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Many of the parrots, monkeys, and other animals we had on board, were already burnt or suffocated; but several had retreated to the bowsprit out of reach of the flames, appearing to wonder what was going on, and quite unconscious of the fate that awaited them. We tried to get some of them into the boats, by going as near as we could venture; but they did not seem at all aware of the danger they were in, and would not make any attempt to reach us. As the flames caught the base of the bowsprit, some of them ran back and jumped into the midst of the fire.


Alfred Russell Wallace, Narrative of Travels on the Amazon and Rio Negro


But I, awakened from sleep, considered in my excellent heart whether to drop from the deck and die right there in the sea or endure, keep silent, go on being one of the living.


Homer, Odyssey









THE WRECK
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He felt it first when the horses shifted and cried. They had been muttering among themselves all day, but this was different, a note of panic in it. The horses aren’t yours to care about, George, he reminded himself. He went from cabin to cabin and collected the crockery and cutlery smeared and encrusted with an early dinner, the passengers getting ready for bed.


Jupiter. He’d heard them call the horse Jupiter. He could hear the horses nickering and wondered why it was that everything felt a little off. I’ll leave this cleaning just one moment, he thought, and go below. I’ll just make sure someone is attending to them and then I’ll return to the galley.


‘Jupiter.’ He breathed the name out because there was no one there, only the six horses and George himself. ‘Jupiter,’ but no horse turned his head to look. He didn’t know which among them was the famous racer. They were shuffling still, something anxious about them. He told himself, You know nothing of horses, what do you mean something anxious, how would you know? But he felt his own sweat prick a little.


He sat himself on a flour barrel and watched the horses nudge one another, the flick of their tails. He may have closed his eyes. He did not think he had. But when he opened them there was another, a woman. She was running her finger around the rim of the horse’s mouth and it stood, death-still, eyelids peeled back and eyes locked on her shadowed face. She leaned forward out of the darkness and licked the foam from the horse’s quivering muzzle and George could hear the creature breathe, a strange whimper deep in its chest. That did not sound like comfort. ‘Harvesting’ was the word that forced itself to George’s mind.


He stood as slowly and quietly as he could and left the enclosure back-first. The floor creaked but she did not once raise her eyes to him, nor did the horse shift its stare from her face.


He returned to the galley and the cleaning he’d abandoned. There were eighteen women on board and he had served each of them dinner during the evening. That woman had not been among them. But you did not see her face, he reminded himself. And you are only one day out from Port Adelaide — how can you be so sure you know your passengers well enough to recognise one in the darkness, in an unexpected place?


There were steps behind him and a hand sliding into the crack of his arse: Mason, of course. The assistant steward cackled loudly as George turned to flick him with the wet dishcloth.


‘You’ll have a brandy with us, won’t you, Hills? Finish that up and come have a brandy.’


George packed the last of the crockery away and cast the woman from his mind.


The other stewards and a couple of the able seamen were packed around a table in an empty aft cabin. Davey Peters, too, the fireman George had travelled with the last four or five times. Not Mrs Meagher, though; she preferred to stay up front, where the company was ‘higher quality’.


Mason slid a glass over to him and asked what he thought of the horseflesh.


‘Horseflesh?’ Had someone seen him visiting the horses below?


‘The sheilas, man. Seen a decent set of catheads among ‘em?’ Mason asked.


‘All mothers and wan spinsters back our way, aren’t they, George? Not much chop at all,’ said O’Brien, who’d been handling the aft cabins alongside George that evening.


‘Haven’t seen a one as wouldn’t splinter to bits under the weight of me,’ George confirmed, and it was true: they were a feeble-looking bunch. ‘Still, as long as they could hold it together for the duration, I wouldn’t complain if they expired after.’


Mason cackled – it only took the slightest provocation – and poured him another.


‘There is one up front, though,’ Peters said, ‘much more your style, Georgie. Big, plump pair on her, arse like a pumpkin.’


‘Blonde?’ George asked.


‘Brunette as they come. What do they call it? Mahogany or somesuch.’


He did like a strong, plump brunette.


‘Big girl, is she?’


‘Ooh, I’ve really caught your attention, haven’t I? Nope, not above five four, I’d say, but plenty of meat on her bones.’


George’s Eliza appeared before him, her shining brown hair and adorable chubby backside, and he reminded her he’d be back to marry her soon, he just had one or two more trips to make, a few more coins to save, another girl or two – adventurous, entangled elsewhere; he didn’t like the lonely types – to tumble.


And though he’d cast her from his mind, he did see her again, fleetingly, that apparition among the horses. Had she been brown-headed? A set of rounded handfuls? All he had left of her was a creeping sense of dread; nothing physical he could call to mind.


‘Ledwith, her name is,’ said Mason.


‘Oh, how do you know, you big show-off?’ the cabin boy blurted out, and someone threw a cushion at his head and told him to pipe down.


‘It is,’ Mason said. ‘Bridget Ledwith. She was down below, wandering around, and I asked her did she need a helping hand’ – he mimed groping her arse – ‘was she lost, and she told me all chilly that no thank you she was just fine. I followed her back to her cabin anyway, just in case. Got her name off the door.’


‘Down below?’ George asked.


‘Trust you to pick that up, Hills,’ Peters laughed, and George laughed with him, remembering suddenly the mouth on the woman and thinking what she might be able to do with it.


Between them they finished that bottle and then another one and there were only a few more hours until they all had to be back on deck. George looked around him and saw that only Mason and he and the cabin boy, asleep on the floor, were left.


‘Enough,’ he said, and Mason agreed. It was a stumbling walk back to their quarters, made longer when George declared he was just going above to piss off the edge.


‘Have one for me,’ Mason said, and veered off towards bed.


Just a small look, George thought to himself. Just a peek. And if she’s worth it, then tomorrow I’ll be all charm. Might even comb the old locks, he thought.


All the stewards knew how to come and go, unobtrusive, so it was nothing for George to gently slide open the door of Miss Ledwith’s cabin, to adjust his eyes to the dark and scan her sleeping form for flaws and favours. There were many points in her advantage, Mason was right, but there was one thing she was not, and that was the woman George had seen below. The shape of her was the same; the colouring too – it all came back to him in a rush. But when he saw her he did not feel death behind him and the cold pit of the sea floor.


It’s the brandy speaking, George, he told himself. Cold pit of the sea floor, indeed. Bed now, and a smidge of sleep, then tomorrow a play for this flossie. But still he couldn’t shake the sight of her, her lips against the horse’s foaming mouth.


*


He had slept, perhaps, for two hours, then arisen to prepare the ladies’ breakfasts.


At the inquiry, months later, he heard that some time on that first evening one of the horses had fallen, knocked from its feet by the rough seas. The racer’s owner had demanded a shift in course and the captain had turned the prow of the ship into the swell to ease its heaving. Had it brought about the wreck, this shift? Perhaps. It did not occur to George to stand and say that it was something other than the swell that had caused the horses to panic. He didn’t even believe it himself.


Instead he had told the inquiry, blunt but polite, that he did not know the cause, he did not hold blame; that all he could say was eight days, eight nights was too long to spend half-submerged in the freezing Southern Ocean with little food and no water and with the dead and the sharks ever increasing in the bloody waters around. But whose fault was it? He didn’t know. Perhaps the lifeboat could have come sooner: it seemed it had tried. He was thanked and dismissed with no further questions because it was clear to everyone he had nothing more to add.


He had a great deal more to add, and none of it on that particular topic. He would have liked to ask the court how it was possible that the woman Bridget Ledwith had changed her form so utterly from one day to the next. He would have enquired how was it she had seen into every part of him those eight days and eight nights but now he could see nothing of her because she was gone. Vanished. They mentioned her in the course of the hearing, certainly, but as though it was no great mystery for a grown woman to go missing, to disappear entirely from the colony’s face. Privacy, they said, or something; a lady’s right to be left alone.


Also, he would have liked to say, how did such a little wreck, such a gentle wreck, break, ruin and drown the lives of so many? He had not even noticed when the ship first lifted and dropped onto the reef. One drop of coffee had spilled from the pot he was carrying to the ladies’ cabins for breakfast service; he could see, clear in his mind, that drop as it rolled across the timber below his feet and he felt the shuddering mass of the boat slow, settle, creak to a halt. Why have we stopped? he’d thought. We’ve arrived already? But before the thought had even completed itself he saw an enormous wave wash over the companionway, taking men, women and children to the bottom with barely a chance to scream.


He couldn’t say for sure that even then he’d realised the ship was sinking. He had dropped the pot and rushed to his cabin to find his savings. Is that something a man does on the brink of death? Perhaps it is. He’d thrust the money in his pocket, and by the time he’d made his way up top, the boat had begun in earnest to tear itself apart.


George had hauled himself over the broken bulwarks, tearing his back to shreds, dodged between the hoofs of maddened race horses stampeding about the deck, scrambled into the rigging of the main mast, where a phenomenal wave washed over the lines where he was clinging, and both he and the mast were swept into the ocean. He could still see, always somewhere behind his eyes, that monstrous wave rushing towards him, its foamy head hanging above him, then the blue-black-green crashing upon him, filling his lungs and mind with blank, white, drowning fear.


God, the despair when his trousers, with his savings in the pocket, were torn from him and swept out to sea. All that bloody stewarding for nothing, he’d thought, forgetting for the moment he would probably be dead before ten minutes was up. All that yes ma’am no ma’am right away ma’am and now I haven’t got a damn bit to show for it and I might as well drown myself this second. Twenty-four bloody years old and nothing at all to show for myself. He was in space, it seemed; flying through space. The bottom of the mast had got stuck in something and now the top, with him attached, was thrashing itself about in the air. George had always hated the circus and this did not strike him as particularly funny. Hurtling through space with a naked arse he looked towards the ship, expecting a laughing crowd arrayed on the deck, and he’d been surprised to see a mess of floating, splintered lumber, a wet and screaming array of bodies, where once his ship had been. He fell back into the water beside one of the bigger chunks.


That young bloke, Soren Holm, just come from Denmark, reached down and pulled him from the water. George was wearing one shoe and a belt. He felt a body pressed beside him, softer than his own. He turned his head and saw it was her, but with a dampness and coldness about her that told him here, at last, was the woman he had seen below. ‘Miss Ledwith,’ he said, though he knew she wasn’t, and he felt her small, clinging hand slip inside his.


The sun was just beginning to rise.
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One eye open, then the other.


Am I still me? I touch here, taste this, smell that. I remember. I am still me. One thing holding fast in this shifting, blurring mass.


But the rest of it? None of the shapes are right. Is that a life form? Is that? There is neither the sight nor feel of wrapped-tight energy, of breathing hot, of burning fuel, of soul-filled bursting selfness that is like anyone I have ever seen. I don’t even know who to eat.


I will sit slumping cold and starving here, in this cave, in this wet puddle of an ocean. Who would even mark my death? That crusty-shelled little nobody over there? That slippery piece of meat and teeth? I don’t think so. Weren’t we supposed to be a once-proud race of warriors? I flail at the memory of us and the hurt of it tears strips from me and I decide I can’t remember. Still, I am certain we were not the type whose deaths were marked by becoming passing food for some slippery piece of meat and teeth.


No, not that.


I may be me but I know how not to look it. I put one small part of me out of my cave and make it the shape of the sand. I watch it and squint my eyes and I think, yes, sand. So I put another small part of me out there to join the first. Still sandy. With five parts out and three in I suddenly feel ashamed as though maybe another of my people can see this cringing cowardice and the rest pours out and I’m all there, out of the cave, and I am as good as sand. I roll my eyes up down left right and feel the flavours around with every feeling part of me and nothing is there ready to eat me but nor are there any of my people laughing at my doltish slow transformation into what maybe is sand. I move, slow-shifting, sand-like, across the land until I meet rock and then I am shifting even slower, rock-shaped and rock-like, but oh rock moves so slow so slow and so I have to take the shape of another. I sit, rock-like, and watch first this one then another cruise by until I have a library of forms and movements and I am all shifting life forms behind my eyes. I try that one, slow floater with grey-green strands and I am it, letting go of the rock I slow-float strands, swimming the currents around me.


Something goes by and so I eat it. At least the crunch of tiny bones is familiar when all else is strange. Here some star is oozing warmth and light. There are shards and vivid jangles; shadows smear the outlines of things. I smear my own, slide a little higher – through this colour and that, one smooth, one sharp, one altogether knobbly – always towards the heat of that star. It is tender and tentative on the skin of me, barely warm, barely more yellow than grey. I spread myself flatwise to make the most of it. I stretch and thin my shape, I slide myself up this rough rocky form and that, and find myself in another kind of air altogether.


It is dry and it is bright. There is a crashing, pounding, smashing sound and I hear it in my ears and then I hear it in my whole body. I do not want to be here or there or anywhere but only then and past and previous. Not now. Nowhere and nowhen that ocean strikes shore.


I tumble back, in: under. I tumble back under, down, down, down. I am a rock that plummets back to the sandy floor. I am a rock that rolls – and no I don’t care how – into the mouth of this cave to stop and breathe and sorrow. I make myself me. One wet ball of hate and homesickness, I take the shape of fury and grief and hopeless, hopeless, hopeless.


I sit. I wait. I think.


Once upon a time there was a world all ocean. It fell wet across the whole world, nothing but water. The water was fat with life and with death. It had been this way always, though of course once it had been ice, a brittle ball of crisp blue-white with life squeezed into the tiniest corners and cracks, fidgeting its way to warmth for thousands and thousands and millions of years.


Once upon a time the globe stretched its crumpled warming tentacles and ice melted to water. This life form got bigger and this one got smaller, harder or softer or a few extra tendrils until every niche on the whole wet ball of it was full of the creature that had evolved to be there. And for thousands and thousands and millions of years, that was what we did.


So many creatures were bigger than we were, and so many had more teeth. But we were built for thinking, for making, for talking. We could squeeze into any space. We could shift into any shape. And that was who we were and what we did: we didn’t fight the others to be bigger, fiercer, more toothy. We were evidently us.


We knew the place we lived. We came to know other places – other planets, other dimensions. Places that were just like home but not quite; times that were nothing like this at all and even beyond anything we could imagine or understand. We found a billion realities where we could be so impossible as to cease existing.


Aeon after aeon we explored it, stretched our shapes into other life forms across a million years and a million places, times and ways of being. We found there was no place like home. A planet all ocean. We sank ourselves back into the soft waters and vowed to always stay.


They came out of the sky, tumbling through our atmosphere and dropping into the sea. Their ship bobbed about. We thought they were just curious and that soon they’d be gone.


They stayed. More showed up. Many, many more. They built machines, giant, and chemical plants. They built walls in the water and broke the ocean into seas and then they pushed the seas aside. They filled the spaces with dirt and their big dirty footprints got bigger and bigger and bigger until our all-ocean world became a world half land. The ocean broke upon the shore.


Now there wasn’t space enough to hold us. Now there weren’t creatures enough to feed us. Not enough niches to go around and no one sure anymore whose niche was whose anyway. We fought each other and we fought them.


They moved us like they moved the water. They filled in our ocean. They murdered us by accident and by design. They won and we lost and there were so, so few of us left and so we fled. We launched ourselves out into that great quiet space. We listened to nothing but the thrum of stars for I don’t know how long. We tumbled into another time, space, dimension.


I crawled into this cave.


I don’t know how long I’ve been here and I have no idea how long I can last. Is there anyone left?


I sleep. I catch and eat and sometimes it is slippery and others the crunch of tiny bones. I will not die here. One part of me, then another then the next, becomes sand and I am once again on my way. Sliding sand, slow floater with grey-green strands, this time the darting stripes of some intrepid speedster, then rock again and rock and rest. The sun, that star. No resting in that meagre light this time. Too much time at rest and I will lose my nerve.


Above it is turmoil. Water in great towers and sheets, pushed to mountains by the freezing wind. A great grey-green howl of it. Chunks and spars of scaly and slimy and once-was-tree, all tumbled about. I fix myself fast to one and let it go where it will. We go and go and go and I couldn’t say if it’s towards or away from whatever it is I had meant to be doing here in this better life. It’s darker, the one star gone – the sun, that bully – but all the rest are still there, I see, now they have a chance to show their faces. I bathe in their hum and sing the song of my people and it drops frail into the sea, no other ears to hear.


We smash now against another, swift and looming, and I move on.


I am the shape of the wood now and all about me is the shape of the sea. I cling and spread and make my way higher until I find a place that is closed and dark and for now I rest.


I sleep.


When I wake there is a smell so gigantic I hear it as a noise pounding on my brain. The world is full of animal: hard smashing feet and white rolling eyes and this is not a good place to be soft and floor-bound.


I wait, small and dark. Squeezed into a dry corner I make myself the feel the look of wood and keep my softness clear of the smash of feet. I watch for a shape I could be. Others come and go, one or two, brown and upright and with a lot of whispering hush between themselves and the foot-smashers. They cart and carry things, they provide food and try to scrape away a little of the smell. Could I be one like this? They feel so very present, so obvious, and I have put my bravery away somewhere and can’t quite remember how to find it.


Another comes and it is upright too but smaller, quieter and also brighter, blues and yellows, greens sprinkled across itself. It performs no tasks. It murmurs to itself and maybe to the foot-smashers, but they do not heed it the way they do the browner types. It is shadow-bound and ignored and it slips away again without any type of notice.


This I could try.


I remember how the creature looked and squeeze myself to the boundaries of its shape, approximate myself to its tentacles and tendrils and colours. None of it is quite entirely right but perhaps it is good enough that I can eat and not be eaten.


The feet have stopped with their smashing. Those creatures stand quiet now and I sit, the way my model did, and watch them. I murmur in a way I hope will pass. But though I am shadow-bound, I am not ignored. They stare at me and roll their big white eyes and over them a dampness spreads. ‘You are bringing the sea inside,’ I tell them. ‘What tiny oceans are these?’ I move to them and dip my extremities in their moistened hides, taste their salt. They are not soothed.


‘Small creatures,’ I tell them, because aren’t we all? ‘Small creatures, calm yourselves.’ We taste each other’s breath and they know there’s none of their kind been through my mouth and they still themselves. Small creatures. We talk, this and that. Minds only; no sounds. They are the feel of speed squeezed into muscle and bone. They show me their terrible smashing feet pushing hard against grassy ground, an ocean of sweat, blood so loud in their ears they can’t hear a single other thing.


Someone has come, silent, making our seven into eight. I don’t turn to look but I feel it, another of those brown uprights, it hides quiet in the shadow and doesn’t seem to want to bite. These hard-foots feel no fear so I ignore it too. When it’s all done and I understand the taste of bladey-green after a high-speed chase, and they’ve felt the way it is to tumble like a rock to the very bottom of everything, I leave these creatures and go up into the air.


Some time in the darkest part of it, just before light returns, there is a scraping and a shuddering and we stop and we do not go. Sounds come out of the mouths of all of them, no longer a muttering and mumbling now, but a screeching and howling that tells me we are done with sleeping for the moment. Water comes in among us. Our wooden home is crumpled and bent, split into three. All of us are ocean-dwelling creatures now.


I watch the smash-footed creatures, the speed lovers, the grass croppers. They try to stay afloat but this is not their habitat. My first friends in this ecosystem and they are gone and I am sad.


One of those brown uprights, though, has found me and seems friendly. Not brown anymore so much as pink, he is, and grey sometimes. They do not like the cold. Our wooden house has become mostly sticks and we perch on them above the waves. Around us perch others and their skin too grows purple and bumped and the waves crash over us and over and over and over. Some of the perchers drop and some try to float and do for a little. Then they sink. I see the one I made myself from slide by, her blues and greens and yellows billowing under waves, pulling her down and down to the deep ocean floor.


This does not seem a good place for them, these uprights, and I wonder why they do not leave. Here the food is wet, cold and alive and speeds past too fast for their clumsy tentacles though why they don’t even try to grasp it I do not know. There is the slippery stuff too, green and floaty, that hovers just below us and well within reach, but none try for that either. I have seen some of them – only when the sun, that star, is looking the other way – peel a little meat from one of their purpled companions now gone cold and still. But that is not enough for sustenance.


I don’t mind it here for now. The cold has never bothered me. Nor the wet, obviously. And this one curls himself into me and snuggles against me all damp. I’ve taken the pinker shape that seems in favour, let go my greens and blues, so our pink shapes make a purpling blob together here in the middle of a cold, cold sea. We taste each other’s breath and I try to talk with him, minds only, but he cannot hear. So back to the tasting, the tentacles, the making of a damp and snuggly blob. I cannot learn a great deal about him this way but still it is better than alone in a cave. I stay.


Each day the sun, that star, puts its dumb wan face over one, two, three fewer. Each night we see those million billion other stars. I bathe in their hum and sing the song of my people and again it drops frail into the sea, no other ears to hear. Then once more the sun, and again we are grown smaller. A few float without sinking and others become food for those slippery bits of meat with teeth. This will be the last worldly place for these uprights, those scattered still around me, and I hold the one beside me and try to think him onward into peace. ‘Small creature,’ I tell him, and I dream him a dream of the endless sky, the hum of the stars, a world all ocean, an eternity of dark. I dream him a dream and press the very edges of myself to his to bring him calm. But he stares still, lost and trapped in the shell of himself.


A tossed wooden vessel packed with browns and greys comes up beside us and they lift us in and off we go, farewell to our ocean home. They wrap us in cloths and mutter little noises, then my friend goes one way and I go another and once more I am alone. My cold wet cave tugs at me but I am beginning to find again those scraps of bravery so I take a smaller form, closer to the ground, four-legged and fine-whiskered, soft-pawed, sharp-clawed, and I raise my tail like a flag and slip out into this world to see what is what.
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William talked on and on and George felt a hideous discomfort bubble in the guts of him. Cannibalism, William was saying now. What of it? George fidgeted on his cushion, tried to concentrate. That cannibalism might better fit a man to life. ‘Not so implausible,’ William was saying, smiling, man of science he was.


They’d had beef for dinner, hadn’t they? Corned beef. Some vegetables. Why was William talking about cannibalism? George stared into his claret for a moment, smiled at his sister-in-law Sarah, put his pipe down and smoothed his trousers. A breath in – slow – then out; he turned to her husband, asked, ‘What are you saying, exactly?’


From his reading of Darwin, William said. Charles Darwin. His reading, his understanding, was there was no such thing as morality. Nothing in and of itself good, only fit for purpose, for living and thriving wherever it was the thing found itself.


‘And so cannibalism? What you’re saying is?’ asked George, wondering why William would always use ten words when one would do.


‘That should humans be the most widely available meat, eating the flesh of humans would be the best response to such availability.’


Oh, now he saw. George knew what William was poking at. The bubble solidified into something obsidian-cool, rubbed smooth and sharp-edged in the year after year. George weighed it in his palm, tested its blade, pocketed it. Said, instead, that this would be true, surely, only if you’d nothing else to eat, yes?


‘Well, not necessarily,’ replied William. ‘Humans, remember, are constantly at hand. Perhaps a person best suited to eating other humans would be also best suited to thrive.’


‘Apart from the law, of course. Eliza, dear, do you think we need another log for the fire?’ Sarah asked.


Eliza continued working on her cross-stitch but nodded at her sister. ‘One moment.’


William said that this was a discussion about biology, not the frail paper of human law, and if Darwin was right, ‘laws stand between us and our reaching a higher state of humanity.’ George saw the man’s buttocks rise out of his chair a little as he declaimed.


‘That’s disgusting. Eat one another if you must, but I would rather have cheese,’ Sarah said, and went to the kitchen to look for some.


‘It’s not that I want to eat George,’ her husband called after her. ‘At least, I am discussing it only as a matter of theory. I am not actually suggesting that we should become cannibals.’ He turned back, smiling glibly, while George thumbed the dark bead inside, tried to keep his calm under cover of keeping his pipe alight. ‘A thought experiment. Isn’t that right, George?’


‘So this Darwin,’ George said, shaking out his match, shaking out the creases in his voice, ‘he’s saying you’d be a smart man, wise, to eat another bloke? Better fit to be a man than another who turns his nose up at human meat?’ George could see his wife Eliza from the corner of his eye but she hadn’t flinched and he wondered why it was he always thought people could see inside him, see the monster lurking there.


‘Well, Darwin does not say that precisely. He doesn’t concern himself with morals. I am merely . . .’


George interrupted. ‘Forget morals. Is he saying the cannibal is better fitted, is a more fully formed man?’


‘Well, George, he didn’t speak specifically on this matter.’ William shifted a little in his seat, stopped talking for a second and George was pleased to see him just the slightest bit on edge, just for a moment. It was only a moment. ‘I am extrapolating. But it does seem that if one takes his arguments at face value, then you could conclude . . . Say, if you, George, were to eat a man in circumstances where no other food was available, and due to that to go on and breed rather than die and have all your possible progeny die with you, then indeed, cannibalism would prove you the fittest and most appropriate to survive. Those who chose to abstain and therefore condemn their children to non-existence would, on the other hand, have proven themselves inadequate for the task of life.’


‘And where is God in this?’ Eliza asked. She knelt before the fire and took the poker from its stand. ‘You would survive in this life but surely condemn your mortal soul. Thirty or forty more years of life, beautiful children, but then an eternity in hell?’


‘Well, yes, there is always that to look forward to,’ George muttered.


‘Eliza!’ William sprang from his chair. ‘Let me do that. You must sit!’ He grasped the poker from her hand and took the log she had placed on the hearth. ‘Sit, dear, do, please. My apologies, Eliza – making you fetch wood in your state is unforgivable.’
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