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Chapter One
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STANDING IN THE doorway, with medical bag in hand, Luke Fidelis peered into the shadowed room until its main features had resolved themselves: the outline of the low pallet bed; the man’s gaunt, ghostly face looking steadily upwards; the pale hand resting motionless outside the covering blanket. The doctor went to the window and pulled aside its rough curtain to admit more light but, in doing so, let in a damp gust of air from off the Moor. Picking up a stool beneath the window he placed it beside the bed and sat, depositing his bag on the hard mud floor. The prostrate man’s breath was shallow but absolutely regular, as if he reposed with not a single care. Fidelis spoke in a low voice, his mouth close to his patient’s ear.


‘Adam. Adam Thorn. I am Dr Fidelis come from Preston at your wife’s request to attend you. Do not fret about the fee – there won’t be one.’


Fidelis touched Adam’s brow and found no fever. He felt his wrist. The pulse was even, and so was the heart, which he checked by pressing a silver listening-trumpet to the chest, and placing his ear on the earpiece at the narrow end. Next he felt with soft fingers around the contours of the skull. Finally he drew a candle end and tinderbox from his bag, lit the wick and leaned across to peer with the help of its light upon Thorn’s face. His skin was dry, his lips cracked, his eyes staring in his head. Fidelis shielded the light from those eyes for a moment with his hand, then revealed it again, and noted how the pupils contracted in response. By this he determined that the automatic processes of the body were continuing as normal. But was the man conscious? Was he aware?


Standing, he returned to the window and dropped the curtain again, then crossed back to the door and ducked his head as he passed into the main room. Here a child of three sat playing on the ground and a baby grizzled in its cot, while another sucked at the breast of its mother who sat on a rough bench beside the cheerless fireplace. This was the month of June, in the year 1742: far from cold enough to make a fire essential for warmth, though this had not been much of a summer in the north country, and the doctor knew that Dot Lorris, his landlady, would have a log burning back at his own room in Preston, and glad he’d be of its comfort when he returned home on this damp day.


‘You have no fire, Amity,’ he observed. ‘Do you not cook?’


Amity Thorn unplugged the child from the nipple, and let it loll back against her shoulder, dreamy with milk. With her free hand she pulled up her dress to cover the breast.


‘I’ll cook tomorrow. There’s not the fuel for a fire every day. I have to learn thrift, with him the way he is . . .’


She cocked her head towards the inner room.


Fidelis sat down at the worm-eaten table on one of the room’s two chairs. To learn thrift, you first had to have something to be thrifty with, he thought, looking around the bare room.


‘Well,’ he said, ‘I’ve had a look at him, and now I want to know more about how it happened.’


‘I wasn’t there. I didn’t see.’


‘But you found him, didn’t you?’


‘No, it was John Barton that found him and brought him home.’


‘Barton the horse-coper up at Peel Hall Stables?’


‘That’s him.’


Barton’s yard had been part of a dismantled estate that centred on Peel Hall, now more or less of a ruin on the edge of the Town Moor, to the north-east of Preston.


‘Where did John Barton find him, then?’


‘Out on the Moor, lying on the ground. It were near the Bale Stone. John Barton saw him and heard him moaning.’


‘When was this?’


‘A week ago now.’


‘A week? Has he been lying like that for a week?’


‘Yes, except the once, he’s neither moved nor talked, just sort of twitched sometimes. He gave over the moaning after we’d got him to bed.’


‘What about food and drink?’


She nodded to the table where a spoon and porringer lay.


‘He’s been taking soup and milk off the spoon. I have to pull open his mouth, mind, but he’s been taking it.’


‘Did you not think to send for me or another doctor before this?’


‘I had old Mother Greenshaw in to look at him – the wise woman. She told me what to do – if he’d take it, give him the soup and milk and porridge and maybe a beaten egg and some brandy, and just wait, and he might come round. Was that all right, what she said?’


‘It’s not bad advice. My own would not have been very different. Did you follow it?’


‘As well as I could, only he’s not come round, has he? He just lies there staring, staring. It frightens me.’


‘You said he was like that “except the once”. What do you mean by that?’


‘After he’d been in bed a bit, he seemed to revive, like. He started groaning again, then I could make out some words. Babbling he was, and I saw he was moving one of his arms.’


‘What was he saying? Did he give any indication of what happened to him out there?’


‘No, he was only thinking about how he felt. I came to feed him and he kept on lifting his hand and trying to bat away the spoon, saying “rich, rich” meaning the food was too thick for him, or too flavoured, I guessed. The same way, he couldn’t stand too much light, or noise.’


‘As if all his senses were heightened? It’s a possibility.’


‘Well he were grateful to me. He kept saying I was precious to him. It were touching.’


‘So how long was it before he lapsed into the state I have just seen?’


‘He went on with his babbling for an hour or more. Then when I went back in to him he was lying still again, just breathing quietly. I talked to him but it seemed he never heard. When the baby screamed, he never flinched and he made no more fuss about the food I gave him. He’s been like that since. If he doesn’t come round, what am I to do? There’s no one here but me and the little ones.’


‘Have you no family anywhere – someone who can come and help?’


‘There’s nobody, only Peg.’


‘Peg?’


‘His eleven-year-old niece that he’s had charge of since her ma’s died.’


‘Does Peg live here?’


‘Not now. She’s gone into service as a housemaid. He thought the world of her, him. But we couldn’t afford another mouth to feed even before this. Now I don’t know what I’ll do.’


‘Can you make any money on your own account?’


‘There’s the little I get from selling my eggs at market. We have a few birds. But most of our money came from bits of work he did, for farmers and gardeners and such. He got some good pay at harvesting, which we put aside to help us through winter. But I had to pay the wise woman, and then there was the brandy to get. So I’ve had to spend.’


‘If you’re very short you can go to the parish. You’ll be allowed something until your husband recovers. I’ll put in a good word with the church warden. In the meantime, I’m afraid there is nothing more to be done except to care for him with warmth, food and drink, as best you can.’


‘What is the matter with him, doctor?’


‘He has suffered a seizure of the brain. There is also an injury to his skull, a lump from a bang on the head. It’s difficult to know which came first. The head injury could have caused the seizure but just as likely he got the lump by falling down after the seizure. They very often do happen over their own accord, seizures. They make the sufferer insensible so that he falls to the ground.’


‘But Adam will get better? If not, I don’t know what I’ll do.’


‘I regret it’s impossible to be sure, Mrs Thorn. He might come round at any time, or stay the same indefinitely. Or thirdly, I am sorry to say, he might suddenly be taken from us, without any warning whatsoever.’


She rose and deposited the child in the cot beside the baby, and went to a side table. There she took a scoop of cold gruel from a pot and poured it into the wooden porringer. After placing this on the table she picked up the eldest child from the floor and balanced it upon her knee to feed it. The somewhat battered and dented spoon carried the gruel inefficiently, but by working fast she managed to force a high proportion of the thin liquid into the mouth, though the child pulled faces and wriggled with dislike of its dinner.


‘It will be terrible to live with such uncertainty – if we can live at all.’


Suddenly the child on her knee twisted around and one of its hands grabbed at the spoon. In surprise Amity let go and it fell, clattering off the edge of the table and bouncing to the floor. Immediately Fidelis stooped to retrieve it.


Before he returned the implement to her he glanced at it. Though damaged, pitted and discoloured, it had once been a fine piece of spoonery – the shank heavy and with the remains of chasing along its length, and a nobbled end, as of some figure now unrecognizable. He turned it over: there were four black pits on the shank, square in shape and black where dirt had compacted in them. Amity held out her hand.


‘Give it back, doctor, if you please. I must feed him quick or he won’t take it at all.’


‘Of course. Here.’


He gave her back the spoon and, for the time being, thought no more about it, while they talked of Amity Thorn’s hard life, and of what she could do to alleviate it.


‘Remember to go to the church warden as soon as you can,’ he said firmly, thinking at last it was time to leave. Then his eye caught sight again of the spoon, which lay in the now empty porringer on the table.


‘And there is one more thing I should mention,’ he said, pointing at the bowl. ‘That spoon of yours looks silver. I fancy, if you clean it up, that it will raise a sum of ready cash in town.’


She picked up the spoon and turned it in her hand.


‘This dirty old thing? Adam brought it back a month ago, off the Moor. You don’t mean it’s worth something?’


‘It might be. Where did he get it?’


She shook her head.


‘As I say, I reckoned he must have picked it up off the Moor, or somewhere about. It were all muddy and stained: just an old spoon, as I thought, though he did say different.’


‘What did he say?’


She gave a short, melancholy laugh.


‘That it was treasure. “Treasure trove, is that,” he said. He’s done it before – come home with some brass farthing he’d found on the Moor and said it was treasure trove. He was bitten with this idea that some old soldier had buried a big lot of silver up there a hundred year ago. But he’d got himself killed and the secret died with him, so the silver was never found. Adam even told me he’d gone to Preston to talk to the Recorder to prove it were true.’


‘The Recorder? Mr Thorneley?’


‘I don’t know his name. Adam kept on about looking for it but I just said if poor folk ever do find such things they get them taken off them, as sure as the Gospel, so what’s the use? He shut up about it after that but I’ll give you a warrant that he never gave over looking for it. That was his way.’


Fidelis looked carefully at the underside of the spoon’s shaft, and showed it to her.


‘Well, I don’t know about any treasure, but I am saying that, if these pits on the underside of the handle are hallmarks, then it really is made of silver – assayed silver. Maybe that’s what Adam was trying to tell you when he was saying “rich” and “precious”. He was talking about the spoon you were feeding him his gruel with.’


Her face fell. She had imagined she was the precious one. The doctor gave her back the spoon.


‘So you can exchange it for some silver coin. Do it, Amity. Buy some wholesome food for the little ones, and for Adam too. Marrowbone broth is always recommendable.’


Fidelis got to his feet and returned for a last look into the darkness of Adam Thorn’s room. As before nothing there moved, only two tiny winking sparks of light from Adam’s eyes, which every few moments were extinguished and immediately reappeared.


Then he returned to where Amity was, bade her good day and ducked out into the drizzle. He put his hat on his head, turned up the collar of his coat and strode off towards town.


You, the reader, might very well suppose, in order to recount all this to you, that I, Titus Cragg, must have been loitering about under the dripping eaves of the Thorn house, peering in through chinks in the window sacking, listening at the door, committing the conversations I heard to memory. In reality, I was not: all that afternoon I was in Preston town, more than a mile distant from the Thorn house, seeing to my practice as an attorney-at-law and my work, which I hold to be equally important, as the town Coroner.


But how, you must ask, can words describing an event in the world seem so convincing – so real – when their author never himself observed the event? It is a question that often bedevils a law court. It doesn’t matter how many times witnesses are warned to tell only what they directly saw and heard, they will run on with the gossip of chair-carriers, and chambermaids’ tittle-tattle, taking the jury with their story-telling into the realm of speculation, and soon into a state of firm belief. Many poor innocents have gone to the gallows in those realms and states of fantasy, but their necks were not the less truly broken for it. Stories and lies are so knitted together with facts and experience that they can never easily be disentangled – not in a law court, and not in life.


In a book, then? That, you may suppose, is my aim. The events I have just described were long ago and nobody’s neck depends on whether or not you believe my writing. Nevertheless, let me reassure you: every word of what I have written about Dr Fidelis’s visit to the Thorns is true, for I had it on the following evening detail by detail from the lips of the doctor himself, and assiduously committed it to my journal before going to bed.


And the reason I set it down here will be clear in due course.




Chapter Two
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EARLIER IN THE same day I had been in my lawyer’s office, adjoining my house on Cheapside at the very heart of Preston, when a note arrived by hand of a messenger. It came from the merchant Phillip Pimbo of Fisher Gate, one of Preston’s leading sellers of gold and silver, and was written in the hand of Pimbo himself.


‘Dear Cragg,’ he wrote, ‘I would be extremely obliged if you would attend me tomorrow morning at your earliest convenience. A matter of wrong-doing has arisen which taxes my understanding, and I am very much hoping you can provide me with some legal assistance in the matter. I am &c. Phillip Pimbo.’


Pimbo was a bachelor who lived with his mother at Cadley, and was noted for large ears that stood at right angles to his head. I had last spoken with him at any length about three or four months earlier, when we had met at the postal office in the Shambles. We were waiting to take our turn at the clerk’s window, and he was talking volubly about his partnership with a scrivener from Liverpool called Zadok Moon, and of their plans to provide Preston, for the first time, with something like a bank.


Looking back across the span of more than thirty years, it seems incredible that we in the country had managed affairs for so long without our own local banks. We still relied on strongboxes to keep our money safe, if not on secret holes in the ground, or sliding panels in the wainscot. Goldsmiths had long accepted plate and other valuables on pawn, and some also took in cash on account for safe keeping, or on security, which they could then use to finance their pawnbroking advances. In my grandfather’s day it was done by the age old tallystick method: the amount of the deposit would be marked by a certain number of notches on the stick, which would be split along its length, one half to be kept by each side of the bargain.


Beside these moneylending goldsmiths, here and there a scrivening lawyer could also be found (Moon of Liverpool was, I assumed, one of them) whose specialty was the investment of money on behalf of clients in interest-bearing Exchequer Bills and Debentures, or in the profits from voyages, toll-roads or waterways. But so far no one in the County had taken the next step. No one had put these two services together and formed a bank that took in deposits at interest and issued notes to the public.


Pimbo had brought with him to the post office a brown and white spaniel pup, and as he talked – which he did a great deal – he repeatedly called it to attention – ‘Suez! Sit! Good boy!’ – in order to treat it to little balls of bacon fat, of which he kept a supply in the pocket of his coat. Between treats Suez persistently attacked the buckle of my shoe making it hard to concentrate on what its master was saying.


But his burden was the tale of how he, Pimbo, had persuaded the Corporation, a couple of years back, to place in his keeping the entire fund of money built up and laid aside to pay for the Preston Guild, the grand civic celebrations which were held every twenty years, and which as he spoke would be coming round again in six months. Pimbo puffed out his chest like a cock pigeon.


‘It is a great amount, very great, for the Guild is no cheap undertaking.’


‘I hope your strong room is safe, then,’ I said in a jocular tone.


‘Safe?’ he boomed. ‘Yes, my friend, it is indeed safe. Imagine the Bastille of Paris lodged inside the Tower of London. That would not be safer. My strong room’s door has inside it a gate made from thick bars of iron, closed by a pair of strong locks of the latest design. Safe? I should just like to see the man who can dig or break his way into there. But no matter, because the large part of a bank’s money is not in the strong room.’


‘Oh? Where is it?’ I asked, shaking the dog off by waggling my foot.


‘Circulating, Titus. Money is like blood, the town’s blood, and if it does not circulate, corruption and death must follow. So we cannot let it rot in some locked hutch in the Moot Hall, or even in my strong room, merely waiting to be expended. We must put it to work and let it engender more of itself.’


‘You told the Corporation this?’


‘Certainly, and they were so well convinced, you might say they were converted. They saw the light.’


‘And agreed to your proposal?’


‘Yes. It was an excellent stroke of business, was that.’


‘So what do you do with this money?’


‘That is my partner’s concern. He places it at a profit in money-making enterprises – the importing of sugar, spices, or tea from China.’


At this point a stranger waiting just ahead of us, a prosperous looking farmer from somewhere towards Clitheroe, turned and tapped Pimbo on the shoulder to get his attention.


‘And what, Sir, if the enterprise breaks and the town wants its money?’ he wanted to know.


Pimbo looked flustered for a moment, but quickly recovered his confidence.


‘No, no, that cannot be, not at all,’ he said wagging his finger. ‘You would sooner break the Rock of Gibraltar. At all events, we furnish promissory notes. Each is redeemable by the depositors on demand for a particular sum of money. The total of promissory notes is the total of money they have entrusted to us – which in this case, as I say, is a tidy amount. They shall also, of course, be in receipt of interest at 4 per cent.’


The farmer leaned back a little, with eyes half closed, assessing the proposition as he might a ram at market.


‘I’ll allow it’s a clever scheme, to use another man’s money for your own profit. But I won’t say I approve it. Suppose you send me fifty head of sheep for pasturing out, like. Well, you may allow me the shearing but you’ll want the animals still picking grass in my field when you come back for ’em. You’ll have a good deal to say to me if I’ve sent ’em off to breed in Yorkshire, never mind China.’


Pimbo’s upper body deflated, as boasting gave way to earnestness. He appealed to me.


‘Our friend doesn’t understand. Money is not sheep. What a banker does is to follow the Bank of England in London: takes in money – nota bene, not sheep – pays interest and meanwhile puts the money to work by lending it at a greater rate of interest. If he can get the better rate, there’s nothing wrong in that.’


‘But,’ I replied, ‘is not the Bank of England something of a special case? Firstly it lends to the government, which is rather a safe transaction, and secondly it issues notes payable on the spot “to bearer”. To call yourself a bank you will have to lend your money to general enterprises and issue notes on the same basis. Can you stand the risk?’


‘Oh! Of course, of course! I have no doubt.’


Pimbo puffed out his chest and protruded his lips.


‘If there be a Bank of England in London, and a Bank of Scotland in Edinburgh, I can see no reason why not a Bank of Lancashire, you know, or even a Bank of Preston. Moon, for one, believes we can safely issue bank notes redeemable by the bearer.’


He turned back to the farmer, who was puzzled.


‘When the notes are payable “to bearer”, Sir, it means anyone who happens to have such a note in his hand can go to the bank, you see, and on presenting it receive full value in gold and silver there and then. In that way, paper can be used in place of coin.’


The farmer considered this proposition for a moment, then said:


‘And why would any man want to do such a thing?’


‘Because the note is so much lighter on the pocket, man, so much easier to transport than the coin.’ Pimbo rubbed his hands with glee. ‘It is a very safe scheme, depending on the issuer’s confidence, and Mr Moon is very strong in confidence. Very strong indeed. There is demand for this, I am certain of it, and the day is coming when my partner and I shall establish Preston’s first dedicated banking office.’


His remarkable ears, the twin beacons of his fervour, had begun to glow red. The farmer, however, shook his head in grizzled scepticism.


‘No,’ he declared with emphasis. ‘Folk like their gold and silver too much. Change it for paper? They’ll like as change a clog for a cloud.’


I recalled this conversation on the morning of our appointment as I walked the short distance to Pimbo’s Fisher Gate premises. These were yet far from resembling what we now think of as a bank: in fact, the place was still a working goldsmith’s shop, with two counters, running away from the door to the right and left – the left hand counter being reserved for valuing, buying and pawning, while the right was for selling items in precious metals. At the far end of the shop, facing the street door, there was a cashier’s desk protected by bars. Here sat Robert Hazelbury, the Chief Cashier, with writing stand, cash box and brass scales on the desk before him. In the wall at his back, a bookcase sagged under a load of thick ledgers, and there were doors to the right and left, one of which led to the smithing workshop and the other to Phillip Pimbo’s private business room.


I walked up between the two counters to the cashier’s cage, where I passed the time of day.


‘How do, Mr Cragg?’ he replied.


‘Mr Pimbo asked me to call,’ I said. ‘A legal matter.’


Hazelbury jerked his thumb up and over his right shoulder at Pimbo’s door. The words Phillip Pimbo Esq. were painted on it in a plate-engraver’s script, below which hung a sign, written on pasteboard in block capitals: ENGAGED AND NOT TO BE DISTURBED.


‘He’s been closeted behind that sign since before we opened, before I had even arrived myself.’


‘He is alone?’


Hazelbury shrugged his shoulders.


‘I hear no voices. Happen he’s writing.’


He rose from his stool, stretched, and stepped up to the door. He gave it three firm knocks with his knuckles, then waited with an ear cocked. There was no answer from within.


‘Mr Pimbo?’ he called with his lips close to the door panel, ‘I have Mr Titus Cragg here to see you.’


There was still no reply and he gave a second knock, twice as loudly. Hearing nothing, he took a step back.


‘Strange. Perhaps he’s dropped asleep.’


‘Or is taken ill,’ I ventured. ‘You had better disregard that notice and go in, Mr Hazelbury.’


Hazelbury turned the door’s brass knob and pushed on the door. It did not move. Hazelbury turned to me with an impotent look.


‘It’s locked. What should I do, Mr Cragg?’


‘Unlock it,’ I replied. ‘And with dispatch.’


But unlocking could not be done with dispatch. After a search for a duplicate key had failed, a boy was sent into the alley that ran along the side of the shop. He climbed onto the sill of the barred window that lit the room but, as he reported half a minute later, the window was shuttered and he could see nothing inside.


Next, Arthur Benn the locksmith was fetched to come and pick the lock. He made sure that we onlookers admired the mystery of his craft as, with much muttering to himself, he assessed the thickness of the door and then, removing his hat, put his eye analytically to the keyhole. He had with him a leather roll containing, as we saw when he now unrolled it, a range of instruments shaped like miniature hayrakes. He meditated on these for a few moments before selecting one, which he introduced into the lock. With eyes shut, he twisted it this way and that, blindly seeking the position that would turn the lock. After a minute or so of failure he picked out another hayrake, which also failed, as did the third, fourth and fifth hayrakes. Finally he stood back, uttered a curse, and rolled his lock-picks up again.


‘Key’s in lock on t’other side. There’s your obstruction, and I can’t push it out. If you’ll have my advice, you’ll break the door.’


Watched by a craning audience of shop customers and passers-by, it took two men, a crowbar and a mallet to break in. They were recruited from a house-building crew at work a few doors along the street. With Hazelbury visibly wincing at the damage, they drove the crowbar between the door and the lintel, then levered it until the wood creaked and gave out a few sharp cracks. An instant later, with the sound like a gunshot, the frame splintered and the door was freed. One of the workmen pushed at it and the door swung open. There was a momentary pause in activity as two dozen eyes focused on the interior room, then the workmen and their mob of attendants surged through the doorway. But as soon as they had done so they stopped again, letting out a collective cry.


‘Oh!’


It was a spacious room, with a large sash window on the side wall to the left. In the wall facing us, behind Phillip Pimbo’s writing table, was a fire grate with a handsome marble surround, in which lay a heap of cold ashes. A second door stood between the window and the fireplace while, hung on the walls, were two suites of engravings: one showing a waterside city, perhaps Venice, and the other a set of Hogarth’s A Harlet’s Progress. But it was the writing table – or rather what lay across it – that had brought the crowd up short: a man’s body face down and motionless.


He had pitched forward from a position on the other side of the table, for his head lay towards the door. Two things could be seen immediately: he wore an expensive silk coat, edged with golden braid, and he displayed a black blood-caked hole in the top of his bald head. The great quantity of blood that had flowed from the wound had swamped the desk and dripped to the floor. Although his face was downward and turned to the side, I could clearly see that it was Phillip Pimbo: his visible wing-like ear betrayed him instantly.


By now the room was crowded with a rabble of people. Few, in my experience, can resist the breaking down of a locked door, and those who had gathered around the breakers-in – customers of the shop, and others drawn in from the street – were pressing through the doorway now, to see what was inside.


‘We must get these people out of here,’ I called to the Chief Cashier, hurrying to the window and opening the shutters.


It could not be done in less than two or three minutes, and not without barging and pushing, as everyone present took the chance to get a good look: even if they lacked the curiosity themselves, a man would be flayed by his wife, and a woman by her neighbours, for coming home without a full account of the corpse.


At last all had gone but one: a young woman dressed in the plainest clothes, without even a hat, who had fallen to the floor. I knelt beside her and found that she was bleeding from the head.


‘We must have the doctor,’ I said, rising and closing the damaged door as best I could. ‘Hazelbury, will you send out to fetch Dr Fidelis?’


But Hazelbury had not even seen the injured woman. He stood staring, his face chalk-white, at the corpse across the writing table.


‘There is nothing a doctor can do, Sir,’ he said in awed tones. ‘I perceive Mr Pimbo cannot be alive.’


I took him by the arm, turned him and pointed to where the woman lay.


‘It’s for her, Hazelbury. She was hurt in the crush. Will you send the boy? Running, mind! We should see to the living before the dead.’


I put my hand to his back and gave it a push to hurry him on his way. Then, while I waited for Fidelis to arrive, I crouched beside the woman and tried to talk to her. But I hardly knew what I was saying, so extraordinary were the circumstances of the room: Pimbo with a hole in his head and his blood and brains spilling out, all behind a locked door. Meanwhile the woman was groaning gently but saying nothing.


After a few minutes, Luke Fidelis bustled in, having been found by the messenger at home. He seemed not in any way affected by the presence of a corpse across the table, merely glancing in its direction, before kneeling beside the injured woman and inspecting her face. As soon as he did he uttered a cry of surprise.


‘Well, well, it is Amity Thorn, that I saw at home only yesterday. Amity? Can you hear me?’


His patient had begun to recover herself. From her clothes she was evidently very poor but her poverty did not conceal the other notable fact about her: she was extremely pretty. Carefully Fidelis helped her to a chair and, loosening the ribbon of her bonnet, took it off and examined her shapely head. She had a cut about the temple, and the beginning of a swelling on her cheek.


‘It wouldn’t do to have you falling into the same condition as your husband, Amity. But I think you have escaped lightly.’


He brought a piece of clean lint from his bag which he folded and pressed against the temple, securing it with a few turns of a cloth bandage around her head and brow.


‘There. That will serve. So, how is it with you now, Amity? Can you speak? Can you say what happened?’


Her voice was faint but her meaning was not confused in any way.


‘Well, I followed the crowd into the room but there was such elbow banging that I was off my balance when a gentleman violently crashed into me, and down I went to the floor. I knocked my head that hard I think I fainted.’


‘And now?’


‘My head, it does ache a little, but my thoughts are clear.’


Fidelis briefly held up three fingers before her eyes.


‘How many fingers did you see?’


‘Three.’


‘Good. Did you come into the shop today about that spoon I wonder?’


Grasping both hands he helped her to her feet.


‘Yes, doctor, to pawn it.’


‘Well, perhaps it had better wait for another day, after what’s happened here. Can you sit quietly for a few minutes in the shop? I shall willingly take you home, but first the Coroner and I have a little business to conduct.’


He inclined his head towards the corpse across the desk. Amity Thorn took the point and nodded, though a little gingerly.


‘Well, I’d be glad of a few minutes’ rest before I get off home, doctor, for I am right dazed.’


When she had carefully replaced her bonnet, Fidelis opened the door, guided her out and settled her securely in the cashier’s chair. He rejoined me with Hazelbury himself and for a few moments the three of us jointly and in silence surveyed the fatal room. Then Fidelis approached the body and began a superficial examination, bending to peer at it from various angles, laying a hand on the cheek and lifting the shirt to feel the flesh of his back.


Pimbo was lying, as I say, in such a way as to indicate that he had been standing at the table before falling forward onto it. His feet were still in contact with the ground, his arms were up and lay on the table’s surface with the hands resting one on each side of the shattered head. The hands were empty but on the floor, a few feet from the desk, lay a pistol.


‘Well, his brains appear to have been blown out by a pistol shot,’ Fidelis said casually, as if remarking on a change in the weather. ‘It will have been an instantaneous death.’


He stooped to pick up the pistol and looked it over as I turned to the Chief Cashier.


‘Do you know of this pistol, Mr Hazelbury?’


‘No, Sir,’ said Hazelbury, his voice slowed by shock. He was still trying to grasp the implication of what had happened. I went on,


‘Mr Pimbo had asked me to come here this morning for a consultation, urgent he implied, about some legal worry. Can you help in any way with that?’


‘A bad do, is this,’ was the best Hazelbury could manage by way of reply, still shaking his head slowly from side to side. ‘A very bad do.’


‘Well, that is certainly an accurate statement,’ I agreed. ‘But the harder question is not what it is, but why? Was Mr Pimbo in some trouble?’


But Hazelbury’s mind was elsewhere. His mouth hung slightly open and his eyes were glassy with tears. I took him by the elbow, steered him towards a chair and sat him down. When I returned to the corpse, Fidelis had placed the pistol on the surface of the desk beside a powder flask that lay there, and was examining the floor around and under it.


‘What do you make of it, Luke?’ I asked. ‘One must suppose he shot himself by accident whilst loading the pistol.’


My friend was staring upwards, with particular attention to the ceiling.


‘But I wonder why he would happen to be loading a pistol in his office before breakfast.’


His eyes darted down again, and cast about on the floor in the area of the table.


‘Well then, he meant to do it,’ I persisted. ‘Such is not unknown in a man that suffers great reverses – in his business, for instance.’


‘It is better,’ said my friend, ‘to consider what we can find out by looking.’


He stooped and looked once under the table, then returned to the dead man’s side and began to examine him closely around the head. After a minute or two of this, he straightened and began to walk around the room with his gaze fixed on the floor.


‘Where the devil is it?’


‘Is what, Luke?’ I asked.


He looked at me as if surprised that I was not able to share his thoughts.


‘The wig, of course. What’s happened to his wig?’


‘Perhaps he left it at home.’


‘I doubt it. Just look.’


He was standing at the door now, pointing to the floor at his feet.


‘Here’s a smear of blood and it is, what? Eight feet from the corpse. I noticed it as soon as I came into the room. How do you think it got here?’


‘The injured woman, Amity, was bleeding.’


Luke gestured to his right.


‘Yes, but she was lying over there. You can see where she bled. This here is not her blood, it isn’t fresh.’


‘Who’s blood is it?’


‘Pimbo’s, naturally. You are not very sharp today. I have an idea it was smeared on the floor from his bloodstained wig, which is why I want to know what happened to the wig.’


‘Why must the blood be from the wig?’


Luke tipped his chin in impatience at my evident stupidity.


‘Because he was wearing his wig when he died, Titus. Obviously.’


In three strides he was back beside the goldsmith’s corpse. He beckoned me to his side and seized Pimbo’s head in both hands.


‘See here?’ He tilted the head. ‘The pistol was fired upwards into the jaw. The bullet passed through his mouth and brain before coming out at the top of his head.’


From the two wounds he indicated to me – one about an inch and a half from the point of the chin, the other in the dome of the cranium – this indeed looked a likely case.


‘So he held the pistol like this, and pulled the trigger,’ I said.


Jutting my chin, I held a forefinger pointing upwards at a spot immediately in front of my Adam’s apple.


‘He might, if it really was him that pulled the trigger,’ agreed Fidelis. ‘But I think there’s a counter indication. Look here, on the cranium, where the ball came out. Blood has spread or spattered over the skin. I would think that would be the effect of his head being covered with a wig. Had there been no wig, the blood would have flown entirely away from the head.’


‘I see that. But why does it cast doubt on this death being by his own hand?’


‘Because of the wig, Titus. We do not have it. The wig is missing.’


Before I had time to fully consider this point, another voice had joined the argument.


‘And so is his dog missing,’ said Hazelbury.


Turning in surprise, for I had quite forgotten Hazelbury was there, I saw that the Chief Cashier was revived, and looking considerably more alert.


‘What dog, Mr Hazelbury?’ I asked.


‘Mr Pimbo’s terrier, Sir, Suez. It came to the office with him every day, without fail. It must have been here today, though I do not see it.’


The remembrance of Pimbo’s bothersome dog came back to me, snuffling and yelping around my shoes at the post office. I turned, intending to relate this to Fidelis, and saw that he had again begun to prowl around the room and was now standing in contemplation before the oak door beside the fireplace, which I now noticed was very slightly ajar. Before I could speak he had pulled it open.


‘What’s in here? Ah! The strong room.’


The open door revealed a second very different sort of door immediately behind it – an iron-barred gate, such as is commonly used at Newgate and other prisons to prevent escape. In this case the purpose was a contrary one: to bar entry to any that did not have a key or, in this case, two keys. The gate was secured by a pair of formidable locks, above and below an equally large ring-handled latch.


‘Aye, it’s the strong room, is that,’ confirmed Hazelbury.


‘So I see,’ said Fidelis. ‘And what does it contain?’


A voice booming behind us forestalled the Chief Cashier’s response.


‘Our treasure, Sir! Or so it better. I mean the Corporation’s treasure.’


We all turned and saw the resplendent figure of Mayor Grimshaw filling the doorway.


‘To be even more specific,’ Grimshaw went on, advancing into the room, ‘I expect it to, and trust it will, contain our finances for the coming Guild.’


Despite this confident assertion the Mayor’s lips were rigidly pursed, as if braced against unwelcome news. He advanced into the room and looked over the corpse of Phillip Pimbo, like a man happening upon the remains of a dead horse beside the highway. He wrinkled his nose.


‘We have just had word of this at the Moot Hall. Shot himself, has he?’


‘It seems possible,’ I replied, ‘though from a Coroner’s point of view we will need to know why he—’


Grimshaw sharply interrupted me.


‘I don’t much care about your point of view, Cragg. You may rummage around looking for your causes and motives, if you have to. I must think only of the safety of that money, which is my duty. When a man does away with himself, it stinks of one thing – his failure in business. In the case of this goldsmith, such a thing makes me sorely and severely uneasy. Sorely and severely.’


The Mayor went to the strong room gate and peered through its bars. The room was windowless and dark, and he could see nothing more than some shelving and the presence of a number of stout chests. Pointing his finger through the thick bars he addressed Hazelbury.


‘I want your reassurance that the town’s money is safe inside one of those chests? Is it? Is it?’


‘Well, Sir, that is not quite such a simple matter as you may suppose—’


‘SIMPLE?’ roared the Mayor. ‘This is not a matter of simple! It is one of very grave consequences. Will you please get the gate open, so that we may look for our money?’


Hazelbury bowed his head, in a mourning way.


‘That isn’t a simple matter either, Mr Grimshaw,’ he said almost in a whisper. ‘For I do not have the sole power to open this gate. It has, as you see, two locks. Here at the office we have but one key, and Mr Pimbo keeps the other.’




Chapter Three


[image: illustration]


ROBERT HAZELBURY DARTED out of the room and came back a moment later with a brass key at least four inches long. He went to the strong room door, fitted the key into the lower of the two locks and turned it. The mechanism made a sound like a plop and the lock was released.


‘So where’s Pimbo’s?’ barked the Mayor. ‘Fetch it and we can get this door open.’


‘That would be irregular, Sir. Without Mr Pimbo the strong room cannot be opened. That is our strict rule here.’


Grimshaw was quick to propose a way around this problem.


‘As Mayor, I shall take the responsibility upon myself. Fetch the other key, Hazelbury, and I shall act Pimbo’s part.’


Hazelbury shook his head, and stood his ground.


‘Even if I had both keys I am not authorized to act by myself. It must be Mr Pimbo who turns the upper lock.’


‘He’s right in law,’ I put in. ‘Pimbo’s key must only be turned by Pimbo.’


Grimshaw swung towards me and pointed at the corpse on the desk.


‘Has it escaped your attention that the man is dead, Cragg?’


‘Then you will need a magistrate’s sanction, at the very least, to overturn the rule.’


‘That is easy. I am a magistrate, Cragg. I am Chief Magistrate. I hereby give myself permission.’


‘I do not think you can, with any legal propriety. Mr Pimbo’s locked property is now under the protection of his executors, and at this stage we do not even know who they are.’


But Grimshaw was not prepared to let legal nicety get in his way.


‘Be damned to that. I must find that key. Hazelbury – help me!’


We all began to search the room. The key was not in the dead man’s pockets. It was not on his writing table. It was not in any of the drawers of the pieces of furniture in the room. After a few minutes we admitted defeat.


‘Pimbo has spoken to me of a business partner,’ I said, as we now stood uncertainly around the body, which still lay where it had been found. ‘One Moon, whom I believe to be a money-scrivener. Might he have the right of access to the strong room? Might he have a key?’


‘Moon, you say?’ growled Grimshaw, turning to Hazelbury. ‘I remember Pimbo mentioning him when we talked about our investment. Said he was a very sound man. He must be sent for immediately, Hazelbury.’


Hazelbury flapped his hands to indicate a negative.


‘Like yourself, Sir, we in the shop have heard of Scrivener Moon, but we have never seen him. I don’t believe he has ever been in Preston, and I’m sure he could never have had a key to Mr Pimbo’s strong room. Never.’


Grimshaw persisted.


‘I must speak with him nevertheless. Where does he live? Not in Liverpool I hope.’


‘I understand he does. Mr Pimbo sometimes goes there – I’m sorry once again, went there – to hold discussions.’


Deliberately the Mayor paced up to the wall, where he found himself face-to-face with a scene from Hogarth’s Harlot’s Progress.


‘Liverpool is a cesspit of vice and double-dealing,’ he said, more declaratively than ever. ‘I detest the place.’


I said, ‘It’s strange, is it not, that Moon, so often and so publicly spoken of by Pimbo as his business partner, should not have been known here in Preston.’


Grimshaw was still looking at the engraving, his eyeballs moving from side to side to take in every detail. He produced a silk handkerchief and began mopping his brow.


‘I don’t call that strange, I call it suspicious,’ he said. ‘Pimbo lies shot dead by his own hand and we can’t get into the strong room. There is cause for suspicion in that, even before we begin looking where it may fall. But when we do, I suggest that our suspicion will fall naturally upon Moon.’


He turned and began walking up and down, still sorely agitated. I noticed that he trod unheeding in the pool of blood left by Amity Thorn. This reminded me of her presence in the shop and, catching Fidelis’s attention, I mouthed her name. He nodded and moved towards the door. I followed as the Mayor talked on.


‘We must learn more of this fellow,’ he was saying. ‘Who knows of Mr Pimbo’s affairs? We must speak with his mother, his lawyer.’


‘His dog would help us too,’ murmured Fidelis as we escaped out of Pimbo’s business room and into the shop. ‘If only we could find it.’


I took this to be a facetious remark and was surprised when Fidelis asked in the shop if anyone had seen the dog. None had.


‘But where is Amity?’ I asked, not seeing her in the chair where she had been resting.


‘She’s gone,’ said a fair, well-made young man in an apron who stood leaning against one of the door-cheeks of the workshop. This was the shop’s journeyman goldsmith, Michael Ambler. ‘She felt better and is walking herself home, or so she told us.’


‘I should fetch my horse and catch her up,’ said Fidelis, making for the door.


‘So you should, Luke.’


I followed him into the street where, to tease him, I added,


‘Amity is certainly too pretty to be allowed to walk home without assistance.’


Fidelis was good-natured enough to laugh.


‘True. But also a blow to the head can have a delayed effect and there is nothing more I can do to help you here, not for the time being. We will talk of Pimbo’s death later. I must take a proper look at the body, but not while the Mayor holds the field. And you should take some interest in what his mother has to say about the soundness of his business. You will be speaking with her?’


‘Yes, and searching his home for the strong room key too, if I can.’


‘Therefore let us meet at nine at Plumtree’s.’


I returned to the shop where Ambler was beckoning me. I crossed the shop and went into the room where he worked all sorts of metal, from gold to pewter, beating, bending and casting it to make anything from a snuffbox or a watch-case to a punchbowl. The bench at which he worked stood under a window giving light from the ginnel. On either side of this window were clipped his tools in a stratified array: both soft and hard mallets, planishing tools, shears, stamps, rasps, files, and many that I didn’t know the name or function of. On the bench itself he was working a circular piece of silver, hammering it with infinite patience to raise it from flatness to the shape of a bowl.


The apprentice clerk to whom I’d nodded as I walked through the shop had looked fearful – pale-faced and with wide eyes – at the thought of the chill shadow that Pimbo’s death had suddenly cast over his future. But Ambler’s handsome face expressed neither surprise nor sorrow. Such is the effect of shock, too, sometimes.


‘How is it with master?’ he asked, as he picked up his mallet and began once again to work the metal. ‘What said the doctor?’


‘That he is dead, Michael.’


‘Ah.’


Ambler swivelled around and stared at me, his eyes bright, and said with a lift in his voice as he returned to his work,


‘She’s a bonny one all right, is Amity Thorn.’


I could only agree, while thinking Ambler spoke like a simpleton, though I knew that he wasn’t one.


‘And she’s got a bonny silver spoon, an’ all. She was showing it around, saying she’d come to ask master its worth. He won’t be telling you today, says I, not if what we hear is right.’


He was talking rapidly, though his voice was confidential, almost a murmur, so that I had to strain to hear him over the popping of his mallet.


‘So, says she, will you tell us? So she gets it out and I looks at it close, and it’s a nice old spoon. I mean, proper silver, no question to it, and so-called an apostle spoon because the knob, which we more politely term the finial, is the cast figure of an apostle. Worth a good shilling or more is that, says I, and it’s aged, too, such as some old antiquary would pay good money for. Where’d a poor girl like you get such a valuable? says I. She won’t tell me. Just says she’ll be back when we open again for business.’


‘Her husband’s had an accident and can’t work,’ I put in. ‘She is looking to pawn it to raise some money, I believe.’


‘Oh, aye, likely she will. If the owner doesn’t come forward and do her for larceny.’


‘Larceny?’ I was taken by surprise. ‘What do you know of larceny?’


Ambler stopped tapping.


‘There is fair play and foul play, Mr Cragg, and I know what it is when a somewhat costly object is in the hands of a pauper.’


I waved my finger.


‘Now, young man, you know no such thing. It is presupposition.’


‘Well she was not born with it in her mouth, that’s certain. So where did she get it?’


I shrugged.


‘What concern is that of mine, Michael? Or of yours, since she has not yet offered it for pawn. Leave these suspicions until she does, if she does. You have more pressing concerns here, I would have thought.’


We heard the Mayor’s voice as he and Hazelbury emerged into the shop from the inner room.


‘If the key’s neither in his desk nor his cabinet nor his clothing,’ I heard Grimshaw saying, ‘and if you, Mr Hazelbury, do not have it, it must be at Pimbo’s house. I shall send Mallender there immediately to conduct a search.’


I excused myself and went out to join them. The thought of our sergeant-constable, as clumsy in manner as he was in speech, turning the Pimbo house upside down, was not a congenial one. He would have little regard for the distressed mother, and even less for her servants.


‘Mr Grimshaw,’ I put in, ‘we may spare Mr Mallender the trouble. I must go out to Cadley myself today. Allow me to enquire about the strong room key and if necessary have a look for it. It may be that a thoroughgoing search by the constabulary will be unnecessary.’


Grimshaw shot me with what he may have thought a penetrating glance, then grunted.


‘Very well, Cragg, I’ll leave it to you. But I shall require your immediate report.’


He swept from the shop and I returned to the inner room, bringing Hazelbury and Ambler with me. We found every drawer and cupboard open and its contents hastily emptied onto the floor after the Mayor’s attempts to find the missing key. The body too had been lifted up and deposited on the floor. I asked Ambler to send the apprentice out for a dust-sheet which, when it came, we draped over the late Phillip Pimbo. I then instructed the Chief Cashier to get the apprentice to wash away the blood and to have the door of the business room repaired so that it could be securely locked. Finally I picked up the pistol and powder flask, which still lay on the writing table.


It was a small weapon, fit for a coat pocket or a bedside drawer, with a curling somewhat bulbous grip and a stumpy barrel. I thumbed the hammer so that, in an easy, silken movement, it came into the cocked position. Then with a bare touch to the trigger I released the hammer. Its flint flashed against the frizzle, there was an instantaneous faint crack as it hit the pan, and the gloomy business room was charged with a scintillating flicker of lightning from the sparking flint.


‘This would be better locked up at my office,’ I told Hazelbury. I slipped it into my pocket with the flask and stepping out of the shop turned homewards – and dinnerwards.


Fortified after a meal of mutton stew with dumplings, and gratified by half an hour’s conversation with my dear wife Elizabeth, I rode out to see old Mrs Pimbo at Cadley. The villa, Cadley Place, that her son had built some eight or nine years before, stood a little way back from the road, and had two gates, with the legends ‘In’ and ‘Out’ painted on them. The drive was in the shape of a shallow horseshoe, at the top of which stood the residence. It was a house of some pretension to the latest architectural fashion, though by no means so big as to support more than three servants living under its slate roof. It boasted four high sash windows in its front, two on either side of a porch supported by elegant columns, a further floor above and an attic floor with three dormer windows for the servants.


One of these, a scrawny maid hardly older than a child, opened the door to me in a markedly timid way. I asked for the mother of Mr Pimbo.


‘Mrs Pimbo, she’s in the salon,’ she told me.


‘Then will you tell her I am here to see her?’


The girl looked flustered. She hesitated, glancing over her shoulder into the hall behind, so I added by way of encouragement,


‘This is Coroner’s business. I would be obliged if you would announce me without delay. It is a matter of importance.’


She bobbed and blushed and opened the door wide for me to enter.


‘I’ll show you the way, if you please, Sir.’


I was conducted into one of the front sash-windowed rooms. It was a parlour, though it was easy to see why a man like Pimbo would want it referred to as a ‘salon’, for it was papered all over, and furnished according to the mode – that is, more sparsely than Elizabeth and I would consider homelike. A pair of settees was ranged facing each other on either side of the fireplace with a low tea-table of walnut wood between them; an escritoire of the most fashionable design stood between the windows; and a brass-faced clock in a tall inlaid case was mounted against the wall opposite the fire, giving out a sonorous tock.


By the time I had taken all this in, the maid had silently made herself scarce. Alone in the room, old Mrs Pimbo stood before the clock and was examining it intently with her eyes. Not having previously met this evidently retiring lady, I found her to be small and stout, and dressed in the fashion of two reigns ago. I put her age at about sixty-five.

OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
ROBIN BLAKE®

A CRAGG AND FIDELTS -

MYSTERY. .






OEBPS/images/common.jpg





OEBPS/images/map.png
IPRESTON

and
Preston Moor
1742

200
¥

Pec) Hall Stables:
B o 20






