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 Watling Street.









 	Up in London, in the very heart of the City, there is a short and narrow street, with warehouses on each side so high as to keep the sunshine from the crowded pavement, along which heavy waggons, laden with goods, are passing to and fro all the day long. It is called Watling Street, and is part of the great Roman highway, running through the country from Kent to the far shores of Cardigan Bay. Here and there, in the heart of the country, as well as in the heart of the City, there are still to be found fragments of this grand old road. But Watling Street in the country is sure to be a lane, running between fields, yet so strongly and solidly made, that more than a thousand years of neglect, and of winter snows and summer tempests, have not materially injured it.

 	Over a hundred and fifty miles from London, there lies a mile or two of the old Watling Street between high hedgerows, making it almost as shady as the tall buildings which hang over it in London. The trees meet overhead, interlacing their leafy branches in the summer sunshine, or their delicate tracery of bare twigs against the frosty skies of winter. Now, as during the past centuries, purple briony creeps over the thorn-bushes, and wild rose-briars shoot up their tall, strong stems, with sprays of pink roses blooming upon them. Violets and primroses, cowslips and fox-gloves come and go in their due season, year after year; and soft mosses lie like velvet on the rough bark of gnarled trees, grown grey with the storms of uncounted winters. So straight is the line of the old Roman road that you can look far down it as through a long tunnel, lit up with a cool green light, as far as your eye can reach. Brilliant dragon-flies flit across if, and the happy birds haunt it with brisk fluttering of wings. And if no sound of human voices is to be heard, timid rabbits play along the grass-grown roadway, and pert squirrels come down from the trees to search for nuts under the hazel-bushes.

 	About a stone’s throw from this fragment of Watling Street there stand three cottages, built half of timber, with high-pitched roofs of thatch, and gable windows rising out of the roof. They lie somewhat in a hollow, well guarded from keen winds, with a little brook, clear as crystal, running past them. Before and behind them there are old-fashioned gardens, well stocked with fruit-trees; and under the window of the largest of the cottages there stands a bench holding three beehives, from which a busy and joyous hum of happy labour issues from early dawn till late dusk. “Old Thorneycroft’s houses in Watling Street” they are called by all the country round.

 	Old Thorneycroft’s houses they had been; but by some stress of misfortune, the old builder had been compelled to sell them, having, however, secured a purchaser who engaged not to disturb him during his lifetime, and to give him the chance of rebuying his cottages for the same sum as that he had sold them for. For the rest of his life old Thorneycroft and his daughter Abigail had lived like misers, and worked like slaves: and when her father lay dying, Abigail promised him solemnly that she would give herself no rest until the place was her own again. He left her sixty pounds towards the two hundred that were needed; the fruit of his hardest toil, and his constant self-denial.

 	It was a few years after her father’s death that Abigail married Richard Medlicott. For a long while her promise to her father weighed heavily against the thought of marriage. But Richard Medlicott had a pension of sixpence a day as a disabled soldier, and was a gifted man at shoemaking and cobbling. He had one child by a former marriage, a boy of ten, almost ready to get his own living, and Abigail at last consented to become his wife. Yet though he did not hinder her, he could not help her much towards attaining her end. She had to toil and strive, as it were, single-handed. The sun seldom rose before she did; and the moon and silent stars often shone down upon her as she dragged her weary limbs homewards, after a hard day’s work in the fields or the farmhouses. Fortunately she had but one child; and her husband, who necessarily worked at home, took charge of him, after the first months of his infancy.

 	The harvest was over, and there was that gentle lull in country labour, which comes after the corn is gathered in, and the fields lie fallow, and the fruit is all ripened and plucked, and the hot hurry and burden of summer toil is ended. Once a week, when their work allowed of it, a few labourers from the scattered farmsteads round were accustomed to meet at Richard Medlicott’s cottage, to hold what they still called their Society meeting. Like their founder, John Wesley, they had not forsaken the Church, but mostly attended the services there with sober regularity; but on Sunday evening, and once during the week, they held their own simple and homely worship in Richard Medlicott’s kitchen, or in a little parlour which Abigail’s father had built at the side of it. They had met together again on a Wednesday evening, after a dispersion of a few weeks, and dropped in, one by one, taking their customary seats in solemn silence, with just a word to one another until the worship of the evening was over.

 	It was a company of rugged, weather-beaten men and women, assembled in a bare little room which contained a wooden chair apiece, and a small three-legged table, on which lay the hymn-book, and the class-book in which their names were written. Abigail was a woman of sixty now, with grey hair and bowed shoulders; but she sat in her own corner to-night, with her hard brown hands lying restfully on her lap, as if their hardest toil was over. The spotless muslin border of her cap set off the deep russet and red of her sunburnt face, on which a smile of tranquil triumph was playing. Beside her on a low stool sat a tall, loose-limbed lad of twenty, her only child, poor Gideon, with the vacant eyes of a half-witted person, such as the country folk around call an innocent or natural, carefully avoiding the harsher name of idiot or fool. Gideon had sat there beside his mother, on the same low stool, ever since he was too old to go to bed before the class began; and though his name was not in the class-book, it was always called out by his father at the end of the others.

 	Old Richard put on his spectacles, and opened the hymn-book, and in a quavering yet measured voice gave out a familiar hymn:—

 	“No foot of land do I possess,

 

 	No cottage in the wilderness,

 

 	A poor wayfaring man.”

 

 	But before the little company could pitch the right key for the well-known tune, Abigail broke in with eager yet tremulous tones:—

 	“No, Richard, no,” she said; “I canna sing that hymn; niver again. The Lord, He’s given me these cottages, and nigh on three acres o’ land; and I canna sing those words in His face, not now. It runs in my head as I must praise Him in other words; but not those, Richard, niver again.”

 	There was a thrill of excitement in the hearts of all the little company. Every one in the neighbourhood knew of Abigail’s promise to her father, long since dead, and the steadfast way in which she had sought to keep it. It had seemed so great a task, that very few believed she could succeed; but what did her words mean, if she had not bought back the houses her father had sold?

 	“The rest on us can sing the old hymn, Aby,” said her husband, with a quiet smile; “and there’s words coming as thee can join in.”

 	It was the custom among them to turn their faces to the wall as they sang; so that no one saw the tears of joy streaming down Abigail’s wrinkled cheeks as she stood silently listening to words she could never sing again. But in a minute or two her voice, sweet still though thin and feeble, could join in with theirs.

 	“There is my house and portion fair,

 

 	My treasure and my heart are there,

 

 	And my abiding home.

 

 	For me my elder brethren stay,

 

 	And angels beckon me away,

 

 	And Jesus bids me come.”

 

 	There seemed a new depth of meaning in these words to Abigail; her heart had been set on reclaiming her father’s property, and the old house in which she had herself been born. But now her treasure and her heart must be in heaven. When her turn came to speak, she forgot the usual form of speech which for many years she had uttered with little variation. Her husband asked her as usual what the Lord’s dealings with her had been since they last met in class, and she answered eagerly:—

 	“I don’t know how to bless Him,” she said; “He’s given me my heart’s desire. It’s not my abidin’ home, I know; but it was father’s own house, and I shall die under my own roof; and Gideon, my boy, he’s provided for; and if he dies, the old place’ll go to thy son Dick, as thee loves so much, in spite of all. I canna bless the Lord enough.”

 	Gideon had been listening to his mother with a perplexed and troubled face, missing the familiar form of speech which he had heard from time out of mind. When she came to an end with a sob, he broke in, his voice closely imitating hers:—

 	“I’m a poor sinner,” he said; “but the Lord is my Saviour. I’m not fit to do more than the poor publican as stood afar off and smote his breast, and cried, ‘God be merciful to me a sinner.’ But, please God, I’ll go on doin’ my duty, and I hope nobody’ll be turned away from Jesus by any sin o’ mine. Amen.”

 	They were the words he had heard his mother say, week after week, which he had always faithfully repeated in tones like her own. Abigail and Gideon were the last to speak; and now old Richard Medlicott gave out another hymn, prayed for a minute or two, and the meeting was over. They were free to gather about Abigail and wish her joy, and hear all the circumstances of her important purchase. The houses were her own at last. Although the money was hers in every sense, yet, being a married woman, the freehold was conveyed to her husband.

 	“Let us go out and look at ’em,” said old Richard Medlicott.
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 Her Heart’s Desire.









 	Twilight was still lingering in the west, and the moon had risen; there was light enough to see the three cottages, with their high-pitched roofs standing clearly against the evening sky. The ruddy glimmers of the fires burning on the hearths shone through the lower casements, and the pale-grey wood-smoke rose slowly, and melted softly into the tranquil evening air. The little crowd of hard-working men stood at the end of the garden, looking back upon them with keener and more earnest eyes than usual. To buy them back was a great thing for a woman to have done.

 	“It’s a pretty place,” said Richard Medlicott; “‘the blessing o’ the Lord, it maketh rich, and He addeth no sorrow with it.’ But, Aby, thee and me, we must remember as ‘the time is short, and them that buy must be as though they possessed not.’”

 	“Ay,” answered Aby; “I must think often on them blessed words, ‘riches have wings, and they are soon cut off and we flee away.’ I must na’ glory in the houses, like proud Nebuchadnezzar, when he said, ‘Isn’t this great Babylon, that I’ve built with my own hand?’ And he was driven out and dwelt among the beasts of the field, till his nails became like birds’ claws. No, no; he’s a warnin’! But it’s the blessing o’ the Lord that’s made me rich; it isn’t all my own hand.”

 	It was plain to Abigail that her neighbours listened to her with more attention and respect than usual. Formerly they had not been so silent, or so ready to let her finish her speech without interruption. They called her Mrs. Medlicott, too; she, who until now had been plain Abigail, or even Aby. There was something inexpressibly sweet in this new deference shown to her, “We shan’t see you in the fields again,” said a waggoner from the nearest farm; “you’d do nought but house-work, now, I reckon, Mrs. Medlicott. Iverybody’ll miss you, harvest-time, and weedin’ and toppin’ and tailin’ turnips. It passes me where master’ll get another to work as you’ve worked. But there’s a end to all things, and you’ve no need to slave like a man no more.”

 	“No,” answered Abigail, trying to straighten her bowed shoulders, and to lift up her bent head, “I’m goin’ to rest now, please God. I shall have more time to read my Bible and good books, like my husband. It seems as if I were goin’ to have a week o’ Sundays, like they’ve got in heaven above. A week o’ Sundays, with only little fid-fads to do; and the sun a-shinin’, and the birds singin’, and iverybody, all over the world, happy and good; that’s what I think heaven’s like, and it runs in my head as that’s what my life’s goin’ to be, now my work’s done.”

 	They had sauntered down to the garden-wicket, arid after shaking hands with each of their departing friends, Richard and Abigail Medlicott slowly paced back along the moss-grown path, Gideon shambling behind them with dragging feet. He was talking to himself with a voice wonderfully like his mother’s.

 	“I’m goin’ to rest now, please God,” he said; “and have a week o’ Sundays, and think on the blessed words, ‘Riches has wings, for they’re soon cut off, and we flee away,’ and Nebuchadnezzar, and proud Babylon that was driven out, and lived among the beasts. Poor Nebuchadnezzar!” he went on in his own natural tone; “I’ve hunted and hunted for him, scores o’ times, among the beasts in the field all round, and I could never catch sight of him, poor old man, nor Babylon neither! But now my work’s done, I’ll have more time for seekin’ him, shan’t I, mother? It’s time we had a week o’ Sundays.”

 	“God bless this house, and all that ever dwell under its old roof!” said Richard Medlicott, baring his white head as he crossed the door-sill. He had not been able to do much towards buying back the houses, except by cheerfully setting his wife free from many a household duty. It had fallen to his lot to be the one to stay at home, and watch patiently for the hour when the labourer’s day was done, and his wife could return, worn out and weary, to the evening meal prepared for her by himself and Gideon. The careful thrift and constant self-denial, ordinarily the woman’s part, had been practised by him, sometimes a little against the grain, but usually with a tranquil contentment that had made Abigail’s task more easy. But he was thankful it was over.

 	He was growing old, over seventy years of age; and he could not look after Gideon as he used to do. It would make his last days more peaceful to have his wife oftener about the house.

 	It was well for him that Abigail had finished her task, for his strength began to fail fast that autumn. It is possible that it had begun to fail long before, unconsciously to his placid and contented nature. But now Aby was at home, moving to and fro with her brisk step, old Richard sat still in the warm chimney-corner, and began to feel how old he was. His well-worn Bible was more than ever in his hands, and now and then a prayer uttered half aloud would catch Abigail’s ear.

 	“Lord, dear Lord!” he would say; “Thou’st given Aby her heart’s desire; oh, give me mine. Didst Thou not hang on the accursed cross for us all? For my poor son Dick, as well as for every soul of man? He’s a poor prodigal, Lord, that has sinned against Thee and me; but I forgive him, and wilt not Thou forgive him, Lord? Be it far from Thee to shut him out from Thy mercy. Oh, my son, my son! Would to God I could die for thee, my son, my son!”

 	It was some years since Abigail had uttered the name of her step-son, Dick Medlicott. She had striven hard to be a good mother to him, but he had always shown towards her a defiant and headstrong temper. His father had been weakly indulgent to him; and it had been impossible for her, not being the lad’s mother, to set his father’s mistakes right. She had borne with him and forgiven him until her patience was exhausted. And beneath the more open provocations there rankled in her mind the conviction, that it was through almost wilful carelessness of his that her boy, Gideon, had suffered the fall, which had caused his incapacity and helplessness. She was glad at heart when he disappeared, not only from home, but from the neighbourhood.

 	“Richard,” she said to her husband, as Christmas drew near; “let’s write a letter to Dick, and ask him to come and see thee once again. I’m ready to welcome him, for thy sake, if he’ll come. But if he drinks, and curses, and storms, like he used to do, he’d be neither joy nor comfort to thee, I reckon.”

 	“We dunna’ know where the lad is,” he answered.

 	“No; but Jenkins o’ the ‘Barley Mow,’ he knows,” she went on; “and he’d send the letter, if he wouldn’t tell us where Dick is.”

 	“I’ll write and ask him, Aby,” said the old man gladly; “but I’ll let him know as there mustn’t be any drinkin’ or swearin’ in the house now, no more than when he was a young lad. Thee’st forgiven him, Aby?” he added, in an anxious tone.

 	“Has he ever asked me to forgive him?” she replied; “our Lord tells us as they must turn and repent before we are to forgive ’em. The angels don’t rejoice over a sinner till he’s repentin’. Let him come home sorry for his sins, and I’ll rejoice over him, and make much of him, for thy sake, Richard. But I couldn’t bear him to come teachin’ my Gideon to curse and drink; that ‘ud break my heart, God knows.”

 	“Ay! and mine,” he answered.

 	It was a long letter old Richard Medlicott wrote to his prodigal son, earnestly entreating to see his face once more before he died. But though the letter was sent to him, they received no answer, except through Jenkins of the “Barley Mow,” who repeated Dick’s short message with an oath, that he would never set foot again in a house where a woman was the master.
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