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ACCORDING TO THE case notes, and checked against my private journal, it was on Tuesday the 18th of March, 1740, that a succession of disturbing events ran their course through the life of our tidy Palatinate town of Preston. That was the day on which, three hours after dawn, Dolores, wife to Squire Ramilles Brockletower of Garlick Hall, was found lying in the forest in her riding clothes, beneath an ancient oak tree.


At eight o’clock in the morning, I was sitting down to breakfast alone in the parlour when, having only just filled my tankard, I heard the brass knocker on our front door hammering. Next, a voice could be heard asking for the coroner. Finally, our girl Matty pushed a scrawny lad, whom I recognized to be the Brockletowers’ kitchen boy, Jonah Marsden, through the parlour door. His eyes were popping with the import of his news.


‘Well, Jonah. What’s the matter?’


The boy extracted from his shirt a folded paper, which I took and opened. It was from his grandmother, the briefest of messages.


To Mr Titus Cragg, Coroner. Sir, a deplorable mortal accident has occurred. I beg you to return at once with the boy who brings this. Bethany Marsden, Housekeeper.


I studied the signature: firm, confident and businesslike. I put the paper down.


‘Please elaborate, Jonah.’


The boy looked blank.


‘I mean, what is this about?’


‘Oh! Mistress is slaughtered, sir. In forest. This morning.’


I lifted the tankard and took a sip of beer. Twenty years in the law had taught me that a measured manner is the best project in such circumstances. I lowered the tankard again and dabbed my lips with the napkin.


‘Who found the body? Was it you?’


‘No, sir, I were nowhere near. It were Timothy Shipkin the woodsman found her.’


‘And you say the body was away from the house and in the woods?’


‘Timothy says. In Fulwood, up above Squire’s own woods by the hall, under a big old oak. Seemed like she’d come down to earth, through branches.’


The night had been one of storms right enough, but Jonah’s choice of words had caught my attention.


‘Come down? How?’


Jonah’s face twisted this way and that.


‘I don’t know, sir. Timothy says it seemed like Mistress dove down from the sky. Her face and hands were in the earth.’


‘That’s a very particular way of describing it, wouldn’t you say?’


The boy did not reply, but he watched like a cat as I took another sip of beer and sawed through the slice of cold beef on my plate. And though I continued this performance of imperturbable chewing and sipping, I will admit my heart had quickened in the anticipation of interesting discoveries. I looked at this spindly messenger of death, who stood beside me with cap wrung between his hands, eyes tracking the food from the plate to my lips. I cut a crust of bread from the loaf and handed it to him. Without pausing to thank me he stuffed it into his mouth.


‘So you didn’t yourself see the body?’


The bread for a time gagged Jonah. He shook his head.


‘How, then, did you hear of it?’


Agony filled the boy’s eyes but it was not for the memory of Mistress Brockletower. In his hunger he had tried to swallow the hard crust before properly chewing it.


‘It’s what they’re all saying at Hall. First light, Mistress went out riding, as she does,’ he managed to say hoarsely, after forcing the food down at last. ‘But the mare came back without her. Then us all went out looking until Timothy Shipkin come running down from woods, saying he’d found her. He told my grandma at back door and she wrote that note and sent me down here to give it you, sir.’


I rapped the note with my forefinger.


‘I note that Mrs Marsden says “accident”. Why did you, when you first spoke to me, say “slaughtered”?’


For a moment the boy looked terrified, as if I had asked him to prove one of Euclid’s propositions. Then he screwed up his face as he addressed the question more collectedly.


‘Don’t know, sir,’ he said at last. ‘I mean, it’s how Mistress were found . . .’


Jonah was shifting from one foot to the other, still watching me as I resumed eating.


‘Go on.’


His face relaxed into a more neutral form of concentration, as if he were about to recite a lesson at school. Not that this boy had ever had any schooling.


‘It’s how she died, sir. See, Mistress’s throat were cut. From ear to ear, so Timothy Shipkin says.’


And, just in case I had not appreciated the weight of this information, Jonah tilted back his head and drew his forefinger along the line that the blade would have followed: from here – to here.


Laying down the fork I closed my eyes, making a picture in my mind of Dolores Brockletower, on the last occasion that I had seen her. It was at a recent hunt – a tall, angular woman whose physical vigour was well known and whose feats on horseback had become part of local mythology.


Well known though she was, the simple demise of a squire’s lady – of this particular squire certainly – would not be bound to bring much caterwauling, at least outside her own family, and perhaps not even within it. But to have the lady die violently, her throat sliced open, was quite a different matter. It might set off a small earthquake in a pocket-parish like Garlick. Well, it would be my task to quash that possibility, if I could.


I picked up the napkin and dabbed my lips. Then, clearing my throat, I leaned back in the chair, and said airily, ‘I wonder . . . when Mrs Marsden handed you the note, did you happen see Miss Brockletower while you were at the back door?’


‘Well, sir, I –’


But, before Jonah could complete his sentence, my sweet Elizabeth came running in with the folds of her apron bunched in her fists. She had heard the news from Matty.


‘What a dreadful thing,’ she cried. ‘Dolores Brockletower dead! What happened to her, Titus?’


As she came to me I held out my hand and she dropped her apron to take it. I squeezed her slim, pretty fingers and told her the gist of Jonah’s news, omitting only the explicit fact of the gashed throat.


‘And so, I suppose, I will have to go over there,’ I said. ‘To find the truth out.’


Elizabeth leaned and kissed me on the forehead.


‘That you must, sir,’ she said, ‘and go quickly about it, or else the scent will be cold.’


I had already ordered my horse to be ready at half past eight since I was due this morning to discuss with a group of cottagers in the country towards Chorley what action could be taken against a farmer illegally enclosing a piece of common land. So now I quickly scraped my plate, drained my beer and rose.


‘Elizabeth, my love, as always you are right,’ I said, leaning to kiss her mouth.


Telling the boy to wait for me, I strode into the hall, crossed it and swung open the door connecting the house with the office. Furzey was already at his writing desk. I asked him to represent me with the cottagers as I had been urgently summoned on coroner’s business. Furzey protested that the cottagers would be disappointed not to be attended by the attorney himself.


I said, ‘Just tell them the clerk always knows five times more than his principal and they’ll be pacified.’


I returned to the house where the boy was waiting by the front door.


‘Come along, Jonah,’ I said. ‘You ride behind.’


A few minutes later I was in the saddle, hoicking the boy onto the cob’s rump. And so we jolted off together on the road to Garlick. It was a ride of some forty-five minutes at a gentle pace – which was as fast as I considered young Jonah could sustain. We went east down to the end of Church Gate, where the way branches to the right down a hollow way towards the Ribble bridge and the bridge-end settlement of Fishwick. But we went straight ahead, past the windmill on Town End Fields, and were soon trotting pleasantly along Ribbleton Lane. As we encroached on Ribbleton Moor the lane-side hedges and trees, which had begun to come into bud, were lively with birds twittering and building their nests.


It was apparent that news about the Lady of Garlick had already travelled to every corner of the parish, like a spider running around its web. At a squalid place called Gamull, where a row of tottering cottages lined each side of the road, people came out and called after us. At first I took no notice. But then one of them caught my attention and I reined in the horse. It was a woman whose name I knew, Miriam Patten.


‘What they’re saying about the wife of Mr Brockletower,’ she croaked. ‘Is that true, Mr Cragg?’


Miriam was a widow, ancient and raggedly dressed. She was so poor that her house was chimneyless, with just a hole in the thatch to let smoke out – and that only when she had the fuel for a fire. She was one of those who keeps a cow in the house, as much to give warmth at night as milk in the morning. She was also one who, from time to time, receives a sack of coals and a bag of flour in charity from my wife, and other Preston ladies.


‘I don’t know,’ I said. ‘What are they saying?’


She leered up at me, allowing a sight of the blackened stumps of her teeth.


‘That the Devil finally lost the taste for her society, and chucked her over the roof.’


I laughed.


‘The Devil himself? Coming into this small parish? I think we rather flatter ourselves if we are saying that, Miriam Patten.’


I shook the reins and we rode on, leaving the draughty hovels of Gamull behind us.


This narrative, I suppose, may be read in places, or at times, in which squires are of no account – whatever levelling times as may lie ahead, or future gardens of Eden. If so, I must make it plain first that the squire was a gentleman of much importance in this particular time and place. A Justice of the Peace, a Member of Parliament in Lord Derby’s interest, he owned most of the land around Garlick; the southern boundaries skirted the north-western edge of Fulwood Forest, and stretched away for half a dozen miles to the north and east. He kept a stable of expensive horses and a kennel of hounds.


And he was hated by his tenants.


Brockletower was a younger son and never thought he would inherit. In the short time since the unexpected death of his brother he’d set about remodelling whichever parts of Garlick Hall he judged improvable by mathematical architecture. He went to London and came back with a stupefying array of Italian pictures and marbles to clutter the house. The passion for these novelties is a powerful one in those whom it seizes. I remember, in Italy when I was young, how milords exactly like young Brockletower would congregate in rooms strewn with old stone fragments, picking through them like rooks behind the plough.


A wealthy, liberal, improving squire is no doubt an adornment to any manor, especially one who employs so many extra local hands in the continual knocking down and rebuilding of his house. It is how Ramilles Brockletower viewed himself and wished others to view him. And it made him angry that they did not. But his tenants and labourers, and many of the people that lived round about, continued to grumble against him, saying that a large part of the Brockletower estate was not truly the Brockletowers’ by right, but had been filched from the forest – land which belonged to all the people. In their opinion the Brockletower family were nothing less than thieves of the land. It was a complaint much heard around the country in those days.


The Brockletowers, however, had always gone about their filching by scrupulously legal means. In the time of King William, old William Brockletower got an Act of Parliament that handed him the right to enclose twenty acres of the common fronting his house. This land, around the Savage Brook and the woods and wastes that stretched across the flat higher ground on either side of it, had formerly been freely grazed by the cottagers’ animals, and otherwise provided their owners with inexhaustible quantities of firewood, not to mention berries, roots, mushrooms, bird’s eggs, bulbs of wild garlic and nuts at various seasons. Yet by a decision of that far-distant assembly, which knew nothing of this common, or the people who depended on it, the Brockletowers had been authorized to engross the acres to themselves, and to exclude all others from the use of it. Naturally they made out it was done in the sacred name of improvement, and for the future welfare of our great nation. But the country people said to hell with the nation, and bugger improvement. It was only done for their own enrichment, the beautification of their park and better shooting for their guns.


Ramilles the son quickly let it be known he would be even more assiduous in these efforts than his father. Black Ram Brockletower, they had begun to call him, saying he was in the habit of summoning succubi to his bed, as well as that of his wife, and of holding conference with the Devil.


We turned off the bridle path and threaded our way through the trees, Jonah explaining that Mrs Marsden told him to take me here first, where the body had been found, before I went to the Hall. After a while, the largest clearing in this part of the wood came into view between the foliage and, at its centre, an oak so ancient that it was half decayed. What had been the original trunk still stood thirty feet high, but it was dead. The sockets of its fallen branches had opened up, making three or four dark portholes into the interior at various heights. But a second bifurcating trunk had grown up from the same deep-set roots and this was thriving. Its leaves were budding and preparing to spread themselves in the air.


Riding nearer, but still at a distance, I heard voices and made out a small group of men and women standing in a huddle, as if meeting together in prayer. The impression was erased when they tossed back their heads in laughter at something one of them said. I was puzzled at first by an object on the ground, a grey hump a few feet from them, lying at the foot of the tree. Then I realized this must be the lady’s corpse, concealed under a sheet of burlap. As we approached, the attendant group composed their faces and began watching me sidelong. I pulled up the horse and Jonah slipped to the ground. I more methodically dismounted and walked up to the tree. The small band shuffled a little further away, except for one, Philip Barkworth (author of the witticism that had enlivened the others), who stepped forward and pulled the sacking away. I looked down at what he had uncovered.


These were manifestly the remains of Dolores Brockletower, dressed in her riding outfit of scarlet dress under a black jacket. In death she was no vision of elegance, for she had died in the undignified, rump-in-the-air posture of a pig rooting out truffles. The body had gone down on a patch of almost bare earth, with arms folded under the torso, the hands pressed palm-down by the bosom, the nose pushed into the ground that had been softened by recent rain, as if attempting to inhale the earth. I lowered myself to my haunches and squinted at the neck. A bloody gash evidently began (or perhaps it ended) just below the left earlobe and jagged downwards. Losing sight of it, I rose, took a pace back, stepped around to the other side of the dead woman, and crouched again. Here I saw, on the right-hand side, where the gash finished up (unless it had in fact started), at a spot lower down than on the other, at least two inches below the hinge of the jaw. Along the whole of its length the sloping wound was caked with a dried lip of black scab half an inch thick. In the leaf-mould below I saw the coagulated pool of gore. Suppressing a spasm of nausea I stood up and surveyed the cold, stiffening bag of flesh that had previously housed the soul of Dolores Brockletower.


There were four present, apart from the boy and myself. I looked at each of them in turn: Old Matt Thwaite, whose beard reached to his belt, the witty Barkworth, fat Jenny Milroy and pretty Susannah Shipkin.


‘Where’s Timothy Shipkin?’ I asked. ‘Wasn’t he the finder? Susannah, where’s your father?’


Susannah was a girl of seventeen with clear blue eyes, creamy skin, a raspberry mouth and full hips. She works as dairymaid at the Hall.


‘Medad’s not come home, sir,’ she said. ‘After he told them at Hall what he found, he didn’t come back for his breakfast. Happen he’s gone on to Shot’s Hill. He’s felling a dead beech up there.’


Shot’s Hill is a tree-crested ridge the other side of the big house, a remnant of the old forest, just a hundred yards wide, with fields lying beyond it that were once part of the woodland, and are now laid to grass pasture for the squire’s cows and sheep. It was strange that Timothy took himself off. For most men, the vanity of being the first finder of a woman’s mysterious corpse is enough to make them stay and enjoy the glory.


‘He’ll be hungry, then,’ I remarked. ‘And what about the squire? Has he not been up here himself? The summons I had was from Mrs Marsden. But why does Mr Brockletower not come to bring his wife home?’


Thwaite shook his head.


‘Squire knows nowt about it, we’re thinking. He’s away to York on his affairs this past seven days.’


‘Is he indeed? And when expected back?’


‘Our Poll says he’s to come back today, sir,’ said Jenny, whose sister Polly was also a maid at the house.


‘Has anyone touched the body?’


‘We’ve not gone nearer to her than we are now, sir,’ said Jenny.


‘None of you?’


They all shook their heads.


‘We’ve covered her and guarded her,’ growled Thwaite, assuming the role of foreman. ‘But we’ve not looked close at her. Better to wait for you, sir, is what we thought.’


I considered for a moment, then pulled the sacking back over the hunched cadaver.


‘And has anything been found? Any weapon, or object, that might have caused this injury?’


The four looked at each other.


Thwaite said, ‘Not a thing, sir.’


‘Have you looked?’


They evidently had not. I strode back towards my cob.


‘I suggest you do. Quarter the ground of this clearing between you. If you find anything, keep it safe for me. Now I must go down to the Hall. I’ll send back a cart and litter for the body. Stay until it comes, and in the meantime you may lay the corpse out before it stiffens.’


And so I left them, with a host of questions forming in my mind about how Dolores Brockletower had come upon her death. It did not look like an accident. But had it been by her own hand?



Chapter Two
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I RETURNED TO THE bridleway and set the horse in a descending direction through the woods to Savage Brook, the stream that trickles past Garlick Hall. On coming into the considerable Brockletower inheritance – the Hall, its surrounding and outlying land, a fat bundle of securities, shares in toll-roads, ships and inland navigations – Ramilles had been a 26-year-old naval officer on station in the West Indies. Since this estate made him one of the wealthier gentlemen in Lancashire, he at once resigned his commission. But he returned from the navy accompanied by a surprise. He had a wife, the tall and striking-looking girl with an exotic name, a wealthy sugar-planter’s daughter, so he said, whom he had encountered dancing the minuet at a ball in Jamaica.

For reasons I could not discover, the new squire took against me and my services from the start. The day after I acquainted him with his father’s will, and the full extent of his sudden wealth, I received a note in his hand summarily asking me, without explanation, to send all papers relating to Brockletower family affairs to the chambers of Messrs Rudgewick & Tench, of Friar Gate, who would henceforth act for and advise him. He had given no hint of this intention on the previous day, so I replied, reminding him of how long I had served his family and asking him to think again, as I considered Rudgewick & Tench to fall short of the decent diligence required in a family attorney. I simply received a second even curter note repeating the contents of the first and indicating that I should no longer consider myself the Brockletowers’ family attorney.

As I rode down towards the brook’s valley, where I would turn the horse eastward to ride up towards the house, I noted the closeness of the steep slopes on either side, out of whose red earth grew the tall and ancient trees. Forty years ago the valley floor, no more than a hundred yards broad, had been cleared and turned over to park and pasture – a pretty landscape to look at from the house. Coming down to the water, I forded it, cleared the fringe of trees on the farther bank, and trotted the cob out onto the open grass of this park. The Hall was now a furlong away, a squarely proportioned, three-storey, brick-built house with numerous tall windows and a noble slate roof. Some of the frontage was masked from my sight by a cedar of Lebanon rising in front of it, and some by a screen of scaffolds, ladders and hoists, around which lengths of canvas flapped in the breeze like sails. Builders were at work modernizing the appearance of Ramilles Brockletower’s home. In amongst the trees that rose up behind the house, a belt of brown and green between the slates of the house’s roof and the blue sky, coils and smudges of smoke rose into the still air: the fires of the building workers’ camp.

But little of this work, or outside work of any kind, was being done at Garlick Hall at this moment. In the cobbled stable yard, grouped around the drinking trough, I counted eleven men and women, indoor and outdoor servants mixing with the builder’s men, who had met to exchange observations and speculations about the violent death of their employer’s wife. As I approached through the arch that divided the yard from the lane, they eyed me in expectation of news.

I swung myself from the saddle.

‘How do, Coroner?’ greeted one of the group. ‘Been up in woods?’

I knew the man as an important person in the little kingdom of Garlick Hall: William Pearson, huntsman and head groom.

‘I have that,’ I confirmed. ‘I come directly down from there.’

Pearson nipped one of the younger men by the earlobe and propelled him in my direction, to take charge of the cob.

‘Squire’s not at home, so I understand,’ I said, handing over the reins. No one contradicted me. ‘I therefore desire an immediate interview with Miss Brockletower.’

One of the young females left the group and went in with the message for the squire’s sister, while the others muttered amongst themselves, and nudged one another. I strolled across to join them by the watering trough.

‘Is it true then, what Timothy says, Coroner?’ asked Pearson. ‘That Mistress’s throat’s cut and her’s bled to death?’

There seemed no reason to keep it from them, and facts are preferable to gossip. So I said, ‘Regrettably, that looks to be the case. We must send a cart as far as the bridge, and a litter so that she can be brought decently home. Will you see to it, Pearson?’

‘Aye. I’ll go up myself an’all. It’s likely she’s murdered, is it?’

‘That is not for me to say. I must summon a jury to decide by inquest how she died.’

‘Happen inquest’ll be tomorrow?’

‘If possible, the next day. It will be as soon as I can convene the jury.’

‘And at Plough Inn?’

‘You ask a lot of questions, Mr Pearson. Let me ask you one. When was the last time you – or any of you – saw your mistress alive?’

‘She went out this morning,’ said Pearson. ‘I saddled the mare myself to be ready at six. That’s her time to ride out in morning.’

‘Did she leave by herself?’

A groom, Isaac Barrowford, ducked his head.

‘No, she had the mare between her legs,’ he murmured.

The others sniggered.

‘Don’t be facetious, man,’ I said curtly. ‘A gentlewoman is dead, and this is no time for joking.’

A few minutes later a matron of fifty, generously proportioned and with a bold handsome face, bustled out through the kitchen door. It was Bethany Marsden, grandmother of Jonah, housekeeper at Garlick Hall and a thoroughly sensible body. I beckoned her aside and we walked across the cobbles, past the barn and towards the stable block at the far end of the L-shaped yard.

‘So, Mrs Marsden, this is a shocking discovery.’

‘Yes, sir. I thought it best to send you the message without delay. With Squire away from home, we weren’t sure, Miss Brockletower and I, if it was the county coroner that should attend, or the town. Then I remembered that you’d coronered the death of that young vagabond fellow that was found dead up in the Fulwood a year back. So Miss Brockletower asked me to write the note to you.’

‘It was the right thing to do. A coroner’s duty is to enquire into death within his area of competence only when it is reported to him. The Fulwood belongs to Preston town, making the jurisdiction mine. The Bailiff of Preston, Mr Grimshaw, will have to be notified also, but you may leave that in my hands.’

I was conscious of sounding pompous. Pomposity is a fault inherent in all who do legal work, and I know I am often guilty of it. I ask my reader for the same measure of forbearance that I evidently received on that day from Bethany Marsden, who either did not notice it, or accepted it as natural in a figure like myself. I cleared my throat.

‘Is, ah, Miss Brockletower very disturbed?’

‘We all are, Mr Cragg. But Miss Brockletower has taken the news calmly enough. Of course – the way she is – any sudden stroke of bad news like this leaves her, you might say, in the dark . . .’

‘Has anyone else been sent for?’

‘Well, the first person to think of is the doctor. But, from all that Timothy Shipkin told me, he would be a mite too late. Then the magistrate, but of course that would be squire himself, and he’s not here. There’s old Mr Southworth at Goosnargh that’s still on the Bench after thirty-odd years, but he’s . . .’

She paused as if hovering on the brink of an indelicacy. I completed the thought for her.

‘Not likely to be wheeling over this way in his bath chair. Precisely. Does anyone else know?’

‘Oh, I should say only everyone on the estate, by now. And Mr Woodley offered to ride over to give the news to Squire Brockletower’s uncle, the vicar. So he’ll have heard by now.’

‘Mr Woodley?’

‘Mr Barnabus Woodley. The gentleman that’s been superintending the works to the house. He’s gone off to the Rectory this past hour.’

‘When is Mr Brockletower himself expected to return?’

‘This evening.’

‘And have you heard from him since he went to York?’

‘Oh, no, not at all. He only left seven days ago.’

‘Has he not written at all, even to his wife?’

‘I believe it is some time since he wrote to his wife whilst away on business, Mr Cragg.’

I ignored the tartness in her voice.

‘Did you yourself see Mrs Brockletower when she went out this morning?’

‘I saw her, yes. She came past the kitchen at her usual time, just after six, dressed for riding.’

‘Did she speak to you?’

‘No. She went out without a word. Pearson had her hack saddled. I saw him put her up and she rode out.’

‘Does she always ride the same path?’

‘Yes, she goes a little way down the park and sheers off across the stream and up the bridleway through the woods.’

‘And you noticed nothing strange about her as she left today?’

‘No. She seemed as she always was.’

‘I should go in to speak with Miss Brockletower now.’

She led me back in through the yard door. I had always been a professional caller by the front door and had never entered Garlick Hall by any other way. Now, as we trotted along the wide stone-flagged passage between the ‘wet’ kitchen and the scullery and dairy, I breathed in an agreeable compound of baking bread, bubbling broth and the lactic rankness of spilt milk in the dairy. Mrs Marsden swung open the thick panelled door at the passage’s end, and took me through to the family side of the house, which centred on a spacious hall. This was temporarily in half-light, the glazed front door and windows being shaded on the outside by the scaffolders’ tarpaulins. We did not cross the hall, but turned instead up the main stairs to our left. It was an old-fashioned oak stair with massive banisters and it reared darkly up to the floors above. I stopped at the stair-foot for a moment and listened. It seemed there was still nothing being done by way of building work, and the hollow quiet in this part of the house felt expectant, like a withholding of breath.

‘Miss Brockletower’s sitting room is on the first floor,’ said Mrs Marsden, with a trace of impatience. ‘Come on up.’

We creaked up the staircase. I wondered how it would be, this interview. I had never yet been to the upper floor of the house, and had not seen Sarah Brockletower for – what? – ten years; but it was more than twenty since we had met or spoken together.

At the first floor I was led along a panelled landing, past an array of dim family portraits, whose only clearly visible details were the starched white ruffs of a long-ago fashion. At the end Mrs Marsden opened a door, and ushered me past her.

‘It’s Mr Titus Cragg to see you, miss,’ she called out.

I took a hesitant couple of sidesteps past the housekeeper and walked into the middle of Sarah’s room. The hall’s shadows were clarity compared to this. The window curtains were drawn and no candle had been lit. Only a thin, morning firelight from the grate relieved the gloom.

Sarah sat beside the fire in a rocking chair, keeping it in creaking movement all the time. I have often noticed that it is a habit of blind people to rock, or sway, their heads and bodies as if keeping time with some interior tune that we – the sighted – cannot hear. Perhaps Sarah’s rocking-chair habit was her way of domesticating that tell-tale impulse.

‘Hello, Sarah,’ I said. ‘I’m sorry that we must eventually meet again only in these painful circumstances.’

‘Well, Titus, it has certainly been a long time. But it is better, I suppose, to meet like this than never to meet again until eternity. I have wondered from time to time since my parents died if you would ever come and call.’

Her voice was exactly as I remembered – light on its feet, always poised on the edge of mocking, or at least being ready to mock should the need arise. But it had also been capable of a sweetness that can still make me wince, remembering it.

Sarah Brockletower. The thoughts of her that I write now do not – cannot – in any way undermine my profound, unflagging devotion to my own Elizabeth. They do not amount to anything, in fact, except the remembered tatters of a youthful love. When I was nineteen Sarah had been a difficult creature to get to know. Closeted in Garlick Hall, she never attended assemblies, fairs, fetes or the races, and was brought in and out of church on Sundays clamped to her father’s, mother’s or brother’s arm. But then, at a country wedding in Yolland parish church, I had found myself in the pew behind hers and, afterwards, succeeded in walking her on my arm for an hour around the Green, first convincing her of my love, and after a little while persuading her to love me. I had never in my life been so eloquent. We stole a few meetings after that, when we kissed and held hands, and we exchanged letters through a servant. That was all there was in it before her mother found us out, dismissed the servant and forbade the liaison absolutely. She laid it down as law that no blind girl could ever make a wife, still less a satisfactory mother. So Sarah resumed her anathematized life, and I was sent away to the Inns of Court to think again about the constitution of happiness.

‘Titus, won’t you sit? Bethany, it will be best I am sure if you leave us to talk alone.’

Mrs Marsden’s mouth dropped at the sides in disappointment, but she withdrew without a word. I sat on the fireside chair opposite Sarah’s rocker. On the hearthrug between us her long-legged poodle lay stretched out and asleep.

‘So!’ she exclaimed, almost gaily.

For a moment she stopped rocking. Her face was turned, not towards me, but up at an angle, so that all I could see in the gloom were her white neck, jawline and cheekbone. Then she recommenced the back-and-forth movement.

‘I believe it is the first time we have met since you grew into one of the town’s most respected men, Titus. I was always sure you would. So tell me, if you please. How do you find me after all this time?’

I started. I should not have been unprepared for her directness, as she had always been the most outspoken of girls. Had I forgotten so much?

I looked at her. Sarah was thirty-seven now but, in this dim flickering light, I could hardly see her except by reconstituting the appearance she had had two decades back. I had found it a rare, flawless, serene and tormenting appearance. Even those sightless eyes had been ornaments to me.

So I could say, truthfully, ‘You are just as I remember.’

She laughed.

‘Not likely. Anyway you are not quite as I remember. Your voice is deeper. It seems you have acquired gravitas by attorneying, as I suppose was necessary.’

‘Well, I am not here as an attorney, Sarah. As you know, your brother dismissed me from acting for this family.’

Sarah sighed.

‘Yes, of course. Why did he do that?’

‘I have never known. I believe I always gave satisfaction.’

She turned her head towards me, an ironic smile on her lips.

‘So you did, Titus. Except to me, that is . . .’

Perhaps I blushed, but it did not matter. She could not see. I coughed to let her know of my embarrassment.

‘Well, I am here as the coroner, enquiring into the death of your sister-in-law.’

‘Ah, yes. Dolores. I had not forgotten.’

She sighed again, more deeply, raising her shoulders and letting them fall. After a few moments of silence, she said, ‘So, is she murdered, Titus?’

‘I cannot say that. At this juncture the law keeps an open mind.’

Her second laugh was unexpected.

‘That is refreshing. The law so often keeps a closed one.’

‘You seem to take this . . . event very lightly.’

‘Do I? I don’t mean to.’

‘Do you not grieve?’

‘For Dolores? Such a death should be treated as a serious matter, certainly. A grave matter, as Hamlet would say.’

‘It is my duty to treat it so.’

She was immediately penitent of her levity.

‘Then it shall be mine also. It was indelicate of me to refer to a pun of Shakespeare’s, even though it is one of his better ones. Please tell me all you know about the matter.’

While Sarah Brockletower rocked without stopping I gave an outline of what I had seen in the Fulwood less than an hour earlier. When I finished she again brought her chair to rest, struck by a thought.

‘Then my sister-in-law killed herself.’

‘No woman cuts her throat.’

‘No womanly woman, perhaps. But the rough-riding hoyden that married my brother might have.’

‘We found no knife or razor beside her. I left some people searching around, though I do not think they will find one. Do you have any particular reason to believe Mrs Brockletower wanted to take her own life?’

‘None at all. Dolores and I hardly spoke. We were not sympathique to each other.’

‘So when did you last see . . . I beg your pardon, when were you last with her?’

‘Indirectly, yesterday. She was very angry about something. I sent my maid Honor down to say I had a headache and would she be so kind as to stop banging around in the hall and screeching at the dogs.’

‘Why was Mrs Brockletower angry?’

‘I don’t know. There seemed no reason, though my message must have exacerbated it.’

‘Then why did you send it down?’

She smiled like a person tickled by a harmless jest.

‘I had a headache, truthfully.’

‘So her anger had no cause in the first place?’

‘Honor wondered if it was a question of the time of the month, but I think not. It is more likely she was irritated by the building works. I never knew Dolores to be untowardly affected by her menses.’

There was the faintest stirring of my old feeling for her. She had always been fiercely candid about all matters not normally discussed between men and women. It was one of the things I had most liked about her.

‘In any case, you did not in fact speak to her yesterday?’

‘I did not.’

‘Silent meals, then?’

‘Dolores and I did not sit down together when my brother was from home. I took my meals up here.’

‘Why is that?’

‘She and I both preferred it. We are – were – of different humours, you see.’

‘So Mrs Brockletower did not communicate with you at all yesterday?’

‘No. She did not.’

‘And it was usual, this silence between you?’

‘When Ramilles is not here, yes. As I said, she and I had little to say to each other in the ordinary way.’

‘Did she not even read to you in the evening?’

Sarah gave out a faint snort of derision.

‘Read? I doubt she was able, unless it was a horse catalogue.’

‘And on Sunday? Did she attend church?’

‘She did not. I went alone with my maid Honor.’

‘Was it usual for her to avoid church?’

‘No. My brother preferred that she go, but when he is not here . . .’ Sarah shrugged. ‘My sister-in-law was not the godliest of women.’

‘No,’ I said, thinking of Miriam Patten’s words. ‘So I have heard.’

At this point I stood. It was time to get along, and it did not seem that I would gain much from further questions.

‘I wish I could stay longer, Sarah, but I have much to do. If all goes well, the inquest will be tomorrow. Will you attend?’

‘Is that an enquiry, or an instruction?’

‘Let’s say a request. I may wish to call you as a witness, you know.’

She sighed.

‘Then I must be there, mustn’t I?’

As I closed the door behind me I thought that, though grief has many faces, Sarah Brockletower was not wearing any of them. The fate of her sister-in-law appeared to have touched her as little as that of a fly.

I walked the length of the landing, turning each doorhandle and peering through until I came to Dolores Brockletower’s own bedchamber. I went in. The room was neat and sparely furnished, and the bed rumpled, in the state she had left it after rising for her early ride. A nightgown lay across the bed. The commode had been used. On an upright chair was a dirty soup bowl and spoon on a tray. I sniffed the bowl and smelled chicken.

She had been isolated, reclusive, hardly known outside the household. It was true she had earned some fame in the neighbourhood for her fast and fearless riding, especially with the Yolland and Garlick Chase. But apart from these outings and Divine Service (which she attended heavily veiled), she was almost never seen in public, neither at assemblies, nor race meetings, nor paying calls for tea. Obviously, this shrinking from society engendered suspicion. I knew, not just from the words of Miriam Patten, that there were those who spoke of witchcraft, which in her birthplace, the West Indies, is (I believe) called Woo-Doo. Was all this talk a factor in her terrible death? I could think of an additional possibility. There had been speculation in the district as to why she had not yet provided a Brockletower heir, and some went so far as to say that all was not as it should be in this, the marital bed. Was that also a factor?

A few moments later I stood in the middle of the deserted hall with my back to the stair-foot. On my right was the room which I knew to be the squire’s study and library; on my left the morning room. I made towards the latter and let myself in. Here, I guessed, I would find an escritoire equipped with pen, ink and paper with which I could write the necessary letters to Preston.



Chapter Three


[image: Images]


THE MORNING ROOM was elegant and quiet, a lady’s retreat to occupy that part of the day when the virile element is seeing to business, or in some other way having it out with the world. The male presence was, however, not entirely absent, even here. There were a couple of marble busts on their plinths, and half-a-dozen paintings on the walls, which I took a moment to examine one by one. The busts were of the Grecian sort, with eyes as blind as those of the woman I had just left. The paintings were all seascapes such as would appeal to a naval man like the squire. They showed brave men-of-war straining against the elements, their sails fat with wind and their flags streaming. Looking at these I believed I could smell the perfume of tar in the ropes and taste the salt on the breeze.


After five minutes moving from picture to picture, I wrenched myself back to the here and now. Sitting at the escritoire, I took paper and a pen and wrote a brief note to Bailiff Grimshaw, setting out what had happened and what steps I proposed taking towards an inquest. I then dashed off another shorter account, as a courtesy, to my Lord Mayor. Finally I addressed a few lines to my friend Dr Fidelis.




Luke, I have been called this morning to Garlick Hall where I find the family and estate in sad condition. Mrs Dolores Brockletower has been found dead in the Fulwood, the accident (if so it was) occurring during her morning ride. Having myself seen the body in situ I have ordered it brought home and will be grateful if you come at your first convenience and cast a medical eye over it – quite unofficially at this stage, you understand. I have not yet sworn in a jury and therefore cannot request a formal examination. I await your reply.


Your friend,
Titus Cragg,
Coroner





I was just shaking the caster of sand over my wet writing when the door was flung open and a fantastical figure stepped through. He was dressed in country topcoat and breeches, but his wig was far more elaborately piled and curled than would customarily be seen anywhere outside London. And he was so small that it was not until he spoke that I appreciated this was not a strangely attired boy, but a man of twenty-three or twenty-four. He was extremely youthful to look at. His skin was soft, his face had the appearance of a young rabbit, even to the bulge of his eyes, and his voice was as light as a flute. Yet he spoke with the emphasis of one used to laying down decided opinions to his equals, and orders to his inferiors. It had the tone, if not the timbre, of one who enjoyed more than anything to hear himself assert something.


‘Well now!’ he shrilled, his face wearing a curiously fixed and complacent smile. ‘Is company come? I did not think there was any visitor in the house today but me.’


I stood and made the slightest of formal bows.


‘Titus Cragg, sir. Attorney-at-law.’


The fellow seemed oddly delighted with these words.


‘Ah-ha! A man of law, is it?’


His laugh was no more agreeable than his smile, half cock-crow and half cackle. But I remained equable.


‘Until the present squire inherited, I had the honour of serving this family as their attorney,’ I answered, ‘though that is nothing to do with my business here today. I presume that I am addressing Mr Barnabus Woodley the . . . mason in charge of these works.’


I gestured through the window at the paraphernalia of tools, buckets and barrows beside the front of the house. Woodley pulled back his shoulders and his smile rearranged itself into a wounded pout.


‘No mason, sir. You are addressing no rough-cast artisan. The shaping and cementing of stones is left to men bred to the job, so long as they obey instructions. No, sir, you are in the presence of Barnabus Woodley of York, architect and man of philosophy, and of taste. Have you been in Italy?’


‘I have. I—’


‘It was there that Barnabus Woodley discovered his true vocation, being fortunate enough to fall in with Lord Burlington at Rome, the native place of the immortal Vitruvius, and he revealed the principles—’


I roused myself to take my turn in cutting him off. ‘With regret, Mr Woodley,’ I stated hastily, ‘I have no time to bandy reminiscences of the south.’


I am impatient with any man who speaks of himself as if he were a third person. And I had furthermore a premonition of an elaborate and tedious peroration on the Vitruvian architecture.


‘I am here as coroner of the borough,’ I went on, ‘enquiring into the unfortunate business that has deranged this house today.’


Woodley’s afflatus seemed instantly to puncture, as he subsided into a chair, semi-recumbently stretching out his legs. Even his eyes seemed to bulge a little less.


‘Yes, yes. Damn me, yes. Oh dear. The coroner. Mrs Brockletower. A fearful thing and very horrible. I have just ridden to the vicarage with the news for Mr Brockletower’s uncle, you know.’


He began hand-fanning himself, like a dancing-master after tripping a strenuous rigadoon.


‘The vicar? How did he take the news, may I ask?’


‘He is shocked but, as a man of God, not inconsolable. In his opinion she was murdered by vagabonds. The woods are alive with them. I agree with him.’


‘Well, it is my duty to try all possibilities. May I put one or two questions to you?’


‘Questions of what kind?’


He looked at me sidelong and, as his smile crept back, I saw the craftiness within it. Striding to the fire and turning, I clasped my hands behind my back and looked severely towards him. I wanted him to know I was in no mood for prevarication or levity.


‘Of an easily gratified kind, Mr Woodley,’ I said. ‘Such as, when did you last see Mrs Brockletower?’


He sniffed drily.


‘I can indeed very easily gratify you, Mr Cragg. It was yesterday forenoon. She used me rudely. I met her in the stable yard as I rode in from my lodging at the Plough Inn. She was on foot, though dressed in her riding habit, and she was far from civil.’


‘In what way?’


‘I greeted her and she swept past without a word. She cut me.’


‘Was that exceptional sort of behaviour?’


‘Certainly it was exceptional. I took the greatest exception.’


‘But was it habitual?’


‘Well, she was always haughty towards me.’ He raised his chin and cackle-crowed again. ‘Haughty-taughty! No warmth.’


‘Did you give her any particular reason for this haughtiness?’


‘No, I did not. She was colonial-born, you know, and she did not feel warmly towards any of the people of this land.’


‘Her husband is of this land.’


Woodley held up a finger, as if in caution.


‘So he is. Well, well.’


‘So Mrs Brockletower made many enemies.’


‘Of course she made enemies. She was of that temperament.’


‘And you were yourself such an enemy – I mean, in the lady’s eyes?’


Quite suddenly, as if stung, Woodley jerked himself upright.


‘She was my employer’s wife, sir, and I did my best to treat her courteously, which was not easy. I know nothing about her private thoughts towards me.’


‘What brought you here to Garlick Hall?’


Woodley gestured to the window, outside of which someone had got to work with a hammer and chisel. The architect wore the type of expression a man adopts when speaking to a simpleton.


‘Have I not told you?’


‘I meant, why were you chosen and not some other?’


‘You mean apart from my superior ability and taste?’


‘Yes.’


‘We have a connection through Archbishop Lancelot Blackburne of York. That city is my home. I have done considerable works for His Grace at Bishopsthorpe, his palace, on the recommendation of Lord Burlington, you know. The archbishop is kinsman to the squire, through his mother, I believe. So it was natural enough for me to come here on the archbishop’s recommendation.’


‘That is clear enough. And you’re sure you did not see Mrs Brockletower after that moment – yesterday morning, when she cut you?’


‘I am very sure indeed. She went into the house while I gave over my horse and got about my business with the workmen.’


‘Ah! Your workmen. I must ask you about them. Was any man late for his work this morning?’


‘Not that I know of. You must ask Piltdown, my ganger. He is out there now. We are hard at it shaping my pediment.’


Suddenly, Woodley jumped from his chair and took a couple of twitching sideways strides towards the centre of the room.


‘Which is what I must go to now, sir. You must forgive me. As soon as idle and unpaid workmen tire of gossip, they wander off. I can’t afford that. There is unaccountable trouble in finding good craftsmen. And there is a great deal of work still to be done on my pediment. And, besides, we are digging the foundation of my Grecian temple.’


‘Your temple?’


He again indicated the window.


‘Yes, in the grounds, out there. My Temple of Eros. It will be a destination for promenades, and a delight to those acquainted with the Grecian and Roman taste. I must show you my plans and elevations. They are exquisitely tasteful. But in the meantime, you will excuse me if I bid you good day.’


While speaking, he had begun edging crabwise in the direction of the door. A moment later he reached it, grasped the handle and relieved the room of his presence.


I returned to the escritoire to pick up my letters, and noticed a small bound journal tucked in amongst the writing paper. I lifted it and leafed through. It was a commonplace book, in which someone – Dolores, undoubtedly – had written scraps of poetry and prose that appealed to her. I turned to the most recent inscription, which read:


The Soul of a Man and that of a Woman are made very unlike. Imagine therefore: my pain and fear.


As the lines could not be made to scan, I concluded they were not poetry. But no author or source was given. I stood for a moment before one of the two windows facing the park, trying to place the quotation. To my annoyance I could not. Perhaps she had simply made the words up: a cry from the heart.


Peering out through the clutter of scaffolding, towards the vista of forestry and grassland, I noted how my gaze was funnelled between the banks of high close-set trees to right and left. In keeping with the perspectival illusion, known best to painters and gardeners, it was a view that tapered gently but efficiently away to disappearance in a smudge of greens and browns.


But a disappearing point is also an appearing one, and now one of the smudges resolved itself as a small train of people, making their way along the road towards the house. They were following a trundling cart, with the labourer Barkworth at the horse’s head and old Matt Thwaite sitting on the tailgate. The rest of the cart’s load lay concealed beneath a horse blanket. This was the unofficial cortège of poor Dolores Brockletower, brought down from the woods by Pearson and his people. Tagging along behind, and occasionally leaping ahead, I could see Jonah Marsden. He continued frisking about until Pearson collared the boy and, with a few cuffs about the head, made him walk with a more respectful gait.


I left the morning room and crossed the hall, noting from the clock that it was a few minutes before ten. In the stone-flagged passage that led past the kitchen to the yard a leather-aproned drayman was rolling a great round cheese from the dairy, in the manner of a boy and a hoop. I followed him out and watched as he spun the cheese up a ramp and onto an already heavily laden cart that stood on the cobbles. Knowing his road must have been through a string of farms east of here, I stopped and asked if he had heard anything of the squire, who would be coming by the same road on his journey home from Yorkshire. But the drayman could tell me nothing.


I left him and crossed the yard to the barred gate that opened onto a path rising through the thickly wooded slope that reared behind Garlick Hall. I started up the path and in a few moments could no longer see the house or the yard for the branches and foliage, though I heard the hoof-clop of the cheeseman’s horse shifting its feet, and the clack of his master’s clogs as he rolled out another truckle. In the wood ahead of me smudges of smoke and the prattle of children drifted down from the builders’ camp. A minute later a path levelled off and I arrived at a clearing and the camp itself.


A shawled figure was sitting, like the crone of an ancient tribe, on a three-legged milking-stool beside the fire. Over the scrawny flames was slung a pot in which some foul-smelling concoction brewed and from time to time during our conversation she would lean forward and give it a vigorous stir with a stick. Swollen-bellied children chased raggedly in and out of makeshift tents and shelters, and through the surrounding trees.


The woman seemed undisturbed by my arrival.


‘Come near, come near,’ she crooned in a thin reedy voice as soon as she saw me, waving a leathery hand at the sawn stump of a tree that lay close to the fire. ‘I won’t stand, so likely you’ll want to sit.’


Looking at the woman more closely, I saw that, rather than the gammer I had thought her, she was probably of an age with myself, yet so dried, diminished and bent by poverty that she appeared twice the age. I lowered myself onto the stump.


‘What is your name?’ I asked.


‘Peg Miller. What’s yours?’


I told her I was the coroner paying an official visit.


‘We are honoured, then,’ she retorted, spitting into the fire.


‘Are you the only grown person here, Peg?’


‘Others have gone down to river to wash clothes. I mind the childer. I’m no good for the washing.’


She showed me her hands. The joints were knotted and the fingers twisted and crossed this way and that. She gave me a searching look.


‘You think we don’t wash, neither clothes nor bodies. Just because we wear rags and clouted shoes, don’t mean we like to be dirty.’


‘No such thought had occurred to me,’ I assured her hurriedly. ‘No doubt all human creatures will seek to be clean, if they can. Sometimes circumstances lie against them.’


She emitted a cracked wheezing laugh from her ruined mouth, and whacked the side of the cooking pot with the stick.


‘Circumstances? Is that what you call them?’


She put down the stick and from under her shawl drew a clay pipe, snapped off at the stem-end and clearly many times used, but usable still. With a meaningful gesture she tipped the bowl towards me to show its emptiness and I fumbled in a pocket for my tobacco pouch, which I handed to her.


‘Ta, that’s kindly,’ she said, digging a lump of tobacco out with her almost paralysed fingers and stuffing it artlessly into the pipe. ‘So what is this official business of yours? Visitors have been almost as rare as coin since we’ve pitched camp here.’


I took back my pouch and told her why I had come to the Hall. She had of course heard already of the death of Dolores Brockletower. Bending and seizing a stick that protruded from the fire she pressed its smoking end into the pipe. She took a deep draw, closed her eyes and groaned with pleasure as she exhaled.


‘You’ve likely come to smoke us out, eh, Mr Coroner?’ she said with another hoarse laugh. She jabbed the smouldering stick in my direction. ‘If there’s fingers to be pointed, I’m thinking it’ll be at us.’


Her voice was mocking rather than bitter, and there was active wit in it too. If her impoverishment had not been there before my eyes, I might have imagined she had a capacity for refined discrimination.
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