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Praise for A Dark Anatomy


‘Cragg’s first-person narrative voice is nicely judged: historically informed and reticent in the right proportions. Robin Blake’s crisply written mystery offers all the pleasures of a classic detective novel and introduces the reader to an appealing new historical sleuth.’ TLS


‘This is rollicking stuff. Cragg and Fidelis are an engaging duo, and their first investigation is like crossing Robert Louis Stevenson with The Archers.’ Financial Times


‘Set in 1740, this book includes an involving description of life in Preston at a time when towns in such remote areas of the country ran their own affairs and kept “foreigners” at a distance . . . Cragg and Fidelis make a fine pair of detectives, and Robin Blake has written a fine first novel.’ Literary Review


‘When was the birth of “forensic science”? In the first of a projected series starring a coroner, Cragg, and his doctor sidekick Fidelis, Blake puts it at 1740 . . . Cragg is an elegant, urbane narrator with a knack for making even minor characters come alive. Recommended.’ Guardian


‘The book is set in rural Lancashire in 1740, where the squire’s foreign wife is found in a forest with her throat slashed. In the absence of a police force, the local coroner, Titus Cragg, is required to investigate the death; it is a time of scientific discovery and Cragg seeks advice from a young doctor, Luke Fidelis, who agrees to perform a post-mortem. He has barely removed the victim’s clothes when he makes a startling discovery, transforming an apparently straightforward case of wife-murder into a potentially much greater scandal.’ Sunday Times


‘In the age before proper policing and forensic science, it takes a super sleuth to solve the riddle of the woman’s demise. Enter Titus Cragg – the star of a gripping new crime novel series set in historic Preston.’ Lancashire Evening Post


‘Preston’s Cheapside may never be mentioned in the same breath as 221b Baker Street, but it is destined to become a familiar location on the fictional crime map of Britain.’ Lancashire Life
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Chapter One
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A HUMAN BODY IN the salmon traps was not such a rare event. The one they caught in the spring of 1741 was the fifth during my first eight years as coroner in the borough of Preston. On the other hand, from my point of view, there was something very particular and personal about the latest one. This corpse was my kith, if not quite my kin.


But I had no idea of that when the call to the riverbank came early on that Monday morning, exactly seven days before we were due to begin a week of voting in that year’s general election. I immediately hurried out to perform the coroner’s first duty – that of answering the summons to a questionable death, and judging the need for an inquest. On my way to the stretch of the river Ribble in which the traps were laid I naturally had to pass along Fisher Gate, where my friend Luke Fidelis lived on the upper floor of the premises of Adam Lorris the bookbinder. Reaching Lorris’s door I mounted the steps and pealed the bell. If Fidelis was at home he could usefully come with me. When bodies floated in the river, the initial questions were always the same. How long had they been there? How far had they travelled? Dr Fidelis’s knowledge of physiology, and such things as the progressive effects on a corpse of its total immersion in water, was far ahead of mine.


Mrs Lorris went up to tell Fidelis I had called and of course, as was his habit, my friend was lounging late in bed. I chatted for a few minutes at the foot of the stairs with Lorris and Mrs Lorris. He told me of his progress with my old childhood book of Aesop’s Fables that I had brought to him for rebinding.


‘I read the book through with Mrs Lorris before I started, and we were vastly entertained, were we not, my heart?’


‘Oh yes, Mr Cragg!’ Dot Lorris exclaimed, her face breaking into dimples of remembered enjoyment. ‘Such tricks those animals got up to.’


‘Yes, Mr Aesop was a clever fellow,’ I agreed. ‘He had a charming way of translating human nature into the behaviour of beasts.’


I glanced up the stairs for a sign that Fidelis might be stirring himself. There was none.


‘There’s some of the fables, mind, that a husband would do better not to put before his wife,’ observed Lorris.


‘Oh? And which are those, husband?’ Dot challenged.


‘The Scarecrows and the Foxes, for one. Remember it, Mr Cragg?’


I said I had a vague memory of it.


‘That vixen,’ said Lorris, shaking his head, ‘she stayed under cover and let the fox run from the farmer by himself. There’s little wifely love in that, or trust.’


‘Trust!’ laughed his wife. ‘What was there to trust? He calculated that if both of them ran, his wife would be caught and he would get away. The farmer could only chase after one of them, and that would be the vixen, as she were the slower.’


‘No, she calculated that if she stayed under cover, she’d save herself and damn the fox.’


‘The fox damned himself when he lost his nerve,’ was Dot Lorris’s pitiless rejoinder.


Before the discussion grew too heated I turned it towards the election. Preston was excited at having a contested vote at last. In the previous parliament, and the two before that, our borough members had simply walked over, as no one could be found to stand against them. This time four men would be fighting over the two seats, making for a much livelier prospect.


After a couple of minutes of touching on the pros and cons of Whig and Tory we heard Fidelis’s voice calling down.


‘Cragg, I’m in my nightshirt, but come up if you like.’


Instead I called up to him.


‘Get dressed, Luke. It’s almost seven and I’m taking you for a walk by the river.’


‘A walk? Before seven? Surely it can wait.’


‘No. It is now or not at all.’


At length the tall, fair-haired figure of Preston’s youngest and most adventurous doctor appeared on the stair. He was grumbling, as usual when asked to do a thing before eight in the morning.


‘I only wanted half an hour more of sleep, Titus,’ he growled. ‘I was drinking until past midnight.’


In consideration of Luke’s aching head I did not set too sharp a pace as we went along Fisher Gate and then, by a turning to the left, into the lane that passed the playhouse and headed down from the bluff along which the town is ranged towards the riverbank.


‘Well, what is it?’ Luke asked. ‘I don’t suppose this outing is for the improvement of my health.’


‘No. It’s for a body in the river.’


‘Ah!’


We walked on in silence to the bottom of the steep path, before striking across the meadow beside the riverbank. But I sensed an increased spring in Luke’s step. He was stimulated by the opportunity to assist me in my inquiries; more so, I think, than I was in leading them.


*


In many towns, the river is a high street. The buildings line up expectantly alongside it, waiting for trade to come across its wharves and quays, while locks upstream and down regulate the water for the traffic of lighters and barges. None of this is so at Preston, for the river is at a distance, and on a lower level. Abreast of the town to the south, it is at this point wide and, being close to the estuary, tidal. But it drains a great area of uplands to the east and, after heavy or prolonged rains combined with a tide, it can go so high that the water meadows flood up to 100 yards on either side. To keep its skirts dry, therefore, the town stays aloof on its ridge, a quarter-mile distant from the waterside, and it is possible to live one’s life there without any particular consciousness of the river, except as a barrier to be crossed when travelling south, and the regular provider of fish suppers.


On this morning, breezy after yesterday’s downpour, the current was big and tumbling, but it had stayed within the banks. A group of men wearing knee-length boots of greased leather were working the traps from boats that bobbed and pitched in the boiling stream. They were gaffing the last of the fish that had come into the traps during the night, and bringing them ashore to add to the neat row of those already landed. As we came near enough to see the display of salmon, like spears of bright polished pewter in the riverbank grass, we saw a gaggle of women in bonnets and full-length cloaks, advancing along the bank towards us, laughing and singing. It would be their job to pack the fish in rush parcels and carry them up to the market.


The women arrived at the same time as we did, and immediately their laughter died as they saw the thing lying stretched companionably alongside the row of fish, as if it were an enormous fish itself. It was wrapped in a net like a parcel but this did not fully hide the fearful truth: the head end was rounded, from which the shape swelled smoothly up to the belly in a small mound before tapering away again. At the end where – had it really been a monster salmon – the tail should be, two splayed feet protruded. They wore the wooden-soled clogs of the countryman, strengthened like a horse’s hoof with curves of steel nailed into them.


The sight provoked immediate cries of dismay from the women.


‘Quiet yourselves,’ shouted one of the men, as he carried the last of the fish up from his boat and slapped it down with the others. ‘Coroner’s here. You should be respectful.’


I asked who was in charge of the fishing party. It was the man who had just spoken, whose name was Peter Crane.


‘Was it you that first saw it in the water?’ I asked.


‘It was. Me and the lad spotted it first.’


Crane nodded towards a youth who looked like a younger edition of himself.


‘What time was that?’


‘An hour ago, or a bit more.’


I took out my watch. It was half past seven.


‘Before half past six, then.’


‘If you say so.’


‘And did you find him just like that?’


‘How do you mean?’


‘Wrapped in the net.’


‘Oh, no. We wrapped him when we brought him ashore, like. Out of respect.’


Or, I thought, to stop him getting up and running away. It was a common thought: you can never be too sure of those that drown.


‘Would you kindly uncover him for me now?’


It took three men to undo the parcel, so heavy was the body, and so well wrapped.


‘Did you know him?’ I asked as they struggled.


‘Oh, aye, we knew him.’


‘Who was he?’


‘Don’t think you won’t know him yourself, Mr Cragg. Take a look.’


Finally, with two of them pulling his feet and a third at the other end hauling the net, they managed to disencumber the body. The dead man was wearing a coat, shirt, breeches and the aforementioned clogs. His grey hair was tied at the back. His eyes were closed.


‘Good God!’ said Fidelis. ‘Look who it is.’


We all drew closer, and there was a murmur of recognition from the women. I knew the man better even than the others and, for a moment, was so disconcerted I could not speak. Not only did I well know his identity, I knew also that the contented impression conveyed by the corpse was false. For these were the mortal remains of poor Antony Egan, landlord of the Ferry Inn and the sadly troubled uncle of Elizabeth, my own sweet wife.


‘Did you close the eyes, or were they like this when you found him?’ Fidelis asked Crane.


‘No, Doctor, staring open they were. I closed them.’


As a simulacrum of sleep it made the man look at peace, with the impression reinforced by the hands being arranged comfortably over the swollen stomach.


I knelt down on one knee beside him, opened his sodden coat and went through the pockets. They were empty except for a tobacco pouch, a few coppers and his watch, its chain securely attached to a waistcoat buttonhole. Then I stood again and looked at Fidelis who was on the other side of the corpse.


‘He has his watch,’ I said.


‘He wasn’t robbed, then.’


‘When do you think he went into the water?’


‘I doubt it was long he was in there.’


‘Did he drown?’


‘Let’s see. Mr Crane, would you and your men kindly turn him over for me, and bring him round so his head’s over the river.’


The dead man was placed, according to Luke’s instructions, on his stomach with head and shoulders over the stream and arms trailing in it – the posture of one who throws himself down to drink, or a boy attempting to tickle a trout. Luke then crouched beside him and placed both hands palms down, with fingers spread out, flat on his back.


‘Look at the mouth, Titus, while I palpate.’


I placed myself on the other side of the body and sank down on one knee, leaning a little over the water to see the profile of Antony’s head. Luke sharply pressed his hands down three or four times in a kneading motion just below the ribcage and immediately water gushed up and out of the mouth, like water from a parish pump. Luke stood up.


‘You saw it?’ he asked. ‘Lungs full of water. He sucked it in trying to breathe. It means he was alive when he went into the river. He died by drowning.’


I rose from my genuflection and considered for a moment. The cloud cover was disintegrating and patches of freshly minted blue sky had opened up over our heads. Then, in the east, the morning sun broke free and shafts of light set the swollen river surface glittering.


‘Well, Luke, I have a ten-minute walk upstream ahead of me. It’s a fine day. Will you come along, or have you other business?’


He said he had no patients to see immediately and would be glad to go with me. I asked Crane to get some sort of conveyance, and use it to transport Egan’s body along the bankside path behind us.


‘There will be an inquest but I see no reason why he can’t lie at home, and be viewed there by the jury. There’ve been inquests at the Ferry Inn before. It’s better that I go ahead, to break the news to his daughters. They will need time to prepare.’


Luke and I set off briskly to walk to the inn. It stood half a mile above the salmon traps, rather less than midway to the big stone bridge at Walton-le-Dale that bears the southern way for Wigan and Manchester. A road of sorts branched from that road to connect with the ferry stage, and for uncounted centuries traffic from the south had been transported across the stream in competition with the bridge. The Ferry Inn, lying on the southern bank, had served the needs of those waiting to cross, and a good business it had been, for the reason (which was really unreason) that, while a ferry crossing was cheaper than the bridge toll, many of those waiting to use it were happy to spend the saved money on drinking, eating, card playing and, sometimes, a bed for the night. So business had come to the inn as naturally as fish got into the salmon traps.


But under Egan its prosperity had progressively dwindled, to such an extent that for the past few years the inn had been hesitating on the edge of ruin. It seemed to keep going only by the tenacity and good sense of his twin daughters Grace and Mary-Ann.


‘Poor Egan,’ said Luke as we trudged along the bankside. ‘I was drinking at the Ferry only last week, on my way back from a patient.’


‘I hadn’t seen him for a month or more,’ I said. ‘We see his daughters, of course, because they’re Elizabeth’s cousins. But we gave over inviting Antony two or three years ago. It had become impossible. What condition was he in – on the day you were there?’


‘Same as always – no better, no worse.’


‘I don’t think he’d enjoyed a waking hour of sobriety for five years.’


‘Is enjoy the right word, Titus? I enjoy a drink. But men like that can do nothing without a drink. Drunkenness is their sobriety. Their accustomed condition.’


‘If so, what is their drunkenness?’


‘Unconsciousness, I think. Oblivion.’


‘Well, now poor Antony has found an eternity of that.’


‘What made his life take the turn it did? Was he always a sot?’


‘No. Once he was the model of moderation.’


‘Then what happened?’


‘The son that he cherished above all other creatures deserted him, and went south, without ever writing or sending word. And then, when word came at last, it was that the boy had died. His father took to drink because he could not bear to remember it.’


By now we had left the water meadows behind and reached the ferry’s landing stage, on the northern side of the river. From here we had to cross to the inn on the far bank, which meant waiting for the ferry. We could see the flat, raft-like conveyance labouring towards us, fighting the flood as two men turned the great winching wheel that hauled the craft along the fixed rope stretched from bank to bank. A short distance upstream, smoke was rising from the chimneys of the inn, which stood among a small cluster of houses and trees known as Middleforth Green. The day had started at the inn as it did every day. There was no sign yet that this might not be one like any other.


The ferry made land with a crunch and lowered its ramp. Half a dozen passengers came off, and with them a cart laden with leeks, sparrowgrass, watercress and other market vegetables. The ferryman Robert Battersby, a fellow famous for his bad grace, tied off his ropes and came ashore with his son and crewman, Simeon, a muscular boy of seventeen. As they ambled towards the wooden hut in which they sheltered from rain and sold tickets between crossings, I stopped them and said we required immediate transport over to the Ferry Inn. He muttered something about his timetable but I cut him short, saying it was coroner’s business and that as soon as he had transported me and Dr Fidelis, he was to return and await the arrival of a body from downriver, for bringing across after us.


When he heard this, a smile broke across young Simeon’s face, and he began jiggling up and down.


‘Another one gone in, is it?’ he said, his voice lifting with sudden delight. ‘Another sacrifice to the water? Oh, aye. She’s a cruel one is the river goddess.’


‘Shut it and don’t be daft,’ said the father savagely to the son, then turned back to me. ‘Pay no mind, Mr Cragg. His head’s full of nonsense. We’ll take you now. It’ll be tuppence.’


I gave him the money, and a warning.


‘Let’s have a little reverence when the body comes after, Mr Battersby, if you please.’





Chapter Two
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THE FERRY INN presented a battered appearance, the thatch unkempt and the wooden frame seeming to sag from exhaustion. Inside, the stone flags undulated from wear, and the plaster of the unpanelled walls was cracked and darkened by decades of tobacco smoke. Going in, we found all the early-morning things that they do at inns being done now. The coppers were being scrubbed and the brass polished; barrels and milk churns rolled, pint pots clunked together in tubs of soapy water and birch besoms set about yesterday’s floors, while sacks of new sawdust stood by, ready to give fresh covering. Windows were flung open and carpets were flogged. Backyard chickens squawked as they were pitched off the nest to give up their eggs.


In the hall we met a dull-witted boy, Toby, with disproportionately large feet. He was carrying a couple of long-handled warming pans, one tucked under each arm. I asked him if we could see either of his mistresses, but before he could spit out a reply one of them, Mary-Ann, came tripping down the stairs. She was a stringy, bony girl with the straightest hair you ever saw, and a markedly sharp nose. Yet she was as strong and capable a twenty-two-year-old as any in the world, and she had a musical voice, with the timbre of my favourite woodwind instrument, the oboe.


‘Hello, Cousin Titus,’ she cried when she saw us. ‘And Dr Fidelis. You’ll take a glass of something. Have you had your breakfasts?’


‘Your father—’ I began.


‘Never seen him yet this morning,’ said Mary-Ann. ‘Hogging his bed till late, as he does every morning. Business, is it? You and the doctor go into the parlour. It’s empty but for the last of last night’s guests having his breakfast, and his man has already carried down his luggage, so he’ll be on his way. I’ll send Toby up to root Father out – though whether you will get any sense out of him at this hour is doubtful.’


‘It’s not him but yourself and your sister I’ve come to see. Can she be found?’


‘You want to see me and Grace together? But what for?’


By now we had walked ahead of her into the parlour, where the guest she’d mentioned was sitting alone with what remained of his meal, looking through some handwritten documents. A man of about thirty, with a mass of curly red hair, he nodded his head at us, but said nothing, while Mary-Ann turned back to tell Toby to fetch her sister. Then she came in, crossed to the guest’s table and whipped the plate, knife and napkin away from under his nose, leaving him in little doubt that it was time to pay what was due, collect his traps and stretch his legs in the direction of the ferry stage. Abrupt was Mary-Ann, and always busy. It would be impossible to break my news until she became quiet and composed.


She paused a moment while the guest obediently drained his mug, gathered his papers and stood, then she bustled him out and across the hall to her business room. Overlaid by sounds from the kitchen, and the carpet beater’s thuds, Fidelis and I could hear their conversation about the reckoning only as a mumble. We were standing together at the parlour window. The outlook was of the riverbank, with patches of scrub and a few willows, that sloped away from us down to the river itself, and of shallow tongues of shingle protruding out into the surging brown water. Beyond that we had a clear sight of the patchwork of gardens and orchards patterning the land on the other side as it rose to the line of roofs and smoking chimneys along the ridge – the houses of our town.


‘How will they take this news?’ murmured Luke as he scanned the view with only half of his attention. ‘They think he is sleeping soundly in his room. This will hit them like a thunderbolt.’


‘I don’t know,’ I whispered back, ‘except that the man was already much despaired of by his family.’


I had heard Grace’s voice, higher and lighter than her sister’s, in the hall. A moment later we were turning to greet her.


How is it possible for sisters to be so alike, by which I mean such unmistakable sisters, and at the same time so different? Where Mary-Ann was angular, Grace was curved and charming; where the first was brown haired and had flawless skin, the latter was fair and carried a light but distinct strawberry mark across her lower face and neck. This is not to say either of them was more agreeable than the other; in character I liked them both equally, though in different ways. They were salt and sweet: Mary-Ann forthright and trustworthy, Grace shy and lovable. It was a twin-ship of complementary opposites, not of peas from the pod.


Grace greeted us happily, with a guileless smile for me, and (if I was not mistaken) the hint of a blush for my handsome friend.


‘We are so glad to see you, Cousin, and Doctor. My sister says you have some affairs to discuss here. If so, you know you’re better advised talking to Mary-Ann than to me. She has the brain for business. It’s not much good saying anything to our poor father, either. He is very much reduced.’


I was able to let this remark go by without comment as Mary-Ann now came in, having taken her guest’s money and seen him on his way.


‘It’s wonderful how some people will haggle over a penny while they shovel out their shillings,’ she said. ‘Last night that man paid a crown for a bottle of our best port wine. This morning he baulks at a penny farthing for the bootblack.’


She sat on one of the fireside settles and with a sideways movement of her head signalled her sister to sit beside her. Grace did so while Fidelis and I took our places on the settle opposite.


‘Now,’ Mary-Ann went on, ‘my father is not in his room, Toby tells me. Happen he’s gone out to the privy. So we can rely on being undisturbed for a few minutes.’


I cleared my throat in a lawyerly way.


‘I am afraid your father hasn’t gone to the privy.’


‘Oh! How do you know that, Cousin?’


‘Because we have just come from the townside riverbank, downstream by the salmon traps. He’s been found there.’


‘Eh?’ broke in Grace. ‘What is he doing there, at this hour?’


But Mary-Ann had more accurately picked up my tone of voice.


She said, ‘What do you mean, he was found?’


‘They pulled him out of the river. I’m very sorry.’


At once the hands of both girls went to their mouths like sprung traps. After they had exchanged a look, Mary-Ann was the first to remove hers.


She whispered, ‘So is he . . . ?’


‘Yes, he’s drowned, Mary-Ann. Dr Fidelis has confirmed it. I am truly unhappy to bring you this news.’


I studied their faces. Mary-Ann’s eyes were wide, but her face was otherwise expressionless. Grace’s was beginning to twist and crumple as the emotion took hold. The next moment she had pressed it into the palms of both hands and lowered both hands and head almost to her lap. She was whimpering.


‘Oh, my poor father! Poor, poor Father!’


After a short interval, during which Grace cried and Mary-Ann sat immobile except for clasping and unclasping her fingers, I gave them the facts as far as I knew them. Then Fidelis told them how we had laid the dead man on his front and the water had gushed from his mouth, showing he had tried to breathe while submersed in the river.


Finally I said, ‘They’re bringing him back here now, to lie at his family home. And I’ll be calling an inquest to sit on the matter tomorrow. I’m sorry to trouble you with this at such a time, but this is the only usable place for the hearing. We’ll need your largest room. The dining room?’


‘Yes, of course,’ said Mary-Ann. ‘I’ll see to it.’


A silence followed between us. Grace reached out and seized her sister’s hand, gripping it tightly, as the two women cast down their eyes and thought about this change to their existence.


‘You know,’ said Mary-Ann at last, ‘there’s something fitting about it. He loved the river, my father. He adored it, I think, almost as much as he loved a drink.’


‘He didn’t, Mary-Ann!’ Her sister was indignant, and suddenly shrill. ‘I mean, he didn’t love to drink at all. He hated it, because it had taken hold of him and wouldn’t let go.’


She turned to Fidelis, her face pinched with distress.


‘You understand that, don’t you, Doctor?’


Fidelis nodded.


‘Yes, I do, Grace. I’ve seen it very often.’


Grace gave an emphatic sniff.


‘He couldn’t stop, and it turned his brains to mush.’


‘It did that!’


This was Mary-Ann again, taking her turn to break in. She’d allowed Grace’s interruption without complaint, except to shake her head slowly, like a person walking into cobwebs. Now she threw off her dullness and was as animated as her sister.


‘You know what he did every night of his life, Cousin Titus?’ Her voice had tightened now into something like anger. ‘He waited till the last customer’d been packed off, or gone up to bed, and we were well into clearing the tables. He’d watch us for a bit, then he’d put down his pint pot, he’d wipe his mouth with a napkin, and he’d drum the table for a bit with his fingers. Then his face’d light up as if he’d just had a new idea and he’d say, Oh! I think I’ll take a turn outside.’


‘Every night, you say?’


‘Yes, and often as not, if you objected in some way, for instance that it was damp out, he’d say he wanted to see if the moon was shining in the water. Even with it cloudy, or on a new moon and not a sliver of it to be seen. He would find his way out – because I wasn’t going to help him – holding the furniture as men do in a ship at sea. And he’d stay out till God knows when before finding his way back in. We’d often not see him till morning. That’s how mushy his brains were.’


‘Well,’ I said, ‘the moon in the water! It’s an odd preoccupation, but harmless enough.’


Mary-Ann shook her head.


‘But it wasn’t harmless, was it? Just see what happened!’


Fidelis leaned forward, suddenly interested.


‘So he was out looking for the moon in the water last night?’


‘Course he was.’


Fidelis glanced in my direction. ‘What time was that?’


‘Quarter or a half after midnight,’ said Mary-Ann. ‘It always was. When you run an inn you have to keep regular hours. We serve no customers after twelve.’


‘So he was out after midnight last night.’


‘As I said, every night he was. Ask John.’


John was the ancient night porter at the inn.


‘Of course, John. He would have seen your father last night, going out?’


‘You must ask him.’


Mary-Ann’s voice had tightened up, as if this conversation was becoming too much to bear. So I turned from her to her sister.


‘And where exactly would your father go in his search for the moon in the water?’


‘Down to the ferry stage, Cousin. He got a clear view of the water from there.’


‘Did you not worry about him wandering out that way, inebriated?’


‘He knew it as well as the way from his hand to his mouth. We thought—’


‘We thought he could come to no harm,’ butted in Mary-Ann, ‘like you just said, Cousin Titus. We know better now, but too late.’


As they sometimes do, and in this case appropriately, the words ‘too late’ sounded like a funeral bell. We sat quietly for a while, feeling their resonance.


‘He will miss the election, too,’ said Grace, sighing deeply. ‘He had plans. He spoke of going up in fellowship with a gang of folk from Middleforth Green and Walton, to do their voting. He would have so liked it. Oh, well.’


She sighed again. I got up softly and reached for my hat.


‘We must go back to town ourselves now, Cousins, and be about our business. But I am sure Elizabeth will be down for a visit as soon as she hears the sorry news. I wish we had not been the bearers of it.’


In farewell, Luke kissed both the young ladies’ hands. I am not sure if this was, in etiquette, the correct gesture, but it worked its magic. Mary-Ann smiled and Grace’s cheeks again faintly reddened.


‘About the inquest,’ I said, ‘we’ll begin at noon, I think. And don’t worry, I’ll tell them not to expect too much in the way of victuals . . . the jury, I mean.’


But Mary-Ann stood and fixed me with an intense, beady look. She had recovered some of her fight.


‘Cousin, we’ll victual them royally, if that is what they require. We are glad of the business, aren’t we, Sister?’


With a momentary smile and nod, Grace tearfully concurred.


‘And I will come over a little before,’ I went on, ‘to speak with both of you and also any of your staff, especially John, who might have information about what happened last night. That way we can get the whole thing over and done. You will be able to bury him on Wednesday.’


The ferry stage was 70 yards downstream of the inn, along a continuation of the road from Walton. This road carried on westward along the riverbank to the riverside settlement of Penwortham and then, by a looping course, south towards Liverpool. It was a pitiful road, more like a lane, and the going was both rutted and potted.


‘For a very drunk man in the dark this might be a challenging walk,’ observed Fidelis.


‘Antony must have been driven by a strong desire to come out here every night.’


‘Is desire the right word, Titus?’


‘I can’t think of another.’


‘I can. He was in an unhappy state at the end. “Mush” was his daughter’s interesting word to describe his mind. But has “mush” desire, reasoning – will, even? No. Mush doesn’t drive a man to do anything. It can’t make plans, it can’t look forward. But daily living requires these things. There must be some kind of structure in the mind, I think, or life collapses.’


Once Fidelis got hold of a theme, the jaws of his intellect bit so hard that they could not easily let go.


‘Well,’ I floundered, ‘Antony got by because . . . I don’t know . . . others – such as his daughters – made the frame of his life for him, maybe.’


‘To an extent they did. But I am talking about something more fundamental than that. A person needs an inner skeleton to keep its shape, or it too becomes inchoate and falls apart. A suit of armour, say, worn on the outside won’t stiffen it at all. We are not snails.’


‘The brain is a bit like a snail, don’t you think?’


Fidelis laughed.


‘That’s amusing, but inaccurate. I am not speaking of the brain, but the mind. That requires an intrinsic skeleton of ideas to keep its shape. For most of us this consists of hope, looking forward, schemes and projects and reasonable optimism. Without these, what remains?’


I had no idea what he was getting at.


‘Mush?’ I hazarded.


‘Exactly. Mush.’


Still no wiser, I took him back to his original proposition.


‘So what was it, in your opinion, that did cause Antony to come out here night after night to chase a delusion? I mean, if not that he just wanted to.’


‘Habit, Titus. Habits were all he had left. He drank, he sat in the same chair, he said the same things, he went out to look at the reflection of the moon at the same hour. A hopeful, self-projecting man has no need of such repetitions, but the chronically unhappy can keep going only in that way.’


‘He was certainly miserable, I can vouch for that. His son’s death, then his wife’s. But he had a few sparks of spirit left in him. You heard what they said – his plans for the election . . .’


‘They’d have come to nothing, Titus, and you know it. His feeble thread of life was so reduced he had nothing but habits left to him, with not a sensible thought in between.’


‘That is not a charitable estimate of my wife’s kinsman, Luke. Though it may be true.’


‘Of course it’s true. The man was a helpless sot, was he not?’


With a sigh I let this go.


We came to a break in the left-hand hedge, on the opposite side of the track to that of the river, where there was a cottage standing a little back from the road. At the gate, leaning with a pipe in his mouth, was the cottager himself. His name was Isaac Satterthwaite and he was the local rat catcher. Isaac was sixty-five years old and fully bearded, but neither withered nor bent. Long ago he had been a soldier serving under the Duke of Marlborough himself, and even now his back was straight and military, his cheeks full, and his grey hair abundant enough to be drawn back and worn as a pigtail at the nape.


We stopped to talk to him.


‘How do, Isaac,’ I said. ‘You’ve heard what’s been found?’


‘I have that,’ he growled. ‘Antony Egan’s fell in the water and drowned himself. It’s only a wonder it took him so long.’


‘You didn’t see him last night, by any chance? In the lane here, on his nightly walk?’


‘No. Not last night I didn’t.’


‘Did you sometimes? He took the same walk every night, I’m told.’


‘Aye, we’ve seen him out late before now, down by the landing, or in the lane. Always drunk.’


‘Did you ever speak to him?’


He swivelled his head and spat.


‘Before, I might have. Not now.’


‘Before what?’


‘A disagreement, a year or more since.’


‘You fell out?’


He turned his head, this time the other way, and spat again.


‘There was little to fall out of. We were neighbours, like, and sometimes I took a mug of beer at the inn. But he considered himself above a man in my line of trade, though he had not much cause to, when you looked at him. And then there was what they said about my granddaughter, who used to work for them. Well and good they could give her the sack, but to say . . . what they said.’


He straightened up and knocked out his pipe.


‘Well, I must go in. Good day to you, gentlemen.’


Fidelis and I walked on.


‘What was Maggie dismissed for?’ Fidelis asked.


‘I don’t know. I heard nothing about it.’


‘They must have given her a bad character. The old man took umbrage badly over it.’


I shook my head.


‘I don’t know. From what I’ve heard she’s a winsome enough young girl.’


We arrived at the ferry stage, and found it deserted, the last of the market traffic having now gone across. I looked for the curly-haired guest who had earlier departed the inn, but Battersby had evidently transported him while we were in conference with the sisters. So Fidelis and I stood together alone on the slipway. It was here that the ferryman lowered his ramp to land carts, horses and livestock. Here too the southern end of the shore-to-shore rope, along which the ferry travelled, was attached to the top of a heavy post whose base was sunk deep into the riverbed. The wind was still gusting and the sunshine patchy. I looked across to the far side of the river, where one momentary patch illuminated the area near Battersby’s hut. A knot of people had gathered there, watching four men who hurried towards them carrying a litter along the bankside.


The slipway was built of two parallel stone walls, 10 feet apart, which diminished in height as they sloped down to, and into, the river. The space between them was filled by earth and gravel to form a short but wide pathway into the water.


‘I suppose he slipped off the side here,’ I said. ‘The water’s deep. He got too near the edge and his feet went from under him, or he lost his balance.’


Fidelis crouched down, examining the edge of the walling.


‘Could he swim?’


I almost laughed.


‘Like a bag of nails. He wouldn’t have lasted long.’


Fidelis moved to the other side of the slipway and inspected the retaining wall on that side. ‘There are no traces to support your theory, Titus. He went into the water wearing iron-shod clogs, did he not? If it was from here he slipped, as likely as not we’d be seeing fresh scrapes somewhere on the parapet to show where his feet went out from under him. There are none.’


Having assured himself of this, Fidelis rose and joined me in watching the business on the other bank. The bearers had loaded the litter onto Robert Battersby’s craft, then retired to the bank. But one of them immediately saw that they would still be needed on our side of the river, to carry the litter up to the inn. At this point they all re-embarked. Battersby wasn’t happy. He argued with them, waving his arms and seemingly asking for their fares. None were paid and after a while Battersby realized he would be better off bringing the bearers across, but without tickets, than he would with no bearers and the need to make his own arrangements for the corpse when he got to this side. So at last, with bad grace, he cast off and he and his son began winding the travel rope. Antony Egan was coming home.





Chapter Three


[image: Illustration]


AS SOON AS he had made fast the ferry, and the litter was on its way along the road to the inn, Battersby bore down on me bristling with indignation.


‘I shall bill you fivepence, Coroner, for these five crossings, and another four for the men going back. I’m not doing good works here. I’ve a living to make.’


‘Five crossings?’ I said. ‘You’d charge a fare for a dead man, Robert?’


Battersby pulled a printed card from his shirt pocket and thrust it in front of my eyes.


‘This here is my tariff sheet, see? It gives the crossing charge for people, and stock, and carts, and horses, and donkeys, and barrels, and bundles, but it says nowt about corpses. So I’ve to decide. It’s a penny per person, a farthing per large bundle. You’re a lawyer. What do you say it was that I just ferried over – a person or a bundle?’


‘Well, that’s an interesting question. I am not sure the law has a definitive answer.’


He shook his finger at me.


‘And till it does, I’m billing you for a person.’


He returned to his boat and I looked around for Fidelis. He was back on shore, surveying the riverbank on either side of the slipway. Here, it was kept clear of reeds and thick vegetation and Fidelis was looking closely into the grass at a place on the bank downstream of the slipway.


‘See this, Titus,’ he called. ‘I think I’ve found the place where he went in.’


He was inspecting two parallel muddy scrapes that went straight down the bank to the water, wide enough apart to have been made by a man’s sliding feet. This was close to the end of the cleared section of bank, where it gave way to some denser vegetation of bushy blackthorn, gorse and bramble. The ground he was hovering over was patched with clumps of coarse grass, but otherwise the covering was weed, and it was this that had been disturbed by whatever had slid down.


‘These are slide marks freshly made,’ he observed. ‘And there are additional indentations in the ground towards the bottom. And, look, a clump of grass has been half pulled up. He will have grabbed at it trying to save himself.’


‘Where?’ I said, hurrying towards him. ‘Show me!’


Looking back on that moment, I see that I had forgotten all my feelings for Elizabeth’s drowned uncle and his bereft daughters. I was immersed in the sudden feverish delight of wrestling with a puzzle. It was the lawyer in me coming out, the one who could trawl for hours through documents and witness statements in search of evidence to clinch a proof. Fidelis, as a physician, similarly absorbed himself in piecing together signs and symptoms to establish the truth of a disease. Though medicine and law have their differences in method and mentality, the doctor and the lawyer have this in common: the desire to connect disparate pieces of evidence and find the truth that links them.


I looked around the immediate area from which, conjecturally, Antony Egan slipped to his death. A small distance away, where the thick overgrowth began, I noticed something dark lodged in a blackthorn bush that hung above the bank, almost over the stream.


‘What’s that?’


I pointed.


From where he was Fidelis could see nothing. He climbed back up the bank to join me and squinted at the dark shape in the bush.


‘I don’t know.’


‘It could be a bird’s nest.’


‘I doubt it. But let’s see.’


A few inches taller than me, and with the help of a long stick that he found in the bushes, Fidelis was able to poke at the thing until it came loose, lodging fortuitously onto the end of the stick. He brought it down. It was not a bird’s nest, but a very old black tricorn hat.


‘Do you think this might be Antony’s?’ he said.


‘By the look of it, yes.’


He handed the hat to me.


‘Then it is evidence,’ he said, ‘to be kept safe.’


I turned the hat over and over in a melancholy and reflective way. It was not a pristine object: the nap was almost off it and the inside of the crown was shiny with grease.


‘He did favour plain old hats like this. But there must be hundreds like it in Preston. Who’s to say this one was Antony’s?’


‘His daughters. Ask them.’


‘And even if it is his, how on earth did it get into the bush?’


By now Peter Crane and his men had come into sight, returning from the inn to re-embark on Battersby’s ferry. As they stepped off the road and onto the slipway, I watched as each man in turn, almost in a ritual, met the brunt of the breeze by putting his hand to his hat. No sooner had I seen this than a solution to our puzzle presented itself to my mind.


‘Suppose it was the wind,’ I said. ‘Suppose the hat was blown off his head.’


Fidelis considered.


‘Yes, why not?’ he said at last. ‘Let’s see. He came staggering drunkenly down here on his usual mission. A gust of wind whipped his hat off, and it went flying towards the river. He chased after it, slipped on the wet bank and caused these skid marks. He grabbed a tuft of grass but it came away and he could not save himself. He went splash into the water.’


‘Yes, yes,’ I said, feeling the excitement stirring in me again. ‘And the hat flew up and ended in the thorn bush.’


‘Quod erat demonstrandum.’


I thought for a moment.


‘It is very persuasive, but we do have to be sure that this really is Antony’s hat.’


‘Let’s go up and ask now, at the inn.’


The fire of curiosity was still burning and it tempted me. But then I pulled back, remembering the grief of the two sisters.


‘No. They have enough to think about. I’ll bring it with me tomorrow, and ask them then.’


There was a shout from Battersby that he was ready to leave. So we crossed back to Preston-side with Crane and his men, to whom I gave tuppence each for their trouble, and produced a shilling for the ferryman. He slipped it into his money pouch and turned to move away, but I took hold of his arm.


‘What?’


‘By my reckoning it’s only elevenpence I owe you, Mr Battersby. Antony Egan made just the one crossing, as he’d swum the other way.’


With a rasping sigh Battersby returned me a penny.


‘Robert Battersby is a proper Charon, Luke,’ I murmured as we walked away. ‘He charges a fare to dead men.’


‘Charon? Who’s that?’


Fidelis had a sharp mind, second to none when it came to logical reasoning. He also had great knowledge of new discoveries in natural philosophy, whether published in the Transactions of the Royal Society or by any number of other corresponding clubs to which he subscribed. He also knew much about money and the banking system, about mathematics, music (he played the harpsichord with skill), chemistry and about fashion in dress, both male and (more surprisingly) female. Yet he had read hardly any classical authors, and his knowledge of poetry seemed to be confined to Mother Goose.


‘Charon!’ I exclaimed. ‘You must know! The ferryman who took the dead across the river Styx to Hades, in the ancient myth.’


‘Why should I bother myself with mythology? I am interested in what is verifiable: the truth of today, not the lies of our ancestors.’


‘But literature is not lies!’ I protested, though I was not sure I would be able to defend the proposition in a court of law.


Fidelis, having business elsewhere, left me on Fisher Gate and I made my way home to Cheapside. Reaching the Moot Hall, the seat of Preston’s government which stood at the top of my street, I noticed a small crowd had gathered around a florid fellow, dressed in a gown-like greatcoat patched with different-coloured pieces of cloth, and embroidered with arcane symbols and zodiac signs. He was displaying an egg to his audience, which he then made a show of swallowing, before producing it from beneath the collar of the man who stood in front of him. This drew some applause so that, affecting to be encouraged, he now brought out a pack of cards and began to perform tricks of remarkable dexterity, repeatedly making fools of his audience’s judgement – mine included. Even more remarkable, I thought as I walked up to my door, was how amused we all were to be made such fools of.


Going in, and remembering the nature of the news I was bringing, I made an effort to quell my amusement. As it always was by this hour of the morning – just past ten – the house was aired, swept, refreshed and quiet. I found Elizabeth sitting in the kitchen with her handkerchief in her hand, and her eyes fixed on what lay in front of her on the table. As soon as I saw what it was, I knew that Elizabeth had already heard what I’d come in to tell her: a fresh salmon lay there gleaming in its dish.


‘Oh, Titus!’ she cried, rising and throwing her arms around me. ‘I went to the fish stall for today’s meal. They told me what happened. Poor Uncle Antony! How terrible to die alone. How more terrible to drown.’


I stroked her hair, kissed her ear and pressed her to me.


‘There there.’


I don’t know who first came out with the words of comfort that I had just uttered. What on earth do they mean? Yet for some reason they are the first that leap to the tongue when someone is crying in one’s arms. Just the balm of a voice is all that’s needed, maybe, the sound of another person paying attention.


‘There there,’ I said again.


‘He was so unhappy, so . . .’


She could not finish the sentence, as a new wave of crying came over her.


‘And now he has been released from his unhappiness,’ I said.


She raised her head from my chest and looked at me.


‘How did it happen?’


‘I think, almost certainly, that he slipped on the riverbank, in the dark. He may have been chasing his hat.’


‘His hat?’


‘Yes. In the wind. And since he wasn’t sober, well . . .’


‘Didn’t they miss him at the inn? Didn’t they look for him?’


‘They didn’t know he was dead, or even missing, until I told them this morning. Your uncle had a habit of going out walking alone at night, and often didn’t return until his daughters had gone to bed. Last night he didn’t return at all. But when I called they thought he had come home safe, after they had all retired to bed, and was lying late.’


‘I must go to them. And then I’ll hurry to Broughton to tell Mother. I would like to get there before rumour does, though I expect I shan’t be in time. Shall I stay the night and bring her back with me in the morning?’


Broughton was two or three miles out of town on the northerly road, so this was a good plan.


‘Yes. I am sure your mother will want to attend her brother’s inquest, and comfort her nieces.’


Calling our maid Matty, she left instructions for serving the midday meal, and asked the girl what she thought she might give me for my supper. Matty glanced at me, and then at the salmon.


‘No. That had better wait until tomorrow, when I return,’ Elizabeth said firmly. ‘You are only fifteen and not yet ready to be cooking so beautiful a fish.’


The girl looked crestfallen.


‘Don’t worry about me at all, Matty,’ I said firmly. ‘You just feed yourself tonight. I’ll take some supper at the White Bull.’


When Elizabeth had left, I crossed the hall and passed through the baize-covered door that separates our living quarters from my business rooms. In the outer room I found Furzey, my clerk, at his writing desk.


‘Antony Egan of the Ferry Inn is dead,’ I told him, as I passed him on my way through to the inner room, my own domain. ‘They fished him out of the river – and I mean that exactly.’


Furzey did not look up from his writing.


‘Then you’ll need an inquest jury,’ he said drily.


‘Just so.’


I went through, leaving the door open, and sat behind my own desk. Three or four letters had come in and I began breaking their seals. All were on business arising from the legal practice I carried on alongside the coronership. When I had read them I looked up again and could see Furzey through the doorway, still bent over his writing.


‘Will you bring in the summonses?’ I called. ‘I’ll draft a list of names. I’ll be looking for anyone from Middleforth Green and the south riverbank, as far as Penwortham I think. Antony was that well known, it shouldn’t be difficult to get people to serve. And another thing, I want you to ferret out his will.’


I had, naturally, always acted for the Egan family and had drawn up Antony’s will some ten years earlier.


‘I’d better know what’s in it before I see his daughters tomorrow.’


I waited patiently for Furzey to stop writing, but his head was still lowered and his pen still squeaked its way across the paper, line after line.


‘Furzey!’ I called. ‘The summonses, please. We have only today to get them out.’


With some elaboration he finished the sentence he was on, wiped his pen and scattered sand across his page.


‘I suppose the day will come,’ he said, ‘when you will finally employ two clerks. But not until you have worked me into an untimely grave.’


This was a common theme of Furzey’s. He was a born agitator.


‘I can’t afford a second clerk, as you well know.’


‘Can’t, you say. Won’t, I say.’


‘Can we please get on with today’s business?’


The jury summonses, in my father’s day, were each of them laboriously handwritten. But when I took over the coronership I went to the printer and had him reproduce and print large numbers of these summonses, with blanks left for the names, dates and other details to be filled in, as occasion demanded. It was a bundle of these sheets that Furzey now brought in to me.


‘See? Those are labour saving,’ I pointed out. ‘Without those, you’d be writing every summons out individually. So don’t tell me your days are harder than they were.’


He merely dropped the sheets down in front of me.


‘There is no such thing, in my opinion, as labour saving, Mr Cragg. When a man saves on one job, he finds another one waiting.’


With Furzey, one never enjoyed the last word. I sighed and asked again that he produce the Egan will.


The White Bull Inn stood at the heart of the town and I had only to turn left out of my front door, take the few steps to the end of Cheapside, and cross Market Place to get there. The inn stood on the north side, an old-fashioned wood-frame building, yet possessed of a sense of its own magnificence, and roundly contemptuous of puny rival establishments in and around town. From across Market Place the Moot Hall clock was striking six as I pushed hungrily through its swinging doors and smelled the roast meats turning on their spits, and the puddings steaming in the kitchen. The price would not be the cheapest but I would get a good supper.


From the middle of the big stone-flagged hall in front of me rose a wide oak staircase, to the left of which were the double swing doors that led to the grand dining hall, with its four tall windows ranged above Market Street. On the right, looking out on the market itself, lay two rooms, the taproom and coffee room.


The dining hall was reminiscent of our old hall at the Temple, during my student days. Diners sat at three rows of long tables running the length of the room, except for the High Table, which was arranged laterally across its end. Here the quality would be seated, not on forms as were the rest of us, but on high-backed chairs with stuffed seats. The wall behind the central chair displayed a great corporation coat of arms wreathed in lavish gilt foliage – the room was used for the largest of our civic banquets – and the rest of the available space on the walls was taken up with portraits of nobles and dignitaries connected with the town: the Earl of This, Lord That and His Worship the Other.


Even before going in I was aware of an unusual hubbub. Once inside I could see that the tables at the far end of the hall, including the High Table, were occupied by a rout of thirty or forty, gorging on a meal of roast beef, pickles and, to wash them down, superior ales from Burton-on-Trent. I recognized most of them as freemen of the town, with a sprinkling of out-of-towners unknown to me. Sitting at High Table in the president’s chair was Sir Harry Hoghton, who had served as one of our Members of Parliament for longer than most people could remember. He lived at Hoghton Tower, 8 miles away. Beside him was a gentleman of about fifty who, compared with Sir Harry’s florid bearing, was scrawny and a little lugubrious, and who looked nervously about him, picking at his food and saying little. This was Francis Reynolds, a Manchester man. For the last year he had lived largely in Preston, cultivating the electors – or trying to – in order to get himself in as Hoghton’s fellow MP. Beside him to my surprise sat the curly-haired stranger who I had last seen being packed out of the Ferry Inn parlour by Mary-Ann Egan. He cut a confident, lively figure in this company, laughing and joking with those around him, proposing toasts and singing snatches of songs. I noticed him paying particular attention to Reynolds, hanging on any words the fellow spoke and drawing him into the general conversation whenever possible, while at the same time conferring closely with the man on his other side. This was Ralph Randall, Sir Harry’s steward.


In addition to this party there were several other customers at the long tables, sitting in disparate groups of three or four. I was shown to a place at the other extreme of the hall from the election party, near the end of one of the long tables. I was opposite Nicholas Oldswick, a watchmaker and burgess, as well as a notorious litigant who in years past had been assisted by my father in various actions at the mayoral Court Leet, where local trading disputes and civil complaints were wrangled over. Oldswick had recently been made a widower and, being childless, took to supping at the White Bull, and other inns, for the company as much as the convenience. But tonight he didn’t seem to be enjoying his meal very much, and was squinting with particular displeasure at the goings-on down the room.


‘What’s all this, Nick?’ I asked as I slid into my place. ‘Election treat?’


‘Aye. Parliament is dissolved and the pig feeding has begun.’


‘Well, we’ve known an election was coming, and we’ll have a contest this time.’


‘For all the good it’ll do us. Pig feeding!’


I didn’t entirely share his revulsion.


‘Nick, it may do us good. We shall all enjoy it. How long since this town’s had a contest in a general election – nineteen years, I think? This will stir the place up wonderfully.’


It had been evident for some time that Sir Robert Walpole, First Lord of the Treasury, would have to call a general election this year. Now for the first time since 1722 we were to have a fight in Preston, with Hoghton and Reynolds standing as Whig candidates against our other incumbent MP Mr Nicholas Fazackerley for the Tories, standing with a young newcomer, Mr James Shuttleworth. So there was a chance that, at the end of it all, the two members elected by Preston would for once be of the same party, and no longer cancel each other out as they had in the old parliament. I looked up the room at Reynolds, whom I had met only in passing.


‘So Reynolds will get his chance at last,’ I said. ‘He’s been assiduous enough in the last few months, working the town. What do you make of him?’


‘Just another lackey of Sir Treasure Shovel. Speaks the King’s German in his sleep, without doubt. He’ll not get my vote.’


‘I never thought he would, Nick. You’ve always been strong for the Tories.’


‘I have, though there’s some that call it the Country Party now. I won’t be bought. There’s plenty he might buy because that’s all their politics is – people putting themselves up for sale.’


‘Don’t both sides do the same?’


Oldswick shrugged.


‘A treat on one side’s a bribe on the other, I grant you. But still, I know the difference, me.’


‘Reynolds may be better than Hoghton, though.’


‘He’s forced to be. There’s nobody worse than Hoghton. The man’s hardly a Christian.’


Oldswick was getting heated now. He was beginning to enjoy himself.


‘I once went over to divine service at his church in Hoghton Tower, you know – well, you’d hardly have called it divine at all. The barest church you ever saw. No candles on the altar, and you were not to call it an altar, but a table, always a table. And they speak of the Elect, you know, who will be saved at the Last Judgement while the rest of us troop off to hell. It’s all been decided in advance, so they claim, before the world was made. Predestination.’
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