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  AUTHOR’S NOTE


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


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


  SONG


  
    And can the physician make sick men well?


    And can the magician a fortune divine?


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

  


  
    With sweet-briar


    And bon-fire


    And strawberry wire


    And columbine.

  


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


    With hither and thither, as straight as a line,


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

  


  
    With sweet-briar


    And bon-fire


    And strawberry wire


    And columbine.

  


  
    When Saturn did live, then lived no poor,


    The King and the beggar with roots did dine,


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

  


  
    With sweet-briar


    And bon-fire


    And strawberry wire


    And columbine.


    Robin Goodfellow; his pranks and merry jests. 1628.
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  PART ONE


  CHAPTER I


  THE CHILDREN AND THE PAINTER


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


  “I shall go now,” said Will.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


  
    “Over Hill, over dale,


    Through bush, through brier,


    Over park, over pale. . . .”

  


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


  “Do you paint people’s portraits?”


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


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


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


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


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


  “Are you twins?” he asked.


  “Yes,” said Jenny.


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


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


  “Both or neither,” said the painter obstinately.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


  “It’s a grand day,” he said.


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


  “How do you know that?”


  “Your hands.”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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