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I

YOUNG SPRING

THERE YAWNED A CAVE in Chimera, and once a fierce old man, with a white beard, wrinkled forehead and bitter grey eyes came to the cave wearily. His name was Winter.

“I’ve done for the year,” he said. “Get up and be off. Demeter is coming over the hill and she’s looking for you.”

He spoke to his daughter, a daughter shy and wild, as one might expect with such a savage father. Then, as he entered, she came forth, alert, alive and bright-eyed, to seek the earth-mother.

Dame Demeter swept along with her blue veil glimmering, like a valley mist, behind her, and her starry shoon leaving a twinkle of new-born flowers at every footfall. She wept, but only from force of habit, and thirsty earth smiled under the gracious drops. Then Demeter, seeing young Spring, beamed upon her and greeted her with a kiss. Whereupon the daughter of Winter grew gentle; her timid eyes shone steadily, and firmly she set her feet to go about her great business and reign over the awakening lands. Because thus it is always with her, and though she peeps uncertain into the world when her father turns his back upon it; though she hesitates over-long sometimes before setting forth to do Demeter’s bidding; yet, before the daffodils are sparkling through sere March and nodding to the buffets of Eurus; before the lemon tassels flutter on the hazel; long before the larches are in rapture again and the hills and valleys break into verdure, young Spring has grown pitiful, patient and very wise.

The weakness of the new-born world smites her maiden bosom; the little hands of newly created things touch her heart to ruth and gentleness — qualities uncommon in the young and, when found, worthy of approval.

There is a great deal for her to do and, like the honey-bee, she works, not for herself, but for the hive of the world. She is a willing slave of Life, the tyrant, and whether it be in loosing of buds, that will not come uncurled, or in tending the tiny lamb beside the ewe, or in breaking little shells to free egg-bound chicks in many a nest; or in a thousand other obscure, vital matters that most people, even with the best intentions, would overlook, young Spring lives laborious days. Summer and Autumn sit on their thrones regally, but Spring is always jumping up to see after something, or give a finishing touch to somebody.

Demeter, having once turned her to gentleness, brings the children to her knees, and Spring, who indeed is never less than a Queen, for all her agility and watchful care, shields the babies and guards and blesses the least of her subjects to the best of her limited powers. She loves all things, and would protect all against her foes; but that she cannot do, for mightier monarchs waken with her, and before her work is done, and she rejoins her parent in his cavern, there must be tattered leaves in her emerald courts, torn branches, disappointed buds and shattered nests. The conies will mourn that the fox-cubs may grow fat; the highwayman jay, in his pink and azure, will scream over the blackbird’s home, and a thousand tragedies, plots, counterplots, rebellions and revolts must mark her reign. For the law of life breaks many things, but cannot be broken.

Yet Summer’s courts and gardens of paradise will surely arise from her nurseries, and fair creatures, that Spring herself can never see, must gratefully remember her. In truth Dame Demeter’s own lovely girl, sad Persephone, whom dusky Hades took to wife, has more fun of the world than Winter’s child. For she at least enjoys the crown and glory of Summer, the splendour of Autumn’s harvest. Hers are the red and gold. To her belong the scented hay upon the wain; the fruit a-glowing on the bough — the grapes and figs, the apples and pears, and plump, sunset-coloured apricots. She shall behold the amber mounds of grain and the dusty cloud that leaps to the sunshine under the thunder of the flails; the plough, that breaks up the silver stubble field; the pageant of the leaves; the flame of the fall. These are Persephone’s before she sinks again to her queenship in that smoky palace, where all the lamps that ever burn are in her awful lover’s eyes.

But Spring counts no seed and gleans no treasure. When the petals have drifted their snow; when infant feet have grown strong to run and infant wings are fledged for flight, she gathers up her withered flowers, hides the failures, not without love, and goes unseen away to the great cavern, where Summer kisses her tired eyes and takes her crown and sceptre.

IOLE

Proceeding towards the end of her reign through a wood of dwarf and aged oaks, Spring stopped and smiled to see that budbreak was near. The venerable little monsters were not twenty feet high, and from their crooked boughs dripped long beards of grey lichen and green moss. They dwelt in a stony place, uplifted over against the sunset, and they fought the West Wind from birth to death. He was their enemy and battered them and denied them the right to grow tall and mighty, as the valley oaks knew how to grow. But they were full of oak wisdom and had learned to make shift and prosper despite the tyrant. Their roots knotted into the friendly granite from which they sprang and they stood shoulder to shoulder — a company majestic in their smallness and really mightier than their outward selves in virtue of their tribulations and conquests. For we know how even a feeble folk can rise by greatness of soul to be the wonder of the world. Spring esteemed them, and now they talked to her and spoke with hope and trust of the catkins, that would presently burst out with their young leaves and draw a canopy of brightness about their gnarled, storm-foundered shapes.

“Abundant acorns this year, to make up for last,” said an ancient oak. “There are mortals who say that our acorns never turn to trees. They come here and bark their stupid shins over our stout young seedlings, springing at our feet to take our places presently, and yet declare that we are barren. A man is without doubt a blind thing.”

“They do not live long enough to get sense,” declared another dwarf. “Their span is too brief. One would as soon expect wisdom from Luzula, the wood rush, or understanding from a frond of eagle fern.”

Spring was about to explain that oak wisdom does not belong to mortals, any more than human wisdom belongs to oaks, when she was interrupted by a goat-foot faun, who galloped from a thicket and, without intentional rudeness, broke upon the conversation.

“Thank Pan I’ve found you!” he cried. “Here’s a creature in fearful trouble. I don’t know what she is, but she’s very beautiful and she’s in a terrible mess. I never saw anything quite like her before; but you’ll know what she is. She hasn’t hatched out properly, I fear. Do hurry, Spring — she may perish even while I’m talking. You ought to have looked after her long ago!”

The oaks were moved at this incident, for despite their infinite age, their tough hearts remained young and they displayed enthusiastic interest for all living things. The arch-oak, the king of them, who never uttered any word of prose, but always spoke in poetry, as did Pan himself for that matter, begged Spring to heed the excited satyr and follow him as swiftly as she might.

Indeed the arch-oak addressed Spring in these words, and his aged boughs perceptibly trembled with emotion as he did so:


“Oh you, the bud and egg that break

And set the bird and blossom free,

That tear the silk when the leaves wake

And spread it underneath the tree,

Fly swiftly where he leads and bring

Salvation to this troubled thing.”



“I don’t know what she can be,” said Spring. “Lead on, satyr, and go as fast as you know how.”

So the faun, whose voice had risen into an absolute bleat from anxiety, sprang off with his hooves tapping on the boulders and thudding on the earth. In his haste he broke a green bough from one of the oaks, but he did not stay to express regret.

The oak merely sighed, though a younger tree, who stood close at hand, was indignant.

“These immortal wretches don’t know what it is to be alive,” he said. “The fauns and nymphs and all the rest of them — heedless, selfish fools!”

“It is very true,” answered the wounded ancient, “that we cannot be said to taste the flavour of life until we know that we shall taste the flavour of death. Therefore your faun is an unfinished thing and your nymph is no better. In fact,” he added, after a moment’s reflection, “to be immortal is to be incomplete.”

Satisfaction at this profound thought served to rob him of his passing pain. A drop of colourless blood welled to his wound and hardened there.

“I shall break at one joint lower down next year,” he said, “and all will be well.”

“It may improve your figure if anything,” said the younger oak. He was only a hundred years old and had a fault, being too prone to tell other people what he thought they wanted to hear. It is a common error and shows a second-class mind; but his elders hoped that he would grow out of the habit.

Meantime Spring followed the faun, whose name was Coix. As he ran, he explained the disaster from his point of view.

“She is a most beautiful little being and worth your trouble I’m sure,” he declared. “You’ll love her — I love her — what I can see of her. She’s nymph enough for any faun to love, and yet no wood-born nymph for certain, because they don’t come out of a chrysalis. She’s all muddled up, but you can see her hands and feet and face and hair, though the rest of her is wound round and round in some sort of cruel, ragged hideous stuff — a sort of hateful rind.”

“It’s an aurelia I expect,” said Spring. “Strange that I’ve missed her; but nymphs don’t come out of aurelias.”

Then the mystery was solved and, hid in a little glen under a precipice, they spied a shepherdess tending her flock of goats. The creatures trotted about and stood on their hind legs sometimes to nibble the juniper scrub that abounded there. Little kids frolicked about beside them; but the girl sat on a stone apart with her chin on her hand. Round her grew cyclamens and asphodels and columbines with wine-red blossoms. She was fair to see, with great grey eyes, a rather wistful, thin face, a lovely mouth and wild auburn hair, like a sunset aureole, that had half escaped from the braid of wool with which it was bound up. A lean and dainty figure had she, and from her gown of rags, the whiteness of her seemed to break, as a lily from its sheath.
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