular buildings of such townlets as C———. All this was so much desert, beneath the consideration of anyone who pretended to taste. The period had no sympathy with unregulated or primordial nature. It was aggressive wilderness, an ugly and all-invasive reminder of the Fall, of man’s eternal exile from the Garden of Eden; and particularly aggressive, to a nation of profit-haunted puritans, on the threshold of an age of commerce, in its flagrant uselessness. The time had equally no sense (except among a few bookworms and scholars) of the antique outside the context of Greece and Rome; even its natural sciences, such as botany, though by now long founded, remained essentially hostile to wild nature, seeing it only as something to be tamed, classified, utilised, exploited. The narrow streets and alleys, the Tudor houses and crammed cottage closes of such towns conveyed nothing but an antediluvian barbarism, such as we can experience today only in some primitive foreign land… in an African village, perhaps, or an Arab souk.


A twentieth-century mind, could it have journeyed back and taken on the sensibilities and eyes of those two better-class travellers riding that day into the town, would have felt itself landed, or becalmed, in some strange doldrum of time, place and spirit; in one of those periods when Clio seems to stop and scratch her tousled head, and wonder where the devil to go next from here. This particular last day of April falls in a year very nearly equidistant from 1689, the culmination of the English Revolution, and 1789, the start of the French; in a sort of dozing solstitial standstill, a stasis of the kind predicted by those today who see all evolution as a punctuated equilibrium, between those two zenith dates and all they stand for; at a time of reaction from the intemperate extremisms of the previous century, yet already hatching the seeds (perhaps even in that farthing and careless strew of fallen violets) of the world-changing upheaval to come. Certainly England as a whole was indulging in its favourite and sempiternal national hobby: retreating deep within itself, and united only in a constipated hatred of change of any kind.


Yet like so many seemingly inert troughs in history, it was not altogether a bad time for the six million or so there then were of the English; and however humble they might be. The two begging children by the road wore ragged and patched clothes; but at least they were visibly neither starved nor starving. There were higher real wages than for centuries past—and for very nearly two centuries to come. Indeed it was only just becoming anything but a distinctly prosperous time for this county of Devon. Its ports, its ships, its towns and villages lived, and largely thrived, as they had for the last half-millennium, on one great staple: wool. In the abrupt course of the next seventy years this trade was to be first slowly throttled, then finally annihilated by a national change of taste, towards lighter fabrics, and the more enterprising North of England; but still at this time half of Europe, even colonial America and imperial Russia, bought and made clothes from the Devonshire dozen, its famous length of serge and perpetuana.


There was evidence of the cloth trade in nearly every thatched doorway and open cottage shutter of C———; women spinning, men spinning, children spinning, their hands so accustomed that eyes and tongues were entirely free; or if not doing that, then engaged in cleaning, carding and combing the raw fleece-wool. Here and there in a dark interior might be glimpsed or heard looms, but the spinning predominated. The mechanical jenny was still several decades in the future and the bottleneck in the ancient hand process always lay with the production of the yarn, for which the great weaving, finishing and market centres like Tiverton and Exeter and their rich clothiers had an insatiable greed. In all this, too, the endless treadling, blurred wheels, distaffs, the very scent of raw wool, our travellers found nothing picturesque or of interest. Throughout the country, industry still lay inside the cottage, in outwork, in the domestic system.


This contempt, or blindness, was returned, in an inverse way. The riders were forced to go at an even slower pace by a lumbering ox-cart, which left no room to pass; and the doorway spinners, the townspeople about in the street, or attracted to their windows and thresholds by the horses’ hooves, betrayed a similar sense of alienation by staring, as the shepherd’s children had, at these strangers as if they were indeed foreigners, and not to be trusted. There was also the beginning of a political and a class feeling about this. It had been proved fifty years earlier, in the neighbouring counties of Somerset and Dorset, when nearly half of those who had flocked to join the Monmouth Rebellion had come from the cloth trade; most of the rest had come from the agricultural community, and virtually none at all from the local gentry. It would be wrong to speak yet of a trade-union-mindedness, or even of the mob spirit by then recognised and feared in larger cities; but of an inherent resentment of those who lived in a world not ruled by cloth, here was evidence.


The two gentlemen studiously avoided the watching eyes; and a sternness and gravity in their demeanour forebade greeting or enquiry, if not chowring comment. The young woman passenger did from time to time glance shyly sideways; but something bizarre in her muffled appearance puzzled the spectators. Only the man in the faded scarlet coat at the rear seemed like a normal traveller. He gave stare for stare; and even tipped his hat to two girls in a doorway.


Then a young man in a smock darted forward from the niche of a cob buttress supporting a leaning cottage wall and brandished an osier ring of dead birds up at the military-looking man. He had the sly grin of a yokel, half joker, half village idiot.


“Buy ’un, maister? Penny a ’oop, penny a ’oop!”


He was waved aside, but walked backwards, still thrusting the little ring of dead birds, each pierced through the neck, crimson and brown breasts and coal-black heads, up towards the rider. Hoops, or bullfinches, then had a price on their head, paid against their bodies by parish vestries.


“Where be’s ’ee to then, maister?”


The man in the scarlet coat rode on a pace or two in silence, and threw an answer back over his shoulder.


“The fleas in thy poxy inn.”


“What business?”


Again the rider waited to answer, and this time did not turn his head.


“None o’ thine.”


The ox-cart now turned into a smith’s yard, and the cavalcade could go more quickly. In a hundred yards or so they came to a more open square, paved with small dark setts sunk on edge. Though the sun had set, the sky had now cleared extensively in the west. Rose streaks of vapour floated in a honey-coloured light, suffusing the canopy still above with pink and amethyst tints. Somewhat finer and taller buildings surrounded this square and its central building, an open-sided shed, or market, made of massive oak timbers and with a steep-pitched and stone-tiled roof. There was a clothier’s shop, a saddler’s, a grocer’s, an apothecary and barber-surgeon’s, the latter being the nearest the place had to a doctor; a cord-wainer’s. At the far end of the square beyond the market-house stood a knot of people, around a long wooden pole lying on its side, the central totem for the next day’s celebrations, in process of being dressed with streamers.


Closer, beside the roof-supporting outer columns of the market-house, groups of children noisily played lamp-loo and tutball, those primitive forms of tag and baseball. Modern lovers of the second game would have been shocked to see that here it was preponderantly played by the girls (and perhaps also to know that its traditional prize, for the most skilled, was not the million-dollar contract, but a mere tansy pudding). An older group of lads, some men among them, stood all with short knob-ended sticks of heavy holly and hawthorn in their hands, and took turns to throw at a bizarre and ragged shape of stuffed red cloth, vaguely birdlike, set at the foot of the market-house wall. To the travellers this last was a familiar sight, no more than practice for the noble, ancient and universal English sport to be played on the morrow: that of cocksquailing, or slaughtering cocks by throwing the weighted squailers, or sticks, at them. Its traditional main season was Shrovetide; but in Devon it was so popular, as cockfighting was among the gentry, that it was celebrated at other festivals. A very few hours would see a series of terrified living birds tied in place of the stuffed red puppet, and blood on the setts. Eighteenth-century man was truly Christian in his cruelty to animals. Was it not a blasphemous cock that crowed thrice, rejoicing each time the apostle Peter denied? What could be more virtuous than bludgeoning its descendants to death?


The two gentlemen reined in, as if somewhat taken aback by this unexpected open stage and animated crowd. The cock-throwers had already turned away from their rehearsal; the children as quickly dropped their games. The younger gentleman looked back to the man in the scarlet coat, who pointed across to the northern side of the square, at a ramshackle stone building with a crudely painted black stag on a wall-board above its porch and an archway to a stableyard beside it.


The clattering and clopping procession now headed up across the slightly sloping square. The maypole was also forsaken for this more interesting entertainment, which had already gathered a small train on its way to the square. Some seventy or eighty faces were waiting, when they approached the inn; but just before they came to dismount, the younger gentleman politely gestured the elder forward, as if he must take precedence. A florid-faced man with a paunch came out under the porch, a serving-girl and a potboy behind him; then a man with a bustling limp from the yard, the ostler. He took the older gentleman’s horse as he slid stiffly to the ground; the potboy, the younger gentleman’s behind him. The landlord bowed.


“Welcome, sirs. Puddicombe, at your service. Us trust you be come an easy journey.”


The elder gentleman answered.


“All is ready?”


“As your man bespoke, sir. To the letter.”


“Then show to our chambers. We are much fatigued.”


The landlord backed, and offered entrance. But the younger gentleman waited a moment or two, watching the other three horses and their riders into the yard, to which they had headed direct. His senior eyed him, then the ring of onlookers, and spoke with a firm, even faintly testy, authority.


“Come, nephew. Enough of being the cynosure of nowhere.”


With that he passed into the inn, leaving his nephew to follow.


[image: image]


In the best upstairs chamber, the uncle and nephew have just finished their supper. Candles have been lit on a wall-sconce by the door, three more in a pewter branch on the table. An ash-log fire burns in a wide open hearth not far away, and the faintly acrid smell of its smoke pervades the trembling shadows in the large old room. A four-poster bed, its curtains drawn, stands with its head against a side-wall opposite the fire, with a ewer and bowl on a stand beside it. There is another table and chair by the window. Two ancient and worm-eaten wooden-armed chairs with leather-padded seats face each other on either side of the hearth; a long seventeenth-century bench-stool guards the foot of the bed. There is no other furniture. The windows are hidden by folding shutters, now latched across; there are no hangings, drawings or pictures, except for a framed engraving, on the wall above the fire, of the last but one monarch, Queen Anne, and a small tarnished mirror by the wall-sconce.


Ranged by the door lie the leather trunk, lid flung open on clothes, and the brassbound wooden chest. The fire and its shifting lights and shadows somewhat hide the room’s bareness, and at least the old half-panelling and uncarpeted yet polished broad-planks are warm.


The nephew fills his glass from a blue-and-white china decanter of Madeira, then rises and goes to the fire. He stares down at it for a few moments in silence. He has unbuckled his neck-stock and put on a damask night-gown (at that period a loose informal coat, not what it means today) over his long waistcoat and breeches. He has also taken his wig off, revealing that he is shaven-headed to the apparent point, in the poor light, of baldness; and indeed looks like nothing so much as a modern skinhead, did not his clothes deny it. His riding-coat and long suit-coat, and the fashionably brief campaign wig, hang from hooks by the door, the top-boots and sword stand below. His uncle has remained more formally dressed, and still wears his hat and much fuller wig, whose knot-ends lie against his coat. The two men bear little physical resemblance. The nephew is slightly built, and his face shows, as he stares at the fire, a blend of fastidiousness and intransigence. It is, with its aquiline nose and fine mouth, not an unhandsome face; but something broods in it. It certainly does not suggest any lack of breeding or urbanity, indeed he looks like a man confident, even certain, of his position in life, and of his general philosophy, despite his comparative youth. But unmistakably it suggests will, and an indifference to all that is not that will.


Its present meditative expression is in marked contrast to that of the corpulent uncle, at first sight a man of more imposing mien: jowly, doctorial, heavy-browed, incipiently choleric. Yet for all that he seems distinctly less at ease than his companion, whose stance in front of the fire, the downbent face, he now contemplates. His look reveals a certain wryness, not untinged with impatience. But he ends by looking down at his plate. His quick glance up, when suddenly the younger man speaks, although it is seemingly to the fire, suggests that the meal, like the journey, has lacked conversation.


“I thank you for bearing with me, Lacy. And my vacua.”


“I had fair warning, sir. And fair fee.”


“Even so. For one to whom speech must be the bread of life… I fear I have been poor company.”


They do not speak like nephew and uncle. The older man produces a snuff-box; and slides a sly look under his eyebrows at his interlocutor.


“Speech has brought me rotten cabbages before now. And far worse rewards than yours.” He takes snuff. “No more than the cabbages themselves, on occasion.”


The man by the fire looks back then, with a faint smile.


“I’ll wager never such a part as this.”


“I can’t deny you there, sir. Most assuredly no such part as this.”


“I am grateful. You have played it well.”


The older man bows, though with a perceptibly mock exaggeration.


“I might have played it better still had I—” but he breaks off, and opens his hands.


“Had you had more confidence in the author?”


“In his final design, Mr Bartholomew. With respect.”


The younger man stares back at the fire.


“We might all say that, might we not? In comœdia vitae.”


“True, sir.” He takes a lace handkerchief out and dabs at his nose. “But our craft conforms us. We like to have our morrows fixed. Therein doth lie our art. Without we are disarmed of half our powers, sir.”


“I have not remarked it.”


The actor smiles down, and closes his snuff-box. The younger man walks slowly to the window and idly unlatches the shutters, and folds a creaking half-panel back. He looks out, almost as if he expects to see someone waiting below in the market-place. But it is empty now and dark. In one or two of the surrounding houses windows shine faintly with candlelight. There is still a very barely perceptible luminescence, a last breath of the gone day, in the western sky; and stars, some nearly overhead, announce that the sky continues to clear eastwards. He recloses the shutter and turns to face the man at the table.


“We may ride the same road for an hour tomorrow. Then we must part.”


The older man looks down with a slight rise of his eyebrows and a tilted nod of reluctant acquiescence, like a chess-player forced to acknowledge he has met his master.


“I trust I may at least hope to meet you in more auspicious circumstances.”


“If fortune wishes it.”


The actor gives him a prolonged look.


“Come, sir. At this happy juncture—did you yourself not mock at superstition but a day or two ago? You speak as if fortune is your foe.”


“Hazard is no superstition, Lacy.”


“One throw of the dice, perhaps. But you may throw again.”


“May one cross the Rubicon twice?”


“But the young lady—”


“This time… or never more.”


Lacy is silent a moment.


“My dear sir, with all respect, you take too tragical a view of matters. You are no Romeo in a history, bound upon destiny’s wheel. Such notions are but a poet’s contrivance, to achieve his effect.” He pauses, but gets no answer. “Very well, you may fail this time in your venture, as you tell me you failed before. But may you not try again—as true lovers must? The old adage warns us so.”


The young man goes back to his chair and sits, and once more stares at the fire a long moment.


“Say it were a history that has neither Romeo nor Juliet. But another end, as dark as the darkest night.” He looks up. There is a sudden force, a directness in his look. “What then, Lacy?”


“The comparison is better made between ourselves. When you speak thus, it is I who am thrown into darkest night.”


Again the younger man is slow to reply.


“Allow me to put a strange fancy to you. You spake just now of fixed morrows. Suppose one came to you, to you alone, and said that he had pierced the secrets of the world to come—I mean not those of Heaven, but of this world we live in. Who could persuade you he was no fair-booth charlatan, but had truly discovered what he pretended by some secret study, mathematick science, astrology, what you will. Then told you of the world to come, what shall happen tomorrow, shall happen this day month, next year, a hundred, a thousand years from now. All, as in a history. Now—would you run crying it in the streets or keep silent?”


“I should first doubt my own mind.”


“But if that doubt were removed by some irrefutable proof?”


“Then I should warn my fellow-men. So that they might consider to avoid what might harm them.”


“Very well. But now further suppose that this prophet reveals that the predestinate future of this world is full of fire and plague, of civil commotion, of endless calamity. What then? Is the case the same?”


“I cannot conceive your case, sir. How it should be proven.”


“Bear with me. It is but conjecture. Let us grant he shall find proof to convince you.”


“You are too deep for me, Mr Bartholomew. If it be in the stars that my house shall be struck by a thunderbolt tomorrow, I grant you I may not avert that. Yet if it be also in the stars that I may be told as much, I can surely remove from my house in the expectation.”


“But suppose the bolt will strike you, wheresoe’er you flee or shelter? You are none the better off. You should as well have stayed at home. Besides, he might not know how you in person should die, when such and such an evil shall fall on any one of mankind, no more than that one day it must fall on most. I would ask this, Lacy. Would you not, if such a man, before coming to you, advised you of his purpose in coming, so that you had time to reflect and conquer natural curiosity—would you not most wisely refuse to hear a single word from him?”


“Perhaps. I can allow that.”


“And would not he, if he were Christian and kind—and mark you, even if his prophetic science foretold the very opposite, that this corrupt and cruel world should one day live in eternal peace and plenty—would not he still most wisely keep his secret to himself? If all were one day assured of Paradise, who would any longer trouble to stir himself to virtue or merit?”


“I take your general argument, sir. But not why you should speak so in present circumstance.”


“This, Lacy. Suppose you were he that can read this most awful decree upon what shall come. Is it not best that you should accept to be its only victim? Might not a most condign divine anger at such blasphemous breaking of the seals of time be assuaged at the price of your silence—nay, your own life?”


“I cannot answer that. You touch upon matters… it is not for us to trespass upon the privilege of our Creator alone.”


The younger man, his eyes still lost in the fire, bows his head a little in acquiescence.


“I but put a case. I mean no blasphemy.”


Then he falls silent, as if he regrets having opened the subject at all. It is clear that this does not satisfy the actor, for now he rises, and in his turn slowly goes to the window, his hands behind his back. He stands there a moment before the shutters, then suddenly clasps his hands more firmly, and turns and addresses the back of the bald head that sits silhouetted between him and the fire.


“I must speak frankly, Mr Bartholomew, since we part tomorrow. One learns in my profession to read men by their physiognomies. By their looks, their gait, their cast of countenance. I have ventured to form an opinion of you. It is highly favourable, sir. Behind the subterfuges we are presently reduced to, I believe you an honest and honourable gentleman. I trust you know me well enough by now to permit me to say that I should never have entered upon this enterprise were I not persuaded that you had justice upon your side.”


The younger man does not turn, and there is a tinge of dryness in his voice.


“But?”


“I can forgive you, sir, for hiding some circumstances in this our present business. I apprehend there is necessity and good sense in that. To use such necessity to deceive me as to the very business itself, that I could not forgive. I won’t conceal it, sir. You may speak of fancies, but what am I to make—”


Suddenly the younger man stands, it seems almost in a rage, so abrupt is the movement. Yet he merely turns towards the actor with another of his direct looks.


“I give you my word, Lacy. You know I am a disobedient son, you know I have not told you all. If such be sins, I confess to ’em. You have my word that what I do breaks no law of this land.” He comes forward and reaches out a hand. “I would have you believe that.”


The actor hesitates, then takes the hand. The younger man fixes him with his eyes.


“Upon my honour, Lacy. You have not misjudged me there. And I pray you to remember this, whatever lies ahead.” He drops the hand and turns away to the fire again, but looks back at the actor standing by the chair. “I have deceived you in much. I beg you to believe that it is to spare you much, also. No one shall ever find in you any but an innocent instrument. Should it come to that.”


The older man’s eyes are stern.


“None the less, something other than what you have led me to believe is afoot?”


The younger man looks back down to the fire.


“I seek a meeting with someone. That much is true.”


“But not of the kind you have given me to suppose?” Mr Bartholomew is silent. “An affair of honour?”


Mr Bartholomew smiles faintly. “I should not be here without a friend, were that the case. Nor ride so many miles to do what may be done far closer London.”


The actor opens his mouth to speak, in vain. There is the sound of a footstep outside the door, then a knock. The younger man calls. The landlord Puddicombe appears, and addresses the supposed uncle.


“Mr Brown, there be a gentleman below. His compliments, sir. With your pardon.”


The actor throws a sharp look at the man by the fire. He shows no sign of expectation fulfilled, yet it is he who speaks impatiently to the landlord.


“Who?”


“Mr Beckford, sir.”


“And who may Mr Beckford be?”


“Our parson, sir.”


The man by the fire looks down, it seems almost with relief, then up again at the actor.


“Forgive me, uncle. I am tired. Let me not prevent you.”


The actor smoothly, if belatedly, takes his cue. “Tell the reverend gentleman I shall be pleased to wait on him downstairs. My nephew craves his indulgence.”


“Very good, sir. At once. Your honours.”


He withdraws. The younger man makes a small grimace.


“Gird yourself, my friend. One last throwing of dust.”


“I cannot leave our conversation here, sir.”


“Be rid of him as soon as you civilly can.”


The actor feels for his neck-stock, touches his hat and straightens his coat.


“Very well.”


With a slight bow, he goes to the door. His hand is already on it when the younger man speaks one last time.


“And kindly ask our worthy landlord to send up more of his wretched tallow. I would read.”


The actor silently bows again, and leaves the room. For a few moments the man by the fire stares at the floor. Then he goes and carries the small table near the window to beside the chair he has sat in; he fetches the candle-branch from the supper-table and sets in there in preparation. Next, feeling in the pocket of his knee-length waistcoat for a key, he goes and crouches and unlocks the brassbound chest by the door. It seems to contain nothing but books and loose manuscript papers. He rummages a little and finds a particular sheaf of the latter, takes them to his chair and begins to read.


In a few moments there is a knock on the door. An inn-maid comes in, carrying another lit branch on a tray. She is gestured to put it with the other on the table beside him; she does, then turns to clear the supper things. Mr Bartholomew does not look at her; as if he lived not two hundred and fifty years ago, but five centuries ahead, when all that is menial and irksome will be done by automata. Leaving with the dishes on the tray, she turns at the door, and curtsies awkwardly towards the oblivious figure in the armchair, absorbed in his reading. He does not look up; and awed, perhaps because reading belongs to the Devil, or perhaps secretly piqued by such indifference, since even in those days inn-maids were not hired for their plain looks, she silently goes.
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In a much humbler room above, a garret beneath the roof, the young woman lies seemingly asleep beneath her brown riding-cloak, spread over her as blanket on a narrow truckle-bed. At the end of the unceiled room, by the one small gable-window, sits a single candle on a table, whose faint light barely reaches the far and inner end of the room where the girl lies; half on her stomach, her legs bent up beneath the cloak, and a crooked arm on the coarse pillow, on which she has spread the linen band that she used as a muffler. There is something childlike in her pose and in her face, with its slightly snub nose and closed eyelashes. Her left hand still holds the limp last of her violets. A mouse rustles as it runs here and there below the table, investigating and sniffing.


On the back of a chair beside the bed sits perched above the discarded chip hat something apparently precious and taken from the opened bundle on the floor; a flat white cambric hat, its fronts and sides goffered into little flutes, with hanging from the sides, to fall behind the wearer’s ears, two foot-long white lappet-bands. It seems strangely ethereal, even faintly absurd and impertinent in that rough room. Such caps, without the lappets, were in history to become a mark of the housemaid and waitress, but they were then worn by all female fashionable society, mistresses and maids alike, as indeed were aprons on occasion. Male servants, the slaves of livery, were easily known; but female ones, as at least one contemporary male disapprovingly noted, and tried to prevent, were allowed considerable licence at this date. Many a gentleman entering a strange drawing-room had the mortification of bowing politely to what he supposed a lady intimate of his hostess, only to find he was wasting fine manners on a mere female domestic.


But the owner of this delicate and ambiguous little cap is not truly asleep. At the sound of steps on stairs outside, her eyes open. The feet stop at her door, there is a momentary pause, then two thumps, as its bottom-board is kicked. She throws aside the cloak and stands from the bed. She wears a dark green gown, fastened between her breasts, but with its edges folded back, as also just below her elbows, to reveal a yellow lining. Below she wears a full white apron, to the ground. The dress is stayed, to a narrow waist, and gives her upper body the unnatural and breastless shape of an inverted cone. She slips her stockinged feet into a pair of worn mules and goes and opens the door.


The manservant she has ridden with stands there, a large brass jug of warm water in one hand, an ochre-glazed earthenware bowl in the other. He is hardly visible in the darkness, his face in shadow. The sight of her seems to freeze him, but she stands back and points to the end of the narrow room, to the table. He goes past her and puts down the jug by the candle, then the bowl; but that done, he stands once more frozen, his back to her, his head hanging.


The young woman has turned to pick up her large bundle, then lay it on the bed. It reveals an assembly of clothes, ribbons, an embroidered cotton scarf; and wrapped in them another bundle, that holds an array of minute earthenware gallipots, whose lids are formed, rather like those on modern jam jars, of scraps of parchment bound with string. There are some small and corked blue glass bottles also; a comb, a brush, a hand-mirror. Suddenly she becomes aware of the man’s stillness, and turns to look at him.


For a moment she does nothing. Then she goes towards him, takes his arm and urges him round. His face remains impassive; yet there is something both haggard and resentful in his stance, mute and tormented, a beast at bay, unbestially questioning why it should be so. Her look is steady. She shakes her head; at which his vacant blue eyes look away from her brown ones, past her head, at the far wall, though nothing else in his body moves. Now she looks down and lifts one of his hands, seems to examine it; touches and pats it with her other hand. They stand so for half a minute or more, in a strange immobility and silence, as two people waiting for something to happen. Finally she lets his hand fall and, walking back to the door, relatches it; turns and looks back at the man, whose eyes have followed her. Now she points to the floor beside where she stands, as one might to a pet dog—gently, yet not without a hint of firmness. The man moves back down the room, still searching her eyes. Once more she touches his hand, but this time only to press it briefly. She goes back herself to the table, begins untying the apron. Then, as if she has forgotten, she returns to the bed and, delving for a moment in the opened bundle, picks out one of the little pots, a small bottle and a square of worn huckaback, evidently a makeshift towel. With these she turns back to the table and stands there silent a moment, unfastening the cover of the pot in the candlelight.


She begins to undress. First the apron is removed, and hung on one of a row of primitive wooden pegs beside the window. Next the yellow-lined green gown, which reveals a quilted calamanco petticoat (a skirt in modern terms, the lower part of the dress opens upon it). It is of a plum colour, and strangely glazed, for satin is woven in its worsted cloth. She unties that at the waist, and hangs it on another hook; then her stays. Beneath them there remains only a smicket, or small white under-bodice, that one might have expected left on for modesty’s sake. Yet this too is pulled over her close-drawn hair and hung beside the rest. She is naked now, above her swanskin and linen under-petticoats.


She does all this quickly and naturally, as if she is alone. The effect on the watching man is peculiar, since from the moment she has begun undressing, his feet have been cautiously shifting; but not towards her. He edges thus back against the inner wall of the room; only its beams and plaster can prevent him from retreating farther still.


Now she pours water and washes, having extracted a small wash-ball of gilliflower soap from the glass pot: her face and neck, the front of her body and her arms. Her movements make the candlelight in front of her tremble a little; occasionally some small twist of her body or arms causes a gleaming reflection on the wet skin, or shows a soft rim of its whiteness on the edge of the black-brown silhouette of her bare back. Among the rafters moves a sinister parody, in elongated and spiderlike shadows, of the simple domesticity of the ritual. It is sinister in both senses, for it is clear now she is left-handed by nature. Not once does she turn while this is going on, or while she is patting herself dry; and not once do the silent man’s eyes move from her half-naked body.


Now she takes the blue bottle and moistens a corner of her huckaback towel in the liquid it contains, which she dabs here and there about her bared body; at the side of her neck, beside her armpits, and somewhere in front. A perfume of Hungary water creeps down the room.


She reaches sideways for her smicket and puts it on again; and now she does turn, and brings the candle to the bed, beside the man. She sits. Another little china pot is taken—the ball of soap has been carefully dried and replaced in its own container—and set beside the candle. It contains ceruse, a white cream or unguent made of lead carbonate, a universal cosmetic of her age, more properly seen as a lethal poison. She takes some on a forefinger and rubs it on her cheeks, then all over her face with little circular movements. The neck receives similar treatment; the tops of the shoulders. She reaches next back to the bundle and takes the mirror and one of the minuscule blue bottles, stoppered with a cork. She examines her face for a moment. The light on this improvised dressing-table is too far away; picking up the candlestick, she turns towards the man, indicating where she wants it held, closer.


He comes forward and takes it, and holds it slightly to one side, within a foot of the girl’s face. She spreads the towel on her lap, carefully unlids the last small gallipot; it holds a safflower pomatum. A minute amount of this she touches across her lips, spreading the colouring first with her tongue, next, mirror in hand, with a fingertip; every so often she touches the fingertip against each cheekbone and rubs the colouring there as well, using it as a rouge as well as a lip-salve. At last, satisfied with the effect, she puts the mirror down and relids the gallipot. Having done that, she pushes the human candle-holder’s wrist gently away and reaches for another blue bottle. That has a goose-quill in its cork when it is opened. To apply its colourless liquid she tilts her head back and allows one drop to fall into each opened eye. Perhaps it stings, for she blinks rapidly on each occasion. That bottle is recorked; and only then does she look up at the man.


The brilliance of her eyes, already dilating under the influence of the belladonna, the heightened colour of her mouth and cheeks—the scarlet seems not a natural red at all—make it clear that this is no maid, though the effect is far more doll-like than aphrodisiac. Only those tawny irises, with their enlarging pupils, remain of the simple young woman who dozed on the bed fifteen minutes before. The corners of her red lips curve just enough to hint at a smile; yet innocently, almost as if she is the staring man’s sister, indulging some harmless foible in him. After a few moments she closes her eyes, without altering the upward angle of her face.


Another might have assumed it was an invitation to kiss, but this man’s only reaction is to move the candle a little closer; to one side, to the other. He seems to search every inch of that faintly wax-like facial skin, every curve, every feature, as if somewhere among them lies a minute lost object, a hidden symptom, an answer; and his face grows mysterious in its intensity of concentration, its absence of emotion. The impression is of a profound innocence, such as congenital idiots sometimes display; of in some way seeing her more sustainedly, more wholly than normal intelligence could. Yet there is nothing of the idiot about his own face. Beneath its regularity, even handsomeness—the mouth is particularly strong and well shaped—there lurks a kind of imperturbable gravity, an otherness.


She bears this silent scrutiny for nearly a minute. His free hand rises, hesitates, gently touches her right temple. He traces the line of her face, down her cheek to the jawbone and chin, as if she is indeed not flesh, but wax, painted marble, a death-mask. The tracing continues, and she closes her eyes again: the forehead, the eyebrows, the eyelids, the nose, the mouth itself. Her lips do not move against the fingers that brush across them.


Suddenly the man falls to his knees, putting the candle upon the floor at her feet; and sinks his face into her lap, almost as if he cannot stand further sight of what he has caressed, and yet is at its mercy. She does not flinch or seem surprised at this; but stares down for a long moment at the back of the head buried against her; then reaches her left hand and strokes the bound hair. She whispers, so softly it seems to be to herself, not to him.


“Oh my poor Dick. Poor Dick.”


He does not answer, seems once again frozen. She continues slowly to stroke his hair and pat it for a minute or more, in the silence. At last she gently pushes him away, and stands, though only to turn to her opened bundle and from it to unroll an oyster-pink gown and petticoat, which she smoothes out flat, as if preparing to put them on. Still he kneels, with his head bowed, it might seem in some kind of submission or supplication. The candle on the floor lights something that suggests neither, and at which he stares down, as hypnotized by it as he has been by her face; and that both his hands clutch, as a drowning man a branch, though they do not move. The top of his breeches has been torn aside, and what he clutches is no branch, but a large, naked and erect penis. The young woman shows no shock or outrage when she realizes this obscenity, though her hands are arrested in their smoothing. She goes quietly to the top of her truckle-bed, where the violets still lie strewn on the rough pillow; gathers them up, and returns to where he kneels, to toss them, it seems casually, almost mockingly under the down-turned face and across the hands and the monstrous blood-filled glans.


His face jerks up as in an agony at the painted one above, and they stare for a moment into each other’s eyes. She steps round him and unlatches the door and stands holding it open, for poor Dick to leave; at which, clutching his opened breeches, he struggles clumsily to his feet and without looking at her, and still in obscene disarray, lurches through the open door. She steps into the doorway, it seems to give him light down the dark stairway to the landing below. Some draught threatens to extinguish the candle, and she draws back, shielding the guttering flame, like a figure from a Chardin painting, and closes the door with her back. She leans against it, and stares down at the pink brocaded clothes on the truckle-bed. There is no one to see she has tears in her eyes, besides the belladonna.
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Dick had been, during his absence upstairs, briefly a subject of conversation at the long table in the inn kitchen. Such kitchens were once semi-public and as much the centre of the inn’s life, for the humbler traveller or the servants of grander ones, as the equivalent room in the old farmhouse. If not finer, the food eaten there—and no doubt the company—was certainly warmer than in the more public parlours or private chambers. The inn servants welcomed the gossip, news and entertainment brought by strangers of their own approximate class and kind. The undisputed king of the Black Hart’s kitchen, that evening, and from the moment he had stamped through the door from the stableyard, cutlass and cased blunderbuss under one arm, and managed, in one comprehensive removal of his hat and sweep of his eyes, to ogle kitchen-maids, cook and Dorcas the inn-maid, had been he of the scarlet coat, soon self-announced as Sergeant Farthing.


He was, it equally soon seemed, of that ancient type—as ancient as the human race, or certainly as human war—the Roman comedians dubbed the miles gloriosus; the military boaster, or eternal bag of bullshit. Even to be a modest soldier was no recommendation in eighteenth-century England. The monarchs and their ministers might argue the need for a standing army; to everyone else soldiers seemed an accursed nuisance (and insult, when they were foreign mercenaries), an intolerable expense both upon the nation and whatever particular and unfortunate place they were quartered in. Farthing appeared oblivious to this, and immoderately confident of his own credentials: how he was (despite his present dress) an ex-sergeant of marines, how as a drummer boy he had been on Byng’s flagship during the glorious engagement of Cape Passaro in ’18, where the Spaniards were given such a drubbing; had been commended for his courage by Admiral Byng himself (not the one to be filled with Portsmouth lead in 1757 to encourage the others, but his father), though “no bigger than that lad”… the potboy. He had a way of fixing attention; and not letting it go, once it was fixed. There was certainly no one in that kitchen to challenge such a self-proclaimed man of war, and of the outer world. He had in addition a bold eye for his female listeners, since like all his kind he knew very well that half the trick of getting an audience into the palm of one’s hand is flattering them. He also ate and drank copiously, and praised each drop and mouthful; perhaps the most truthful sentence he spoke was when he said he knew good cider when he tasted it.


Of course he was questioned in return, as to the present journey. The younger gentleman and his uncle were riding, it seemed, to pay court to a lady who was respectively an aunt and a sister; a lady as rich as a supercargo, old and ailing besides, who lived at Bideford or thereabout; who had never married, but inherited lands and property fit for a duchess. Various winks and nose-taps glossed this already sufficiently explicit information: the young gentleman, it was hinted, had not always in the past been a model of assiduity, and lay even now in debt. The wench upstairs was a London lady’s maid, destined for the aunt’s service, while he, Timothy Farthing, had come as a service to the uncle, with whom he had been long acquainted and who was of nervous disposition as regards highwaymen, footpads and almost any other human face met more than a mile from St Paul’s. Though he said it himself, they had travelled thus far under his vigilant eye as safe as with a company of foot.


And this uncle? He was a man of means, a substantial merchant in the City of London, however with children of his own to provide for. His brother, the younger gentleman’s father, had died improvidently some years before, and the uncle stood as his nephew’s effective guardian and mentor.


Only once had he broken off during all this discourse or quasi-monologue; and that was when Dick had come from the stables and stood, as if lost; uncomprehending, unsmiling, in the doorway. Farthing had bunched fingers to his mouth and pointed to an empty place on the far side of the table, then winked at Puddicombe, the landlord.


“Hears naught, says naught. Born deaf and mute, Master Thomas. And simple into the bargain. But a good fellow. My younger gentleman’s servant, despite his clothes. Sit you down, Dick. Eat your share, we’ve met none so good as this on our way. Now where was I?”


“How as you came on the Spainer’s tail,” ventured the potboy.


Now and again, while the silent servant ate, Farthing did appeal to him. “Isn’t that so, Dick?” Or, “Ecod, Dick could tell more if he had a tongue—or a mind to wield it.”


It was not that these appeals were answered, indeed Dick seemed oblivious to them, even when his vacant blue eyes were on Farthing and he was being addressed; yet his companion seemingly wanted to show avuncularity among all his other virtues. The eyes of the maids, however, did wander the deaf-mute’s way more and more frequently; perhaps it was curiosity, perhaps it was a kind of wistfulness that so well-proportioned and fundamentally attractive a young male face, for all its expressionlessness and lack of humour, should belong to such a pitiful creature mentally.


There had been one other interruption: the “wench upstairs” had appeared in the inner doorway towards the end of the supper, bearing a tray with the remains of her own, and beckoned to the inn-maid Dorcas, who rose to speak there with her. Some low words were exchanged between them, and Dorcas looked round at the deaf-mute. Farthing would have had the newcomer join them, but she declined, and pertly.


“I have heard all your bloodthirsty tales, I thank you.”


The little curtsey she gave as she retreated was almost as much a snub as her words. The ex-sergeant touched up his right moustache and sought sympathy from the landlord.


“There’s London for you, Master Thomas. I’ll warrant you that girl was as pleasant and fresh of face as yon Dorcas a few years ago. Now the chit’s all Frenchified airs, like her name, that I’ll warrant she never was born with. She’d be all pale civility, nice as a nun’s hen, as the saying goes.” He puts on an affected voice. “ ‘Would the man I love best were here, that I might treat him like a dog.’ So’s her kind. I tell you, you’d have ten times more a better treating from her mistress than a maid like Louise. Louise, what name is that for an Englishwoman, I ask you, sir. Isn’t it so, Dick?”


Dick stared and said nothing.


“Poor Dick. He has her mincing manners up with him all day long. Don’t you, lad?” He went through a pantomime, cocking his thumb towards the door through which the mincing manners had just departed, then mimicking by means of forked fingers two people riding together. Finally he pushed up his nose and once more cocked his thumb at the door. The deaf-mute still stared blankly back at him. Farthing winked at the landlord. “I’ faith, I know blocks of wood with more wit.”


However, a little later, when he saw Dorcas filling the brass jug from the copper in which it had heated, since that had evidently been the matter discussed with the girl upstairs, the deaf-mute stood and waited to take it; and again at the door, where the maid handed him an earthenware bowl from a dresser. He even nodded, in some token of thanks for her help; but she turned to Farthing as if in doubt.


“Do ’er know where to take ’un, then?”


“Aye. Let him be.” He closed an eye, and tapped it with a finger. “Eyes like a falcon, has Dick. Why, he sees through walls.”


“Never.”


“He must, my love. Leastways I never met a man so fond of staring at ’em.” And he winked again, to make clear he was joking.


Mr Puddicombe advanced the opinion that this was a strange case for a gentleman’s servant—how could a master use one who understood so little? How command, and make him fetch?


Farthing glanced towards the door and leant forward confidentially.


“I’ll tell you this, Master Thomas. The master’s a match for his man. I never met a gentleman spoke less. ’Tis his humour, his uncle warned me thus. So be it, I take no offence.” He pointed a finger at the landlord’s face. “But mark my words, he’ll speak with Dick.”


“How so?”


“By ciphers, sir.”


“And what might they be?”


Farthing leant back, then tapped his chest with a finger and raised a clenched fist. His audience stared, as blankly as the deaf-mute. The gestures were repeated, then glossed.


“Bring me… punch.”


Dorcas put her hand over her mouth. Farthing tapped his own shoulder, then raised one open hand and the forefinger of the other. Again he waited, then deciphered.


“Wake me, six of the clock prompt.”


Now he extended a palm and put his other hand, clenched, upon it; touched himself; cupped his hands against his breasts; then raised four fingers. The same fascinated faces waited for an explanation.


“Wait—a play upon words, do you not take it, a weight in a balance—wait on me at the lady’s house at four o’clock.”


Puddicombe nodded a shade uncertainly. “I grasp it.”


“I could give you ten times more. A hundred times. Our Dick is not the fool he looks. I’ll tell you something more, sir. Between ourselves.” Once again he looked to the door, and dropped his voice. “This yesternight I must needs share a bed with him at Taunton, we could find no better place. I wake, I know not why, in the middle of the night. I find my bed-partner gone, slipped away as I slept. I think not too much on that, he must to the vaults, the more room for me, and would sleep again. Whereupon I heard a sound, Master Thomas, as of one talking in his sleep. No words, but a hum in the throat. So.” And he hummed as he had described, paused, then hummed again. “I look. And there I see the fellow in his shirt, and on his knees, as it might be praying, by the window. But not as a Christian, to our Lord. Nay. To the moon, sir, that shone bright on where he was. And he stood, sir, and pressed to the glass, still making his sounds, as if he would fly up to where he gazed. And I thought, Tim, thou’st faced the Spanish cannon, thou’st given the ruff of the drum, thou’st seen death and desperate men more times than thou canst tell, but rat or rot me, none like this. ’Twas clear as day he was in a lunatic fit, and might at any moment turn and spring and tear me limb from limb.” He paused, for effect, and surveyed the table. “I tell you, my good people, no jest, I would not pass another hour like that for a hundred pound. Ecod, no, nor for a thousand.”


“Could you not seize him?”


Farthing allowed a knowing smile to cross his features.


“I take it you were never at Bedlam, sir. Why, I’ve seen one there, a fellow you’d spit upon for a starving beggar in his quiet hours, throw off ten stout lads in his passions. Your lunatic’s a tiger when the moon is on him, Master Thomas. ’Sdeath, he’ll out-hector Hector himself, as the saying is. Finds the rage and strength of twenty. And mark Dick’s no weakling, even in his settled mind.”


“What did you then?”


“I lay as dead, sir, with this hand on the hilt of my blade beside my bed. A weaker spirit might have cried for help. But I gave myself the credit of keeping my head, Master Thomas. I braved it out.”


“And what happened?”


“Why, the fit passed, sir. He comes once more to the bed, gets in. He starts snoring. But not I, oh no, ’fore George not I. Tim Farthing knows his duty. Ne’er a wink all night, my blade at the ready, sat in a chair where I could swash him down if the fit came on again or worse. I tell you no lie, my friends, had he but woke a second, he should have been carbonadoed in a trice, by Heaven he should. I reported all to Mr Brown next morning. And he said he would speak to his nephew. Who seemed not troubled, and said Dick was strange, but would do no harm, I was to take no account.” He leant back, and touched his moustache. “I keep my own counsel on that, Master Thomas.”


“I should think so, verily.”


“And my blunderbush to hand.” His eyes sought Dorcas’s face. “No need to fright yourself, my dear. Farthing’s on watch. He’ll do no harm here.” The girl’s eyes lifted involuntarily towards the ceiling. “Nor up there, neither.”


“ ’Tis only three stairs.”


Farthing folded his arms, then put his tongue in his cheek. “By hap she finds him work to do?”


The girl was puzzled. “What work would that be then?”


“Work no man finds work, my innocent.” He leered, and the girl, at last understanding what he would say, raised a hand to her mouth. Farthing transferred his eyes to the landlord. “I tell you, London’s an evil place, Master Thomas. The maid but apes the mistress there. Ne’er rests content, the hussy, till she’s decked out in her shameless sacks and trollopees. If my lady has her lusty lackey, why shouldn’t I, says she. Spurn the poor brute by day, and have him to my bed each night.”


“Prithee no more, Mr Farthing. If my good wife were here…”


“Amen, sir. I should not speak of it, were the fellow not lecherous as a Barbary ape. Let your maids be warned. He came on one in the stable on our road here… happily I passed and prevented the rogue. But enough’s enough. He knows no better, he thinks all women as lascivious as Eve, God forgive him. As eager to raise their petticoats as he to unbreech.”


“I wonder his master don’t give him a good flogging.”


“And well you may, sir. Well you may. No more of it. A word to the wise, as the saying goes.”


They passed then to other matters; but when, some ten minutes later, the deaf-mute reappeared, it was as if a draught of cold air had entered the room. He seemed as expressionless as ever, looked at no one, regained his place. One by one all there covertly glanced at him, as if searching for some flush, some outward sign of his sin. However, he stared down with his blue eyes at the old table just beyond his plate, blankly awaiting some further humiliation.
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