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        For Patricia, who told me for many years to get my short stories published as a book.

        So, here is the second volume.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      Some of these stories have appeared in magazines, anthologies or in larger works but are adapted here for the short story format.  A few were written many years ago, and it shows.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            BACK TO BASICS

          

        

      

    

    
      The van had been parked there all night.

      About midday, the rear doors opened, a ramp dropped down and a pair of elephants came out and headed slowly down the road towards the High Street.

      Sometime later, the doors opened again, and two lions strolled out, a male and a female. The male, a magnificent beast with a full, dark mane, looked across the road towards the park where some dogs roamed, but the lioness swished her tail angrily at him and, reluctantly, the lion followed her down towards the shopping arcade.

      It was only when the gorillas came out and went next door to the pub that I began to think that perhaps everything was not quite as normal as it ought to be in downtown Suburbia.

      I put on my jacket and went downstairs to investigate.

      The van was an old, white-painted Leyland removals van and these words were painted in bright royal purple letters down the side of the van:

      
        
        Noah & Sons - Conservationists

        By Celestial Appointment.

      

      

      There was nobody that I could see in the front cab; in fact the van looked totally deserted and neglected, covered as it was with a thick layer of road-dirt and travel-grime. If it hadn’t been for the fact that elephants, lions and gorillas had all exited the van, you would assume the van had been abandoned. But unless I was hallucinating, somebody must have opened the doors to let the animals out.

      Just then, the gorillas lurched out of the pub and headed to the rear of the van. I could have sworn that one of them was humming a Madonna tune. The doors opened and the gorillas, none too steadily, made their way up the ramp.  I ran round to the back and up the ramp after them, but could see nothing; the gorillas seem to have completely vanished

      I walked a bit further into the van and came across a black-coloured partition wall dividing the van in two. I ran my hands over the partition and pushed and heaved but the wall was solid, with none of the cracks you would expect around the edges of a door.

      ‘Hello?’ I called, hammering on the wall. ‘Hello. Mr Noah?’

      An oblong-shaped light appeared in the wall and an elderly man came through although no door actually seemed to open.  He was tall, with white hair and beard and bright, twinkling green eyes. He wore blue overalls such as you can buy in DIY shops.

      ‘Yes? May I help you?’ he asked.

      ‘Mr Noah?’

      ‘Indeed so.’

      ‘Well, I don’t know how to say this without sounding like a total fruit and nutcase, but I just saw two gorillas come out of the pub and walk in here.’

      ‘Oh dear, they haven’t been a nuisance, have they? Guy can get a bit out of hand if he gets onto the vodka. I do tell him to stick to red wine but what can you do with a headstrong young gorilla, eh?’

      ‘No, no, it’s not that but… I’ve seen elephants and lions as well. All coming out of here.’

      ‘Yes, it’s their day out; they get a bit antsy stuck in here otherwise.’

      ‘Is it safe? I mean, letting them out like that?’

      ‘Yes, of course. They all know the highway code – look left, look right, look left again before crossing the road and all that.’

      ‘I don’t mean for them. I mean for people. You just can’t have lions roaming about, they might attack somebody.’

      ‘I’ll have you know my lions are properly trained, taught to respect people and property, not like some of the humans you see roaming round the street these days.’

      I shook my head in bemusement; this was getting way too surreal for words.

      ‘What is this? Are you part of a circus?’

      ‘Good heavens no, we are on a… collection mission.’

      ‘A collection mission?’

      ‘Yes, for the Ark 2019 Project. The Back to Basics Tour.’

      ‘Ark? As… in… Noah’s… Ark?’

      ‘Yes, absolutely.’

      I didn’t know who was the most crackers, him or me. ‘What are you, er… collecting?’ I asked slowly.

      ‘Come through, I’ll show you.’

      And most reluctantly I let him take me by the arm and lead me through the oblong light-door. Inside, the walls were lined, floor to ceiling, with hundreds and hundreds and hundreds of shiny metal drawers, each about two feet wide and three inches high.

      Of the gorillas there was no sign.

      To one side, there was a table set up with what I took to be a computer; although it was like no computer I had ever seen before, being shaped like a giant pile of buffalo dung with a bright screen placed in the middle. The integral keyboard was banana-shaped but without noticeable keys.

      Noah sat himself down and played his fingers over the ‘keyboard’. Lights flashed on the screen and a print-out emerged from the side of whatever it was.

      ‘Yes, we are looking for foxes, red squirrels, Highland cattle, badgers, stoats and, if we see them, a pair of weasels, okay,  but not to make a special effort otherwise.’

      ‘Not too many Highland cattle round here,’ I said.

      ‘No, we miscalculated; the GPS system isn’t working too well.’

      ‘Global Positioning System?’

      ‘No, God’s Placement Service!’

      Just then another non-door opened, and a middle-aged woman came through. Noah got to his feet, ‘My wife, Joan,’ he said, putting his arm around her shoulder.

      ‘Ah, you must be Joan of Ark then,’ I answered brightly. She gave me a pitying smile, the sort of smile you give to idiots and dogs.

      ‘You’re not really collecting for an Ark, are you? I mean in case there’s a Great Flood?’ I asked, feeling foolish even as I said it.

      ‘Of course! Big G has just about had it with Earth.  He wants to start all over again and commissioned me and my boys to build another Ark. Nearly finished, in fact.’

      ‘But where is it? The Ark?’

      Noah gave me a funny, almost crafty look.  ‘This is it; you’re standing in it. The Ark 2008!’

      ‘But the animals… where are the animals?’

      ‘We’ve gone high-tech this time. I mean, you wouldn’t believe the mess last time, hundreds and hundreds of animals cooped up in cages for forty days and nights.’

      ‘The smell,’ interjected Joan.’ The smell was simply overpowering.’

      ‘And not only that, I don’t know how many species the tigers made extinct when they escaped from their pens and starting eating things.’

      ‘And that huge Ark was so unmanageable.’

      ‘Yes, we were trying to get to Florida. We were going to set up what you’d call a theme park there, but we ended up on Mt Ararat.”

      ‘Florida?’

      ‘Yes. Of course we didn’t call it Florida back in those days, it was called Barzaccalajahar.’

      Definitely loony tunes, I thought.

      I looked round the ‘Ark’ again, searching for signs of any animals, but nothing – not even a mouse dropping.

      ‘But… where are the animals?’ I asked again.

      ‘As I told you, we’ve gone hi-tech,’ answered Noah. ‘Any animal which is in the programme passes through the processing screen,’ and he patted the partition wall.  ‘It’s what we call an ACTIMORASTIFLAZ screen. I couldn’t possibly begin to tell you what the acronym ACTIMORASTIFLAZ stands for, but in essence it reduces the subject to basic DNA genes which are then stored on a sort of floppy disk,’ and Noah opened what looked like a microwave oven mounted at the side of his desk and pulled out two shiny metallic strips the size and thickness of a credit card. ‘This is Guy and this is Geraldine, the gorillas.’ He ran his fingers along the rows of drawers, opened one and slid the cards inside. A purplish glow emanated from the drawer.

      ‘But I passed through the screen,’ I said. ‘Why wasn’t I reduced to a Visa Platinum card?’

      ‘Ah now, there you have it. Humans aren’t in the programme.’

      ‘Not in the programme?’ I asked, with a sense of growing unease.

      ‘No, ‘fraid not. the Boss has got utterly fed up with humans, biggest mistake he ever made, he says.  What with endless wars and global warming and the destruction of the rainforests, the pollution of the seas, Big G has had enough. Hence the Back to Basics Tour.  Humans, I’m afraid, are going to become extinct.’

      ‘And not a moment too soon,’ added Joan.

      ‘Humans and flies!’

      ‘And fruit bats, nasty messy things.’

      ‘But… but what about you two? Aren’t you humans? I enquired.

      ‘Good heavens, no!’

      ‘God forbid!’

      ‘We are solabnods.’

      ‘And proud of it.’

      ‘Solabnods?’

      ‘From the planet Solabno, in the Malaknid Galaxy, 179,000,000,000,000,000 and 2 light years away.

      ‘Took us over a week to get here, but the traffic was so heavy around Andromeda.’

      Just then a light started flashing on the dung-computer.

      ‘Noah, you’ve got G mail,’ said Joan.

      ‘G mail?’ I asked,

      ‘Yes, like email,’ she responded, ‘but it’s Yehovah.com rather than yahoo.com.  A much more powerful server.  What is it, dear?’ Joan asked.

      ‘Big G wants us to wrap things up immediately. Seems as though that storm front is moving rather quicker than anticipated, something to do with solar winds, apparently.’

      

      Noah came over to me and shook my hand. ‘Very nice to meet you, old chap, but I rather doubt we shall be meeting again.’

      ‘Yes, lovely to see you,’ echoed Joan, insincerity dripping off her like water off a drowned fruit-bat.

      Noah ushered me outside.

      It was raining.

      Raining rather heavily!
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        Some of what follows did happen.

        Meerut. Northern India, 10 May 1857

      

      

      

      The late afternoon sun beats down mercilessly on the brightly coloured awnings of the Meerut bazaar, etching deep shadows into the doorways and twisting myriad alleys of the bazaar as spear-sharp shards of blinding light suddenly sear back from the whitewashed walls, a dazzling assault of darkest shadow and piercing brightness.

      A distant murmuration, a thrumming like an oncoming train approaching the station, the noise undulates, and surges and angry, enraged screams begin to echo through the streets and lanes, a swelling of hatred, of anger and of a fearful bloodlust. In the far distance, an orange glow permeates the sky as a swirling pillar of smoke blackens it.

      Terrified, his face blanched in terror, a young British soldier runs for his life, pursued by the hate-fuelled mob shouting their hatred as they chase the Dragoon through the narrow alleys and streets of the bazaar. The screams of hate cascade into his ears and fear seizes his pounding heart as they chase him down. ‘Mat karo, Mat karo, Siphai jai,’ they yell. Kill! Kill!

      ‘Help! Help me!’ he screams in turn, his cries drowned out by the mob closing down on his heels.

      The narrow lanes are busy now with off-duty sepoys and sowars, stall vendors hawking their wares, sari-clad bibis with little naked chicos about their skirts who yell and scream at the young Dragoon Guard as he runs for his life… runs as if all the banshees of hell were at his heels. His bursting lungs gasp for air in the hot, humid, dust-laden air, the fetid, windless alleys redolent with the stench of urine, human shit and cattle dung, of rich spices and the smoke from countless small cooking braziers.

      His shako flies from his head to be kicked aside by the chanting, rioting, angry mob, yelling and screaming incoherently, seeing only their terrified prey before them, unmindful of anything except the burning need to kill the hated gora-log, the instincts of the mob overriding all else. Hatya! Hatya. Hatya. Kill, kill, kill.

      Imagine, if you can, his terror as he flees through the narrow, snaking lanes and alleys, his heart pounding, his lung burning, most likely with no idea why the pursuing mob are so determined to kill him; probably many of the chasing horde do not know why, either, being simply caught up in the maelstrom of mob hysteria.

      A native woman clad in a rich green sari spits at him and curses as the soldier runs by. Another tries to trip him. He avoids the outstretched foot but in doing so he stumbles, his arms wind-milling as he tries to keep his balance, but he is slowed and the mob, seeing the stumble, roar with exultation, knowing their prey is falling ever closer.  Desperately, he pushes his aching legs on, knowing that another slip or stumble will cost him his life.

      Just then, a small girl runs out from a shop doorway, her mother in pursuit. The child runs straight in front of the fleeing soldier. He tries to avoid her, but his iron-cleated boot catches her on the shin and, with a yelp of pain, she falls to the ground and her mother is unable to reach her before she is trampled beneath the feet of the pursuing mob. With a wail of distress, the chico’s mother can only watch in horror as the little girl is crushed into the hard-beaten earth of the bazaar. Once the rampaging mob is past, she cradles the broken body of her daughter to her breast and keens in anguish. This will not be the first death this day.

      The soldier runs on but he is tiring. The indolent regime in the Meerut cantonment is not conducive to fitness and athleticism; a white private soldier did not draw his own water, did not cook his own meals, did not wash his own clothes, was shaved as he lay in his bed and spent the days in boredom and idleness in the shade of his barracks block, venturing out only when the baking Indian sun was sinking, when the heat of the day was dissipating, when all passions should have evaporated under the remorseless heat.

      The young Dragoon is tiring fast and the pursuit behind is relentless, bearing down ever closer, a fluid, flowing horde of hate and bloodlust. He stumbles one last time and crashes into a lemonade stall, sending a score of bottles and glasses cascading to the ground. Holding his hip in pain, he limps on, but he is doomed. The front runners of the mob, a dozen or so regimental sepoys in jackets and cross belts, are spurred on by the Dragoon’s collision and seize him, bearing him up as he thrashes and flails. They yell incoherently in triumph and bloodlust and he is hurled down onto the table of the lemonade stall and held by his arms and legs as others seize up the broken bottles and stab and slash at the screaming soldier, slashing at his face and eyes, blood streaking in torrents to mingle with the lemonade foam.

      ‘Angreji cala kutte ko mauta.’ Death to the English running dog. ‘Hatya, hatya, hatya.’  Kill. Kill !

      Yet more bottles are smashed as the milling rioters seize the razor-sharp shards to stab at his genitals and stomach. He writhes and screams in agony as the bloodied bottle shards rise and stab, rise and stab, rise and stab, slashing and slicing, mutilating him beyond recognition. Yet still he screams and thrashes, his entire body a blood-drenched nightmare, his uniform hacked to shreds, his flesh rent to bloodied scraps. A rope is then looped about his neck and he is hoisted up to a beam, the blood draining and pouring from his multitude of wounds as he thrashes and twists on the rope’s end, his face a bloody, flesh-stripped mask, one pulped eye dangling by an ocular thread. Even as he hangs there, now thankfully on the point of death, the mob continues to hack and slash at his body as it twists this way and that.

      It is only when there are no more bottles to smash that the bloodlust eases, evaporating as quickly as it has arisen for many of the rioters. As if suddenly ashamed of their actions, many of the bloody-handed mob begin to slink away, suddenly fearful that retribution must surely follow; retribution that will be relentless and severe and many now fear they will be brought to summary  justice on the gallows of the British.

      Others, the ringleaders, mostly sepoys, yell and shout their exultation, urging the remaining mob to commit more murder, more killings.

      ‘See, brothers, it is done. Death to the British, death to the British, already the sahibs are fleeing, running like dogs to the sea. We will destroy them all, it is foretold, it is written, we will drive them from the beloved land. Come brothers, to the white town, free your shackles. Kill. Kill the running dogs, the white devils. Death. Death. Death. Death to the gora-log.’

      As the last of the murderous rioters move on, the proprietor of the lemonade stall cautiously eases out from his hiding place at the rear of the stall, prudently keeping out of the way as the deadly riot rampaged through the streets. Standing amid the rivers of blood and lemonade, the gore-slicked glass knives, the smashed chairs, the broken bottles and glasses, BGP Joshi surveys the ruin of his business. At best, it was a precarious enterprise, barely covering the cost of the lemons, (he only ever used the best and freshest, most expensive lemons) sugar and boiled water, the rent on the corner premises and the repayment to Gobinda, the sahukara, the usurious moneylender from whom he borrowed many lakh to start up the stall. BGP Joshi has no chance whatever of restocking his stall, replacing the broken bottles and glasses; no chance whatsoever of paying his rent, or of satisfying the rapacious moneylender, or of putting food on the table for his family. He is ruined – ruined beyond the devastation of his business, utterly ruined. His debts will follow him to his grave; follow him to his children’s children and beyond.

      Sadly, he turns to the swaying body of the murdered soldier and briefly takes hold of his bloody hand, as if to comfort him. ‘Gariba, gariba larake.’ Poor, poor boy. He can see that the dead soldier was little more than a youth. BGP Joshi likes the Angreji, Angreji sainikom, the English and the English soldiers. The English memsahibs are good customers, as are the soldiers, but he knows that as well as his ruination, the avenging soldiers will assume him to be complicit in the killing. After all, the soldier has been hacked to death on his doorstep, so no questions would be asked as to his guilt or not, for surely, by all the gods, the Angreji will hang him, hoist him high to choke out his last on the gallows’ crossbeam.

      (I do not know the identity of the soldier so brutally killed that day. As much as I have read histories of the Indian Mutiny –  or Indian Rebellion depending on your point of view – or visited websites, I can find no reference to give me his name. He deserves to be named; he was amongst the first of those who died in the bloody events of the mutiny; at the very least he should be remembered by name.)

      As the realisation of the inevitable retribution to follow strikes him, BGP Joshi quickly runs back inside the tiny smoke-filled rooms in which he lives with his wife Amishi, his son Gopal and daughter Lakshaki.

      ‘Quickly, woman!’ he shouts to his wife, as she squats beside a small fire cooking chapattis and lentils. ‘Gather everything, everything we can carry. We must go now. Now!  Before the soldiers come and hang me.’

      ‘Go? Go, husband? Why must we go?’

      ‘Not to argue, just do as told, collect everything that we can carry, we must go to Agra, to stay with second cousin. No time to lose. Quickly. Jildi, jildi.’

      Amishi does not argue further. Quickly and efficiently, she gathers together their mediocre possessions. Needing to take the cooking utensils, she plucks them from the fire, burning her hands as she does so, then squats and urinates to douse the fire. She wraps such clothes as they have into a large bundle that she will carry on her head and tells her daughter to put any food and cooking ghee into a large earthenware bowl which she will have to carry, as BGP flusters and interferes, creating confusion and turmoil, wringing his hands in anguish and urging greater speed whilst picking up objects, putting them down again before holding them indecisively, nodding his head from side to side in agitation.

      ‘Gopal. Where is Gopal?’ he suddenly asks, only just realising that the boy is not there, looking around to every corner as if expecting the boy to magically appear,

      ‘Gopal?  He went to see his friend Sanjay.’

      ‘What for he sees Sanjay? His place is here, working, for what else does a man have sons but to follow him in his business?

      ‘We must wait for him to come back.’

      ’No, no waiting. Soldiers will come any minute, any moment now and hang me for the poor boy, even though I do nothing, was not there, was here, but angry soldiers will not listen, angry soldiers never listen, only hanging and killing, maybe hanging Gopal, too.’

      ‘Gopal? He is just a boy.’

      ‘Soldiers not caring, only caring for hanging and killing. We go. Now! Leave message for Gopal at Laxman’s shop across the way, he is to follow us on road to Agra.  Now, we go. Lakshaki, come. Come. Now!’

      And BGP Joshi hurries out, barely glancing at the body of the murdered soldier still hanging there as no one else dared approach or take him down for fear of retribution. Fearfully, Amishi and Lakshaki, with eyes downcast, skirt the body and follow on behind BGP Joshi as he scuttles through the alleys towards the outskirts of the town and the road to Agra. Burdened by their heavy loads, mother and daughter struggle to keep up with the fleeing Joshi, who carries only a gaudy plaster effigy of the Hindu god Vishnu, the Protector.

      (Did Gopal ever catch up with his family? I do not know. I would like to think so, but most probably not, he was most likely caught up in the mayhem which follows. BGP Joshi, Amishi and Lakshaki must leave us now, not to return)

      Behind them, the town of Meerut erupts into an orgy of massacre, looting, rape, killing, mutiny and rebellion.

      The Indian Mutiny had begun.
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      On a wintry December’s night in the year 1542, shivering monks scurried from their dormitory to the side door of the church as a bitter, icy wind sliced through the arches of the cloisters. It was 2am, the hour of the Matins prayers and the monks, blue with cold, lined up two by two, waiting for the sub prior to open the door. It was not heated inside the church but at least inside, they would be protected from the bitter wind.

      It was singularly unusual for there to be no direct access from the monks’ first floor dormitory to the body of the church. Most monasteries had a night stair leading to the west nave, but here, the monks came down via a staircase to the far corner of the cloisters, which, although roofed over, were open at the sides, open to the chilling icy wind and driven rain and sleet.

      Icicles hung in glistening fangs from the eaves and gutters of the cloisters; an owl hooted in triumph as it swooped down on a mouse or vole scurrying through the winter-barren cloister gardens before soaring over the roof of the cloisters and up to its nest in the belfry tower. Most of the monks were too cold and miserable to notice, as they huddled into their thin woollen tunics, the hoods of their scapulars wrapped tightly about their heads, stamping their sandaled feet in  a vain attempt to keep warm,

      The monastery, dedicated to St Severianus, was in fact extremely poor. St Severianus was a minor saint, not even a martyr and the monastery itself held little in the way of significant religious relics that were necessary to attract wealthy paying pilgrims. There were no nails from the Crucifixion, no authenticated splinters of wood from the True Cross, no bones from any of the apostles or important saints, not a shred of desiccated skin from the flayed St Bartholomew or even a fingernail cutting from St Severianus himself.  There was no rich patron hoping to buy his place in heaven and the monks themselves mostly came from poor families, third or fourth sons sent to the care of the monastery so as to reduce the number of mouths to feed.

      The abbot, Brother Anselm, believed that mortification of the flesh was the way for monks to achieve salvation.  Not the mortification of his own flesh, of course, of which there was an amplitude, but that of the brothers and so he declined to heat any of the monastery rooms, apart from, obviously,  his own quarters.

      As they had done for the past twenty-seven years, Brother Francis and Brother Joseph lined up side by side. They did not speak. None of the monks spoke, for theirs was a silent order and on entering, they had all taken vows of obedience, poverty, chastity and silence.   The only human voice they heard would be that of the lector entrusted with the reading of prayers or lessons.  Instructions for the daily routine of the monastery were given by signs or written orders.

      However, notwithstanding their vows of silence, a visceral loathing and hatred between Francis and Joseph was clearly evident, with looks and body language of such intense virulence that it seemed to shroud them in a personal mist of hate. Despite their decades of bitter enmity, not a word or a voice raised in anger had passed between them, but this silent loathing did nothing to lower the intensity of their hatred for each other; rather, it raised it, there being no outlet by which they could communicate or resolve their differences.

      Suddenly, Brother Joseph stood up tall. His head jerked back as his eyes rolled up through their sockets and he swayed on his feet, like a tall tree awaiting the final stroke of the axe to bring it crashing down. His legs crumpled beneath him and he fell in a dead faint to the floor, crashing into Brother Saviour behind him. The startled monks gathered around their stricken brother in consternation before Brother Francis took charge of the situation, pushing the bewildered brethren away as they hovered over Joseph like black carrion crows.

      By signs and gestures, he managed to get four of the monks to carry Joseph to the infirmary, followed at a distance by Brother John, the elderly infirmarian. Once inside the infirmary Francis, without seeking approval, lit a fire. The fire did little to heat the frigid room, but the flames did give off a cheery orange glow, belying the cold. The only other occupant of the infirmary was Brother Paul, who was dying but did not seem to realise that fact and was taking his time about it.

      By candlelight, Brother John examined Joseph’s body for plague buboes – red swellings, sure sign of the dreaded Black Death, sent by God as punishment for sin – but to everyone’s relief he was clear. The plague could totally decimate a closed community such as the monastery.

      Then Brother John bled Joseph. Using a none-too-clean knife, he opened a vein in Joseph’s forearm and collected blood in a wooden chalice, before washing the incision with red wine and binding the arm with a cloth bandage. He sniffed at the blood, dipped a finger in it and tasted it on the tip of his tongue, grimacing as he did so.

      Medieval medical belief held that disease or illness was caused by an imbalance in the four bodily humours, i.e., blood, phlegm, black bile and yellow bile and that blood-letting could correct the imbalance. Also, it was not understood that blood circulated throughout the body; rather it was believed that blood was static and could become stagnant if not regularly drained.

      However, the bleeding of Brother Joseph seemed to have little effect. He was still unconscious, in a high fever, alternatively sweating profusely or shivering with cold.

      Brother John shrugged. Despite his position as infirmarian, he had little medical knowledge. His position had been granted by the abbot as a reward for concealing some very un-abbot like indiscretions and he now left the infirmary, content to let Francis do what little he could for Joseph.

      Brother Francis was the monastery herbalist and it was his responsibility to tend to the herb garden which housed dozens of different herbs, some of which were sent to the kitchen, but most of which were collected and dried for medicinal purposes.

      Joseph was now shivering violently, so Francis covered him with three or four thin blankets, all that were available in the infirmary, before hurrying to the dormitory to fetch his own blanket to cover the stricken monk.

      From the kitchen he brought a bowl of warm water and gently wiped away the sweat from Joseph’s face and body. He sat there by his side, continually wiping him until it was time for Lauds, the early morning service.

      He had little time before Prime, the next service, but even so, he collected four bricks from a collapsed garden wall, wrapped them in a cloth and placed them in a tub of boiling water. Once they were heated, he placed the hot bricks about Joseph’s shivering body, to his feet, his chest and sides and then hurried to the church for the service.
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