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The Vision of Sir George Ripley
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When busie at my Book I was upon a certain Night, 
This Vision here exprest appear’d unto my dimmed sight: 
A Toad full ruddy I saw, did drink the juice of Grapes so fast,
Till over-charged with the broth his bowels all to brast: 
And after that, from poyson’d Bulk he cast his Venom fell;
For Grief and Pain whereof his members all began to swell;

With drops of Poyson’d sweat approaching thus his secret Den,

His cave with blast of fumous air he all bewhited then: 
And from the which in space a Golden Humour did ensue,
Whose falling drops from high did stain the soyl with ruddy hue.

And when his Corpse the force of vital breath began to lack,

This dying Toad became forthwith like Coal for colour Black:

Thus drowned in his proper veins of poysen’d flood; 
For term of Eighty days and Four he rotting stood 
By Tryal then this Venom to expel I did desire; 
For which I did commit his Carkass to a gentle Fire. 
Which done, a wonder to the sight, but more to be rehearst;
The Toad with Colours rare through every side was pierc’d;

And White appear’d when all the sundry hues were past:

Which after being tinted Ruddy, for evermore did last: 
Then of the venom handled thus a Medicine I did make;
Which Venom kills, and saveth such as Venom choose to take:

Glory be to him, the granter of such secret ways, 
Dominion, and Honour both, with Worship, and with Praise
Amen.
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1.  Toad in the Flask
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‘It’s good to have an end to journey to but it’s the journey which matters in the end’ Toad told himself comfortingly, not knowing who he was quoting.   

He sat in the basement bar of his favourite wine shop in the City of London, alone as usual.

‘Why?’ he thought. ‘Why do people hate toads? They love frogs. Kids rush out and get jam-jars full of glutinous jelly and take them home, stuff them in fish tanks, go all goggle-eyed when the little buggers hatch and wriggle about. But they don’t do that with me.’ 

He lost himself again for several moments while he recalled his last divine experience with toad spawn. 

‘Quite different.’ He remembered the long strings of eggs, like black seed-pearls, while he downed another glass of wine. 

‘I wonder if they have this stuff there?’ his mind went back to his forthcoming journey. This wine was the colour of black-currents and scented in his nostrils like the juice of late summer.

His bags were packed and stored under the table beside him. He was really only taking time out so that he wouldn’t have to begin his journey quite yet. The barman looked at him over the top of his half-spectacles while polishing yet another glass. Toad knew what he was thinking. Another lush! Why do they all come into my bar?

Toad poured more wine and glared at the bartender over the top of the bottle. There wasn’t much left in it now. Should he get another one? He made up his mind and waddled slowly over to the bar on bowed legs.

‘Ungainly,’ he thought to himself ‘That’s what I am. Ungainly!’

Back at the table with his new bottle Toad’s mind returned to his journey. He had seen the end of it, red and shining like the wine, but he had no idea of the way to get there. 

‘However you are able to work, do so with full commitment from your heart.’ 

He heard the words of that enormous shadowy figure inside his head. He was not at all convinced of his own commitment, most of it seemed to come from the fact that he felt alone and friendless in the world, an object of disgust. It would be better to be out of it, Toad thought, allowing the maudlin of the wine its full and fierce grip on his soul. He slugged down another gulp of the purple grape-juice but it didn’t help. The vision of the red-gold cavern at the heart of the mountain wouldn’t go away. There sat the enormous figure, invisible in the blinding light.

‘Once you begin along this path nothing will ever be the same again and you cannot turn the clock back. You will seem to lose things as well as gain them.’ 

Toad heard the voice still. What did it mean? He had nothing that mattered to him anyway so what could he possibly lose?

Toad’s mind took him back to the tea party. He had been invited to tea with the Toad-Master. He was elated, he felt that, at last, he must have made some progress. Just this once, he was special. He sat cross-legged opposite the Toad-Master, about the only position in which he was ever comfortable, and they began the tea ceremony. The master began to pour tea into Toad’s cup. He went on and on, talking and pouring, pouring and talking, while the cup overflowed onto the polished cedar-wood table. Toad was very embarrassed. 

‘Master!’ he cried ‘The cup is full, it can’t take any more!’. 

At that, the master stopped and looked up at Toad, smiling. 

‘That is like you my son!’ he said.

Toad still puzzled over that in his head.

The wine bottle was empty again. The cellar bar had filled up now with journalists and city types drinking cocktails, discussing the merits of oak-cured Chardonnay and the superior qualities of Californian claret over Bulgarian burgundy. Toad became sullen. There was a distinct space around his table, although the bar was crowded to bursting point no-one would share it with him. The bartender came over and plonked another bottle of St Émilion in front of him. Toad proffered his credit card, signed yet another chit. They always served him here. He had money.

Toad ordered a bowl of the house stew as a final gesture before he knew he would have to depart and begin his journey. It came, oily, steaming and glutinous with a hunk of black rye bread. Toad ate, and drank. The heat of the room and the food was making his head spin. He was so full he could hardly move, skin was stretched tight across his gleaming, sweaty belly. He needed the loo. There was nothing for it, he would have to move, have to make his way through the throng of people to the bright darkness of the toilet on the other side of the room. Toad heaved himself up. The table shook, the chair tottered a moment before it fell over into a mess of pretty girls on a hen night, behind him. They giggled but didn’t offer to help. Toad staggered and lurched his way between bankers and brokers who glared at him with raised eyebrows and twitching nostrils. 

At last, the dim light which read ‘ents’ was before him. In all the years he had been coming to this bar he had never seen the ‘G’ lit up. He pushed at the door forgetting, as usual, that it needed to be pulled then, remembering, he got through. After the fetid darkness of the bar the blazing strip-light was intolerable. Toad covered his eyes and groped for a cubicle. The bang of the door sent stars shooting through his head but he managed to lift the lid and collapse onto the toilet. 

The floor spun beneath him. A terrible howling roar began around him. He felt
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