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“GATHER round and listen for what I tell you can satisfy your greatest hopes, answer your most burning questions, bring peace to your most compelling anxieties, enliven your dreams…”

“We’ve heard all that before. Tell us a new one, we could do with a laugh!”

The man shouts from the back of the crowd. At first his interruption draws a few sympathetic guffaws, but a woman at the front turns round and yells back angrily.

“Be quiet, Tom Richards! Some of us have come to learn something. If all you can do is bellow like a bull, either go back to your fields or keep your stupid remarks to yourself!”

“I was only saying Eliza, last month…”

“We don’t want to know what you said last month (now she draws the laughter) Now shut up and let the woman speak!” 

The woman seated on the wagon smiles as she looks down, waiting patiently for the argument to subside. There are more fiery exchanges and this before she’s spoken at all other than to grab their attention, which she’s succeeded in doing explosively. She’s dressed in a gaudy dress and has a large green hat from which garlands of flowers hang down from the wide brim, slightly obscuring her face. It’s all part of her pitch, meant to attract their eyes as her words are designed to attract their ears. She’s 37 with a healthy ruddy complexion, derived from months on the road in the south and midlands after wintering in London. Widowed and alone, most women of her age would do almost anything to avoid this wandering existence, travelling from place to place, sometimes through dangerous country too close to the war, but Prudie Westrup is not most women and is made of sterner stuff. She’s lived and worked most of her life on the land, but now no one place appeals more than any other. Villages and towns affording opportunities for profit are her only concern.

“Tell us then!” Tom Richards persists from the back of the crowd, “Tell us our futures!”

“That’s right,” Eliza Tamworth calls back, “Let’s start with you, but not just your future. What about your past in front of everybody?”

Tom splutters incoherently, unsure whether to challenge her or perhaps more wisely let aspects of his ‘past’ remain undiscovered. 

“What’s a matter, Tom, lost your tongue? Must be the first time in years!”

“I’m not talking to you,” he says, recovering some assurance, but still nervous of close scrutiny turns to Prudie, “I meant her and her telling us each. No one here would want their affairs paraded in front of the likes of you!”

Eliza smirks, then folds her arms and nods at him with self satisfied contempt.

“Unless you wanted to share it,” he says suddenly, “If you know she’s just making it up.”

“What, to make you look good!”

“I don’t make anybody look good,” Prudie says, “Whoever they are they get the truth,” then pointing to Tom before casting her outstretched finger slowly across the whole crowd, “If that’s what you really want, the truth?”

There’s a hushed hesitation, then Eliza speaks.

“This terrible war kills truth. Yes, let’s have it. Can it be worse than not knowing?”

Prudie waits and stares. No one else speaks either to agree or disagree. Then there are a few nods and grunts of approval. They will have the truth, whatever it may mean.


“Very well,” she says, then with a wry smile towards Tom and his cronies, “I will see each that wishes. But beware!”

“Come on, come on,” someone shouts, then another with “We’re ready!”

Attracted by the noise others join the crowd, now numbering thirty or more. Prudie waits again as the hubbub quietens. Then she tips up her hat so all can see her clearly. She scans the now silent, but expectant gathering, finally speaking so softly her voice is just audible to those at the back. All strain to listen.

“All who wish to know your fortunes, I have warned you to beware. Truth and future are not toys to be picked up for an hour’s play only to be cast aside with the first childish weariness. They live as the birds in the air or the herbs in the hedge, free and unbound, healing or poisonous for dreams and nightmares are close companions. First, let me tell you a story.

‘Like you, many have wanted to know their fortunes, but there was once a time they could be given much more. There was a magician who could endow them with the gift of making things happen or not happen according to their desires. They were warned such a power could be dangerous and should not be entrusted to those with evil in their hearts. The people declared their good and true intentions. Still the magician held back, still the people assured him of their integrity. 

“You cannot wish for anything that would harm another,” he says.

‘They assure him they would not, but still he hesitates. He finally gives way, but no two can ask for the same thing, which means only the first might have his or her most wanted desire. 

“We will draw lots for who may go first,” they say.

‘He agrees, but with one final warning. There could be unintended outcomes. Many now heed him and draw back from the unknown, but four, two men and two women insist and draw lots. When the first man then steps forward his wish is predictable.

“I want to find a fabulous fortune on my land.” 

“This is purely for your own gain,” the magician says.

“But you can grant it if it does not harm any other person,” the man persists.

‘With a heavy heart the magician grants his wish.

‘Within days as the man works his field his plough strikes something hard. He digs down and unearths a hoard of treasure and precious stones. Obviously, he’s delighted and lavishes praises on the magician. Word of his rapidly found good fortune spreads around the village. His neighbours start encroaching on his land, curiously poking the ground and later digging holes in the hope they too might find buried treasure. At first, he’s too concerned with his own affairs as he goes on a vast spending spree, ostentatiously buying all manner of sumptuous goods, displaying his wealth and going on pleasurable journeys. But news of his new life and how it has been acquired spreads even further. It’s not now just his neighbours, but people from surrounding villages and towns, even from other parts of the country. Those he left in charge of his property are powerless to stop the hordes of folk that converge on his land. In their mad search for quick riches they excavate whole fields, destroy hedges, drive off his livestock, trample his crops and even ransack his house. His servants flee. On return, he demands the authorities take action. It’s now too serious for any local help so they call in the soldiers, but when they arrive they too are consumed by the greedy passion and join in the plunder, finally shattering everything that’s left. In despair the man leaves the house of his childhood, deserting the land of his heritage, getting away with his opulent possessions that he now hates, never to return to his home, living a life of comfortable misery and longing.


‘The second of the folk wishing for the attainment of their desires steps forward. She is a woman who…”

Prudie pauses and looks across the crowd, smiling sweetly. A natural and persuasive communicator, her ambivalent story has convinced them of her authenticity, even the sceptical Tom and his companions. All watch her enthralled. Then she continues.

“…unlike the women I see here…she is not particularly attractive. She is advancing in her youth and for some years has been fretting that she’ll fail to entice a man and end her life alone.

“No man wants me,” she says to the magician, “I wish for every man to want me.”

“Every man?” the magician repeats, “You are sure you want to attract every man?”

“Without exception,” she says gleefully.

“And that is all?” he asks.

“Isn’t that enough?” she says, annoyed by his punctilious delay, “Every man that sees me.”

‘With a weary sigh the magician says he will grant her wish. 

‘Within days men come calling and she is besieged with offers of marriage. Besotted with her new found popularity she plays the coquette, teasing them and amusing herself. But this amorous power soon loses its appeal. For now she realises it’s not every man she needs to want her, but one particular man. She has known him all her life, but in her despondency had given up all hope of him noticing her and captivated by the excitement of luring all men by the granting of her wish she forgot her own true desire. The magician’s implied warning when he questioned that she really wanted every man comes back ominously when he does not come calling. But every man must include him so surely it is only a matter of time? At first, she waits patiently, though getting more and more irritated by the now unwanted attentions of all others. Still he does not come. Days become weeks become months. Yet still he does not come for while a man may be compelled to want a woman it does not mean he will do anything about it. 

‘Yet her wish has been granted. Like all other men who see her, the one she wants also desires her. But he has seen how she is the centre of a wooing magnet, how she frolics and frisks, merry in their fawning and with so many competing rivals, fears she’ll repel his serious attention. So, he is frozen into inaction. She does not see him again and dies lonely and unfulfilled.

‘Now steps up the third, another woman.

“I fear the plague,” she says to the magician, “Grant that the plague will never come to my village.”

“And that is all?” the magician says as he said to the first woman.

“How else can I be spared?” she says.

“You know how the plague comes?” the magician says.

“From those that are already afflicted,” she says, amazed he needs to ask what is self evident.

“Then I grant your wish,” he says.

‘Within a month there is news of a terrible plague and that it approaches the village. The woman dreads the future, wondering if her wish really has been granted, but she need not fear. The village is spared. The plague does not come. For no stranger comes to the village, no trader, no one to buy, no one to sell and slowly, but with an increasing stranglehold the village dies. No new people means no trade, no prospects, no hope and unable to prosper some leave. Others, more self sufficient or older or more hopeful or incapable of moving, remain. Many die. The village becomes a ruin. The woman’s wish is granted and she too leaves, disconsolate and regretful, forgetting the immunity to the pestilence only applies in the village. In the wide world she catches the plague and dies.” 


The crowd is so silent when Prudie stops all she can hear is the expectant breathing of those immediately in front of her. 

“Remember what I have said and take notice,” she says.

“Is that all?” Tom shouts from the back, “You said there were four people, two women and two men, what of the second man, surely his wish was granted?”

“Yes,” Eliza joins in, “Tell us!”

There’s some pushing and shoving at the back of the crowd, which has grown to fifty as news of the ‘fortune telling woman’ has spread throughout the fair. 

“Is it the wish of you all to hear?” Prudie says.

“Yes! Yes!” is the general cry.

“The second man cannot wish for wealth or love or health for they have already been granted, so he wishes for the only other worthwhile thing left.”

“What? What?” several cry.

“What that second man desires is desired by us all.” 

“Tell us!”

“If you are sure?”

The clamour continues and Prudie puts up her hand, continuing only when there’s absolute silence.

“I want an end to all conflict,” the man says to the magician, “by ending aggression amongst all men in this country.”

“A worthy wish,” the magician replies, but as before he asks for clarification, “Are you sure you want an end to all aggression amongst all men in the country?”

“How else can conflict be stopped?” the man says, “It must mean all.”

There’s a murmur of assent from the crowd.

“Peace,” one woman says, “We all want peace, an end to this infernal war.”

There’s a general nodding and grunting approval. What the man wished for is desired by all. Prudie continues.


“After seeking and receiving further confirmation that this really was the man’s desire and his only desire the magician grants his wish. Whatever hostility was in their hearts there is now no aggression between the men in the country. Peace reigns supreme. The discord of centuries is quelled. People are astounded, pinching themselves as if they are dreaming.

“It cannot last,” some say, “It’s an illusion. Somewhere, sometime someone will break it. Tempers will be stretched and it will end.”

‘But weeks and months pass and the end of belligerence continues all through that country. But the man, despite the magician’s advisory question has made two mistakes in making his wish. He has included all men in the country, but not all men in every country. The sudden outbreak of tranquillity between all men in the country does not go unnoticed in the next country and there comes a dispute that always arises between countries. It’s not important. In ordinary times it might have been rebuffed by strong words, but such an exchange does not come because the men in that country can show no aggression in word or deed. The rulers of the other country are emboldened and become more aggressive, increasing their demands as tension increases. They mass their army at the borders and invade, but there is no one to oppose them. For all men in that country have lost their aggression, leaving no one to defend it. The country is overrun. There is much slaughter and pillage. The man who made the wish is killed.”

The silence pervades still, but now it’s the silence of saddened acceptance rather than excitement.

“Be careful what you desire, be clear in your intentions,” Prudie says.

“The war, the war,” several mumble.

The ambivalent ending to Prudie’s tale is too close to immediate experience. Most stay, anxious to learn more, but several move off. They’ve heard enough. Everyone is fatigued by the war’s constant debilitation. Sometimes a threat, frequently a vexation, an unwelcome, constant presence. The fair is a rare opportunity to forget their troubles for a few hours. Yet the excitement is tinged with a doleful ache. 

The conflict has divided village from village, split communities, sometimes enlivening ancient feuds, long since dead, even splitting families. Some unsavoury souls still harbour petty slights, but most are heartily sick of both sides, keeping their own counsel, discreetly refusing to openly support King or Parliament. In the Trent valley the fortunes of the sides constantly oscillate. One side takes a windmill, the other a field, villages change hands. 

In Desworth, news of Prudie’s fortune telling has spread rapidly. Some are discouraged by her more disturbing forecasts, but many more eagerly consult her and are not confined to ordinary villagers or the lower orders. A gentlewoman, though dressed commonly in disguise, now seeks her. She is young and less concerned with war and contradictory tales, which stir the imaginations of others. Perhaps Prudie can offer hope and guidance on matters more personal and closer to the heart. But first she must find her. The village is crammed with folk, attracted by the fair. She can see the tops of the stalls and carts, but it’s impossible to tell which belongs to the fortune telling woman.

Then beyond the crowd she spies a man standing on a wagon, holding forth and waving a bottle in his hand. A potion seller, perhaps the fortune teller is close by? 

“I don’t ask you to believe me when I tell you this mixture will succour the aching head, alleviate the distressed bowel, warm the heart, lubricate the lungs, minister to the cramping limb and the weary back. You won’t believe you will know. Only a single tincture, infused with milk or ale is guaranteed to sustain you for a week. For in this bottle, brothers and sisters is enough elixir to bring comfort and strength for a whole year. And what do I ask for this magnificent concoction? A shilling you say, sir. Nay sir, I say nay. Not a shilling, not ninepence, not sixpence, all I ask - and in doing so I make little profit for myself for truly I undertake my calling fired only by Christian endeavour and solicitude – all I ask is a mere three pence, good people, a mere three pence!”

At first there are few takers. Then a man reluctantly steps forward.

“Guaranteed?” he says.

“Indubitably, sir, indubitably. Edwin Thackeray is a man of his word. If you are not completely satisfied, you can come back any time in the year and I will refund your money. Nay, nay, not just your money, I will also furnish you with a fresh bottle free of charge!”

The man takes the bottle and hands over his money. 

“Now what brave soul will be my next customer?” Edwin shouts.

Others come forward and bottles leave his wagon at a rapid pace, no one questioning where this rogue will be during the ensuing year if his ‘magnificent concoction’ proves not to be the universal remedy for all ills. The young woman is not tempted and smiles to herself at those who are. 

She reaches another stall with large bottles on the shelves. She’s heard Prudie also dispenses potions, so picks her way to the front. Instead of Prudie she finds a paunchy woman with the reddest face she’s ever seen. The stall is piled high with foods, condiments, pickles, exotic savouries and sweets. The bottles contain a wide variety of drinks, which according to the red faced woman contain efficacious properties to ‘avoid distempers’ and ‘maintain bodily balances.’ The woman is doing a roaring trade. When the young woman tries to turn away from the stall those around her are very annoyed.


“Get out the way. Shouldn’t be here if you don’t want to buy.”

“I was only looking,” she says.

“Looking costs tuppence,” the red faced woman says as they all laugh.

The young woman still can’t see Prudie’s wagon amidst the many parked in a wide semicircle. She passes a stall selling clothes where three women prance around, holding up dresses and skirts, showing them to their friends, bantering mischievously. She lingers awhile, chatting to the woman at the stall and laughing at the antics of the others. They are cheap clothes, not to her taste, but the colours and frills are superficially attractive. One of the women comes over with a dress, saying she wants to buy. 

The crush gets stronger. The crowd is so noisy, fair people have to shout to advertise their wares and attract buyers, only increasing the general clamour. There seems no limit to the variety of goods on offer. She passes a large stall displaying a motley collection of cheap but serviceable furniture and an even larger collection of toys and games. This is very popular with the children, chattering excitedly and dancing with the toys. The exhilaration is not confined to the children. Entertainers have carved out a space between the stalls There are jugglers, acrobats, dancers and musicians creating a vigorous expanse of sound and movement. A little girl walks around the perimeter with a large basket into which the crowd generously casts coins. The young woman hovers for a time, joining in the songs, carried away like everyone with the thrilling atmosphere. Then she sees Prudie emerging from her wagon with the last of a dozen villagers, eager to snap up her ‘readings.’ She skirts around the people and makes for the wagon.

Prudie is weary. The readings have proved more popular than she anticipated. People are still queuing up to see her, but she needs a little rest from fortune telling. She brings out her box of potions, herbs and charms. As she dispenses these ‘palliatives for aches in the body, aches in the heart and agues in the mind,’ she starts another story.

“There were once three brothers. Fortune smiled on them from their youth. They were very fortunate, but their mother, a woman sensitive to the fickleness of life warned that all great gifts come with responsibilities and those showing true goodness always attract the ill intentioned, the greedy and the malevolent.”

The people listen awestruck including a young girl clutching a bag of herbs, staring anxiously and expectantly at Prudie,

“That’ll be a penny, my dear,” Prudie says, then as the coin is pressed into her hand she turnx to the next woman, “Now, what can I tempt you with?”

The woman asks about Prudie’s ‘Love Elixir.’

“A good choice,” Prudie says, “but it’ll cost you tuppence.”

“Gladly,” the woman says, “but tell me more about the brothers.”

Prudie takes down the bottle and shakes it thoroughly.

“Always do this,” she says as the money is handed over, “make sure the secret ingredients mix well before taking it, better late at night so it can work on the heart in your sleep.”

The woman nods knowingly, but hovers.

“Ah yes,” Prudie says, “the brothers…One was endowed with wisdom, one with energy and one with fortitude. One day when their mother had dispensed as much advice as she could give and to which they were prepared to listen, she told them they must go out in the world and…”

“Enough of that,” a man bellows from the back of the queue, “We came for a reading not to listen to stories.”

“Shut up, Benjamin Casson, I want to hear about the brothers,” a young woman shouts from the front.

“Aye, aye, more tall stories to add to your collection, Laura Emdon,” Casson shouts back, “We don’t want to hear the fortune of people in far away lands, we want to know our own fortunes here!”

Others take up Casson’s cry, gradually getting louder until they shout down those wanting to know the fate of the ‘brothers.’

“All right, all right!” Prudie shouts above the din, waving her arms, “I will see those who wish for readings.” 

The noise subsides. A new queue forms beside her wagon, but she’s annoyed at the interruption, resents being pressured and is determined to hit back. 

“I was about to explain what became of the brothers from which you might have drawn some wisdom and hope,” she says, shaking her head and scowling particularly at Casson and his vociferous group, “But no matter. You call instead for strands of the future. I will do my best, but first,” now she nods to those who are looking disappointed, “I speak to you all for there is a fate that comes to everyone.”

She pauses. The residual grunting and groaning in the crowd dies down. 

“This village…soon comes a momentous event. I say momentous, I might better say disastrous…even a death.”

The silence is broken. There is consternation in the crowd as neighbour turns to neighbour, farmer to farmer, friend to friend, stranger to stranger with dire and frightened looks and impossible questions.

“The soldiers, it has to be the soldiers,” someone says.

Another takes up the cry.

“That woman is right. The soldiers have always been trouble. But how could she know, she’s not from these parts?”

“Because she sees the future and knows the past,” a young woman says.

“They should not be here,” someone else says, “I’ve heard their commander has ordered that no men leave their camp to come to the fair.”


Two men in the middle of the crowd slip towards the back.

“They’re not welcome here,” one man says, “How many robberies have gone unpunished since they’ve been here? A curse on them!”

“Well said,” another says.

Others join in a general condemnation. The crowd is now so packed the two men quietly slink away, submerged in the throng. The stalls and wagons are busy, but despite the crush larger spaces are emerging between them, filled with people singing and dancing, the itinerant musicians joined by locals with fiddles and drums. Neither are they the only enterprising locals exploiting the opportunity. A couple of tavern keepers fill their wagons with ale, dispensing it liberally at slightly inflated prices to eager drinkers. Inevitably many become rapidly inebriated, fuelling their elation. 

The dancing gets more vigorous. More are swept along, pouring out their repressed doubts and fears. Spring, time of new life, new dawn. Maybe hopes fulfilled, their speed driving out, even bringing an end to the war? The rowdiness is mostly good natured, but tension rises and trivial arguments threaten to develop into something more serious. Two of the drunken men suddenly spill into the group, fists flying wildly. But the dancers, whirling ever faster will not be stopped and the brawlers are pushed away. They stumble and fall to the ground. Too consumed with liquor they are unable to get up. The crowd and dancers ignore them, even walking over them as they sit up only to slump back down.

A few people are waiting at Prudie’s wagon. One is the young woman Laura who argued with Benjamin Richards with her older companion, Eliza Tamworth, who challenged the obstreperous Tom Richards. A third woman is fingering the door of the cupboard, where Prudie keeps her herbs, creams and liquids.


“Is it a healing remedy you seek?” Eliza says, pulling her hand away as she sees Prudie approaching. 

“Do not rebuke her, Eliza,” Prudie says.

“Catherine can’t keep her hands to herself,” Eliza says.

“And not just for what’s in jars and bottles!” Laura says.

“Shut up!” Catherine cries, digging Laura painfully in the side.

“What’s wrong?” Eliza laughs, “Afraid you’ll find a man in the cupboard!”

“More like she wishes she will!” Laura splutters, before gripping her side.

She and Eliza laugh loudly. Catherine lunges wildly, but they dodge away from her. 

“I can open the cupboard,” Prudie says, “I have potions for everything…”

“I’d rather you talked to me,” Catherine says, ignoring the titters of her companions, “Can we go inside?”

“I was here first. I’ve been waiting longer.”

The voice comes from the opposite end of Prudie’s wagon. The young gentlewoman stands, only half turned towards them, holding a scarf across most of her face.

“I’ve almost done with readings for today,” Prudie says. 

“I won’t keep you long,” the woman persists quickly, stepping across to Prudie, away from Eliza and the others, “I’m not from these parts, but I’ve heard good things about you. Please see me.”

Prudie is unsure and glances at Catherine.

“She looks in earnest, Catherine,” Laura says.

“What’s so important she has to come first?” Eliza says.

Laura looks to Catherine, who shakes her head, saying “See her.” 

Prudie is reluctant and throws her bag into the wagon, preparatory to packing up and leaving. 

“I only want a potion,” someone says.

Prudie opens the cupboard, explains the various wares and makes a few sales. The woman keeps interrupting and demanding to be seen. Several people are still waiting to be served. Prudie wants to be away.

Seeing her agitation, Eliza says “I’ll mind the cupboard. I can remember the prices. You can trust me.” 

Prudie considers for a moment. She is sure of Eliza.

“I will pay well,” the woman says.

“I will see you,” Prudie says, then to everyone, “but this must be the last, no more readings today.”

She motions to the woman. As she climbs into the wagon, Eliza watches her carefully. When they are inside the woman drops her scarf. Prudie studies her face for a few moments. 

“You are rather pale, my dear. You are fortunate perhaps, not used to constant work?”

“You see how I am dressed, are these not working clothes?” the woman says nervously.

“Clothes are not always the woman.”

Prudie could probe more, but she has no time and is keen to get quickly to the point.

“Now, my dear, what is it of life, love and achievement you wish to know?”

“Whatever you feel is my future,” the young woman says guardedly.

“It’s not what I feel that matters, my dear.”

“Then of all three,” the woman says quickly.

Prudie studies her troubled face, her eyes, which cannot rest long and her twitching fingers. This woman is not on some idle whim or passing fancy. She is in fervent need. Prudie will need to tread warily. 

She takes the woman’s hand, spreads open her palm and says, “Now, my dear, do you wish me to begin?”

Outside the wagon Eliza has been busy taking the pennies for Prudie’s potions, creams and ‘magical bags’ with their ill assorted contents, labelled to make or hinder various happenings. The most popular is the one marked ‘to stop the wiles and spells of witches.’ It’s an unfortunate discovery for its possession by villagers implies Prudie has some knowledge of the ‘dark arts’ even though this is intended to ward away rather than encourage them. Laura and Catherine have not helped, amusing themselves exchanging reproving comments on those coming to buy. When the last has gone, Catherine anxiously questions Eliza.

“Many people buying these things, do you think she really can tell what’s going to happen to honest folk?” 

“Let’s hope not,” Laura says, “If she’s right about…a momentous event…?”

“Scared the life out of me,” Catherine says, “It could mean anything.”

“Anything no good,” Laura says, then quietly, “even a death.”

“Do you know that besom that just went in with her?” Eliza says.

“Said she’s not from these parts,” Laura says.

“Why is she here?” Eliza says.

“Same as everybody else, wants to get her fortune told,” Laura says.

“No, not like everybody else,” Eliza says, “You said she looked in earnest. There’s something about her. I’m sure I’ve seen her before.”

“Couldn’t see her face properly,” Catherine says, “kept turning away.”

“Perhaps she didn’t want anybody to know she was coming to a fair to have her fortune told?”

“And why would that be?” Eliza says suspiciously.

“Not everybody’s as brazen as Catherine,” Laura laughs.

But Eliza isn’t laughing and shakes her head. Then there’s a rustle from within and the woman emerges from the wagon, closely followed by Prudie.


The woman is about to speak, but seeing the others staring, their eyes burning with avid curiosity, she turns aside, saying “Thank you, I am most grateful.”

“If you are satisfied, my dear,” Prudie says.

She raises an expectant eyebrow, but gets no response. The woman pulls her scarf across her face, buttons up her coat and hastens away quickly. Eliza watches her until she disappears behind some other wagons.

“How did you do?” Prudie says.

“There was much interest,” Eliza says, handing over the bag.

“Excellent!” Prudie says as she counts the coins, then hands some back to Eliza, “and these are for your trouble.”

“There’s no need. I was only…” Eliza says, but Prudie stops her with a gentle hand over her mouth.

“Good deeds get little enough reward. Now, enough of prediction, ‘tis time to go. Help me with this box if you will.”

The three women help her load everything into the wagon. It takes only a few minutes, though Catherine keeps asking more questions. Despite being rebuked by Eliza she persists. What really will happen and when? Prudie ignores her and is soon ready, gets the horse and climbs onto the wagon.

“Avoid a life of ever returning dreams from which you never awake,” she says, “There’s already been enough blether. What is will be.” 

She thanks them again for their trouble, bids them ‘God’s blessing on all innocents,’ taps the horse’s back and manoeuvres carefully through the other wagons. She stops as the acrobats complete the final display, then waits as the audience slowly disperses. One woman is particularly tardy and Prudie calls to her to ‘step aside.’ The woman seems not to hear, lost in her thoughts. Prude calls again. The woman makes no move. Prudie gets down from the wagon, goes over and takes her hand. Only when she is steered gently to the side of the acrobats’ wagon does she respond. 

“What is it? What’s amiss?”

“You were in the way, my dear. I have to shift my wagon otherwise some less careful soul will run you down.”

“What? Yes, of course,” the woman says, “I was watching the players.”

“But they are done now,” Prudie says, then turning to the acrobats who are packing their gear, “The show is done for today?”

The acrobats grunt their assent.

“You see?” Prudie says, turning back to her wagon, “No time for dreaming now.”

“I was not dreaming,” the woman says, “just thinking. I really must find that girl.”

Prudie looks puzzled.

“What girl, Mrs…?”

“My name is Joan, but no matter. I must go now.”

Prudie shrugs.

“Just be careful where you walk.” 

She returns to her wagon, waves to the woman, moves off and is soon gone. 

The woman waves limply, then walks on, muttering, “Been here too long, got to find the girl. Where can she be, wasting her time in this wretched fair?”

Joan Welling scolds herself continually as she scours the stalls.

“Where is the girl? Shouldn’t have let her come. Didn’t mean her to stay so long.”

Then she stops with a sudden further thought.

“I did say she could come, didn’t I?”

She’s unsure. If she did, she shouldn’t have done. Damn the girl, where is she? There’ll be so much to do and it’s already late. She’ll forget her duties and tarry, probably with that fortune teller everybody’s been talking about. Wait till I find her, she’ll rue the day!

Of course, Mr. Oldman may have let her come out even if she didn’t. He’s always soft on her, though he doesn’t usually undermine her instructions. Did I say she could come to the fair?

Many are packing up. Some have already left, though some stalls are still busy. Joan checks to see if the girl is at any. It’s getting late. The more she looks the more anxious she gets. There’s the evening meal to prepare …then the washing…did I check that before I left…a housekeeper’s work is never done…even with a reliable girl.

She reaches the last stall. More people are now leaving the fair than coming to it. She lingers for some minutes, nodding and acknowledging friends and acquaintances. A few ask where she’s been?

“What was your fortune, Joan?” a neighbour banters mischievously.

“Wouldn’t be seen there…”

She stops before the word dead. Prudie’s scary prediction is already well known throughout the village. 

The girl doesn’t appear. Joan can wait no longer and hastens to the house of her employer. She enters at the side door and immediately makes for the kitchen calling ‘Alice, Alice, where are you girl?’ There’s no answer. She goes into the yard, calls again, then scours the outhouses. She keeps calling, but still gets no answer. Outside is deserted and oddly quiet. But wouldn’t it be, with everybody at the fair? She returns to the kitchen.

It’s not a busy house at any time and with everyone away that’s not surprising, but the silence is disturbing. She calls again, her voice ringing through the empty house. Mr. Oldman will answer, wondering what’s amiss. Could Alice be with him? 


She leaves the kitchen. It seems a long walk to the front of the house, longer than normal and darker. Familiar places assume an unnerving strangeness when you’re alone. She’s not normally alone. There’s always someone or something going on. She should call again, but is oddly reluctant, dreading the return of her own voice from the dismal wall.

She walks on, knocking and opening doors to empty rooms. Surely Mr. Oldman has heard her? She can’t believe he would be at the fair. Then she fancies she hears a noise and calls again, but gets no answer. It was a shuffling, someone walking away. The wretched girl is avoiding her! Then, just before she reaches the hall she glimpses a movement. Someone is there. She calls once more.

“Alice! Where are you girl?”

Still no answer. She walks into the hall. The sunlight glaring through the windows dazzles her and she stops. Then as her eyes adjust, she sees her employer lying on the floor.

			


2

AFTER recovering from his injury at Cropredy Bridge, Matthew felt as fit as ever and able to defend himself. While lacking the speed and stamina for an intense engagement, he assumed his new duties would be an irritating interval before quickly returning to active service, but his soldiering has been away from the field and that interval continues to stretch. He retains his rank and pay, but in ‘catching villains and scouring for Parliament’s secret enemies’ he’s been too successful. The army values his new skills too highly to let him return to a mere fighting role and in the last year there’s been no shortage of assignments from the army and the city authorities.

In London there are always rumours. Most are inaccurate, many downright misleading, but in his new line of work Matthew must heed them all. Lots of chaff and not much wheat, but buried in absurd and fanciful tales, reliable background on suspicious activities might lead to villains. Stripping out useless dross means using dependable sources. So much a part of the underbelly of London, he’s relied on Ezra, his old corporal from the army, but he’s not seen him for weeks. Without him Matthew finds it increasingly difficult to get solid particulars, leaving him even more at the mercy of rumour.

His first investigation a year ago involved the firm of Ellerton and Amberley, bringing back the painful delight of his own past, when he’d courted Jane Ellerton. But he had a rival, Daniel Harmsworth. How could a farmer’s boy compete with the heir to a prosperous firm? Yet he did compete and kept his hopes alive, then devastated when she became Mrs. Harmsworth. For a year he nursed the anguish, then came the news Harmsworth was dead and Jane was free once more!

But hope was tinged with dismay. Emboldened by the news he arrived at the elegant house off Cheapside to find it closed. Then came the latest rumour, one he couldn’t ignore, though wishing he could have subjected it to Ezra’s scrutiny. Jane had left London and for some unknown reason was heading for Nottingham. With no immediate investigations he invented some family crisis with the old farm to get away. The London authorities, both civilian and military reluctantly agreed, but in case he might be needed he must report to the local command in Nottingham, for which he was given a letter of introduction. Only his sister knew the truth and was doubtful. 

“It’s a long way to go chasing loose talk, Matthew, “She may not be there at all and even if she is…” 

“She won’t refuse to see me,” Matthew countered forcefully.

“You’ve been set back enough. After your injury, you were on the brink of death, but were then spared, God be praised and now you have a position…”

“A position not of my choosing.”

“I don’t want to see you dejected again.”

“I have to go, Elizabeth.”

“It’s such a slim chance.” 

“If I ignore even the slimmest chance of seeing Jane, I may regret it for the rest of my life.”

After Naseby Matthew had mixed feelings, sharing in Parliament’s great victory, but longing to have been there. This year, 1646, brought hope of something more than a return to active service. Perhaps an end to taking up arms at all. Surely after Naseby the triumph of Parliament is secured, the King at last coming to his senses, a just settlement, everyone returning to their old lives? But while Parliament was ascendant, it was not yet unassailable. Royalist positions remained to be taken and one by one they fell – Bristol, Hereford, Chester, Exeter. Yet the long sought resolution has not yet arrived. The King clings to diminishing territory and a narrowing justification for his obstinacy. 

Matthew has been on the road for days and now approaches the Trent valley. This has been a dangerous place. Four years of stalemate, fought over in a succession of skirmishes for control of the land and the river. Each side holding a crossing point, the King at Newark, Parliament at Nottingham, each town attacked but never taken and a constant threat to any opposing army. This end of the county is firmly in Parliament’s grip, there have been no Royalist incursions for weeks, but nearer the river he senses an edginess. Prince Rupert was in Newark last October. Where he is now no one knows. Everywhere there are rumours of opposing forces on the move. The King has amassed a new army, which will suddenly appear. Yet no one knows from where it comes and how he has suddenly found the men and the money. Parliament has assembled an even larger force, at least a hundred thousand men marching from London. Matthew knows this last rumour is pure fantasy.

As Matthew approaches the bridge across the Trent he’s hailed down by soldiers. He shows his letter and is allowed through. As he rides up the long road from the river, he makes out more of the town, nestling behind stout walls on its adjacent hills. The castle, formidable Parliamentary stronghold dominates the western hill. It seems a long mile until he reaches the edge of the town, the flat meadowland stretching interminably on either side. Four years of war has made little outward impression. The same streets and houses Matthew remembers from his visits from the farm. But this is illusory. Constant clashes between enemy bands will have taken their toll, disrupted trade with rising prices and desperate shortages of basic goods.

The town is crowded, full of lumbering carts and wandering pedestrians. He dismounts and leads his horse through the cramped streets, his limp always more pronounced until his left leg loses its stiffness. The few who look askance receive belligerent scowls in reply. Any fool who sees a slightly disabled soldier as fair game will soon rue their folly. None do. He should first find lodgings, then ask about Jane, but the presence of an unknown soldier will soon be noticed. He must make known his presence to the authorities. He remounts half way up the hill towards the castle. A Parliamentary officer on semi-official business should approach in an orderly fashion, not be seen slinking to the gatehouse. 

“Your business, sir?” the sentry says suspiciously.

Matthew hands down his letter. The sentry turns it over several times.

“You can read, man?” Matthew barks.

“Yes, of course I can read,” the sentry says, without looking up from the page, “You have business with…?”

“The governor.”

Whether it’s Matthew’s authoritative delivery or the sentry finally understanding the letter, he lets him pass. Once inside the vast fortress, largest in England, he’s conducted immediately to the governor’s small, but well appointed room. The governor stands in front of a large table and motions Matthew to a chair on the opposite side. He sits with his back to the window and reads the letter. Matthew stares over his shoulder to the country far below, the wide grassland where sheep and cattle graze, the river Leen snaking south to join the mighty Trent, the London road and the bridge. Truly he has reached an ancient boundary, the heights of this granite pile guarding the crossing where north and south meet. 

The governor folds up the letter and hands it back to Matthew.

“You come well recommended, Captain Fletcher,” he says, beaming.

“Indeed, sir?” Matthew says, “I am here merely…”

“You have urgent family business out of town?”

“Yes, indeed,” Matthew says, forgetting for the moment the letter alludes to his fabricated domestic crisis.

“When that is concluded, do you intend staying in Nottingham?”

“As long as…”

“I hope so, for in these troubled times I’ve no doubt there will be work for you to do.”

“Sir, I am not here on official…” Matthew begins, but stops, realising it might be prudent to await the governor’s intentions. 

“Your reputation precedes you, captain. I have heard from a friend in London how last year you discovered the perpetrator of a foul murder and unearthed a Royalist conspiracy. I have received from him valuable reports of further achievements bringing such ruffians to justice.”

Matthew nods and bows embarrassedly.

“I try to do my duty, sir.”

“More than adequately, captain. Now, if I wish to call upon your services, where might I find you?”

“I have yet to obtain suitable lodgings.”

“Then I will get someone to direct you to them.”

The governor rings a bell and a manservant enters.

“Adrian, see that captain Fletcher is furnished with appropriate accommodation. Better still, take him yourself to the best place in town.”

“I require only limited facilities, sir,” Matthew intervenes, anxious not to be burdened by ostentatious quarters beyond his means, “A single clean room in…”


“I fully understand, a soldier in these straightened times. Adrian, you will be guided by the captain’s particular situation.”

But Matthew has no wish to be encumbered by Adrian.

“Sir, I am acquainted with the town, I can find my own way.” 

“Ah, but that was before the war, captain. Nottingham like so many towns is a changed place. The privations of the struggle. What was once pleasant is no longer. It will be advisable to be guided by one who knows the current position.”

Mathew glances at Adrian, who nods knowingly. The governor gets up. The audience is at an end. Matthew also rises.

“Before I leave, sir, there is one matter. I understand an acquaintance of mine, Mrs. Jane Harmsworth has recently moved from London. If you could advise where I might find the lady.” 

The governor repeats the name several times, “Harmsworth, Harmsworth, Jane Harmsworth,” then with a glimmer of recognition, “I believe there is a lady of that name.”

“She is here?” Matthew says excitedly.

“She was…”

“If I could know where to find her.”

The governor looks at him suspiciously.

“You seem much in earnest, captain. I trust this concern for Mrs. Harmsworth is not your urgent domestic business?”

“Indeed not, sir,” Matthew says quickly and gravely, realising how easily he shows his interest, “I merely wish to present my respects. If you advise me of her residence.”

“I will look into it, captain.”

“You do not know where she resides?”

“It is not a matter that immediately comes to mind. I shall make enquiries.”


Sensing the governor’s irritation, Matthew thanks him for his trouble and leaves, accompanied by Adrian. Matthew is silent as they walk through the castle towards the gatehouse. He’s unsure whether the governor’s reticence is out of genuine ignorance of Jane’s whereabouts or disquiet with Matthew’s ardour. In the town Matthew turns in one direction, but Adrian gently takes his arm.

“Not that way, sir. It is not now as wholesome as it once was. As a soldier you will understand.”

Matthew stares down the street, then shrugs. He will allow the man to direct him, otherwise he might inform the governor which might not be wise. Some disreputable characters sidle past. Outward appearances can be deceptive and he’s been too long away. He studies Adrian as they walk. He’s not as young as he first thought, perhaps early thirties, his clothes, neat, well cut, yet not too flamboyant, appropriate to his station, smart enough to distinguish him from the herd, not too stylish for him to ape a gentleman. This man probably does know the town well and the governor is right for Matthew to be guided about fitting places to stay.

“I have in mind three places, sir,” Adrian says, “They are all acceptable, but…” 

“I am tired from the journey and have no wish to spend the rest of the day tramping the streets unnecessarily,” Matthew says grumpily, “I have no exacting standards to gratify as long as the lodging is clean, tidy and not too costly. If the first is acceptable, you may take me there.”

Adrian walks on without comment, soon arriving at what appears a small house, wedged between larger ones in a narrow street. Matthew glances at the modest exterior doubtfully. Perhaps he should not have been so adamant in the humbleness of his requirements. He’s about to suggest they move on to the second place when Adrian raps on the door. Matthew says nothing. The landlady answers the door. She seems a respectable, kindly soul. Adrian knows her and introduces Matthew, explaining he has come directly from the governor and asks if rooms are available.

“I have one vacated this morning, sir,” she says, smiling at Matthew, “It is my best room as you will see.”

Her opinion is well justified. It’s a room at the top of the house and Matthew immediately goes to the window, which looks directly above the adjoining properties with a view across the town.

“I’ll take it,” he says, “I’ll come back as soon as I can stable my horse.”

Back in the street Matthew turns to Adrian.

“Thank you, sir, you have been most obliging.”

“My duty, sir,” mirroring Matthew’s own response to the governor.

“You know the town well,” Matthew says, “You are a native?” 

“Bred and born.”

“Then there is another matter on which you may oblige me…”

“You wish to know about Mrs. Harmsworth?” 

Matthew is surprised.

“I overheard your conversation with the governor, sir.”

Matthew looks at him
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