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Chapter 1: The City at the End of the Route
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Lisbon appeared first as a pale interruption in the Atlantic haze: a low line of shore, a scatter of white buildings, then the steep, sunlit slopes above the river. The liner had been making eastward time for days, and the passengers had grown accustomed to measuring the world by the deck’s tilt, the meals, and the changing colour of the water. Now gulls wheeled around the funnels as if they had been waiting to inspect the ship’s manners.

Jo Quinn stood at the rail with her hat in one hand and a folded map in the other. The wind made the map snap against her wrist.

“Your city,” she said.

“Not mine,” Cecily replied. “I have merely read about it with great confidence.”

“That’s how most people acquire cities.”

Cecily leaned into the rail beside her. The morning air smelled of salt, coal smoke, and something faintly green from the land. Beyond the harbour mouth, the Tagus widened under the sky, busy with smaller craft. A vessel with two lateen sails crossed a patch of sunlit water; closer in, a tug nosed past a freighter as if the freighter had personally offended it.

The route from Havana had seemed straightforward when viewed on a chart. It had involved more days at sea than either woman cared to count, a stretch of weather that made the dining-room cutlery walk, and a succession of passengers who had become expert at explaining the proper way to cross an ocean. It had also given them time to sleep, read, argue over a map, and settle into the familiar ease of travelling together.

Not that a shared cabin had made the passage restful. Jo’s capacity for sleeping through a gale had struck Cecily as both enviable and vaguely suspicious. Cecily’s habit of waking to make a note of some half-remembered detail had, according to Jo, invited the sea to take an interest in her.

“You’re staring at the map again,” Cecily said.

“I’m checking the harbour entrance.”

“It hasn’t moved since breakfast.”

“Not for lack of trying, I expect.”

Jo folded the map against the wind. It was not a chart of Lisbon. It was the collection of working notes they had made across their previous journeys: routes, names, old references, scraps of copied wording, and arrows added by one or the other in the margins. Some details had become useful. Others had been crossed out, corrected, or kept only because Jo disliked throwing away paper that might one day defend itself.

The Lisbon mark had first caught their attention in that untidy accumulation. It recurred beside references to records passing through different hands, attached to brief notations that had little in common except their destination. The mark itself was slight: a place-name abbreviated by a clerk, followed by a small routing character. It appeared in their notes because they had noticed it more than once, not because either of them had yet seen the Lisbon records that might explain it.

Jo tapped the page with one finger. “There it is. Again. Lisbon, and that little hook.”

“Not a hook,” said Cecily. “A clerk’s attempt at an R.”

“Then it is a very unconvincing R.”

“Some clerks make a living proving that letters can be interpreted in several mutually hostile ways.”

She took the map from Jo, held it flat against the rail, and looked at the mark. The notation had travelled through the papers they had been able to consult elsewhere: Lisbon, then the uncertain letter, then an occasional reference to a forwarding office or a ledger. It pointed along a route in the same way a road sign pointed toward a town. It did not establish what had travelled, why, or who had had the right to send it.

That distinction mattered. They had both seen too many confident stories built on a single mark, a suggestive gap, or a name copied into the wrong column. The remaining search concerned an archive whose location and preservation were uncertain. Somewhere in the chain of transfers, records might have become separated from their indexes, hidden in a store, or forgotten under a description no one would think to consult. The aim was to find and understand the records, not to turn every object mentioned in them into a prize.

“We know it was used as a destination,” Cecily said. “At least, that is the most economical reading. It tells us that papers were directed here, or that someone thought they ought to be.”

Jo glanced at her. “But it doesn’t prove the papers arrived.”

“Correct.”

“Doesn’t prove an artifact came through the city.”

“Correct.”

“Doesn’t prove what was in the papers, if they did arrive.”

“Also correct. You’re getting alarmingly good at my work.”

“I’ve always been good at your work. It’s your vocabulary that slows me down.”

Cecily smiled despite herself. “The mark gives us a destination for records, not evidence that an artifact passed through Lisbon. It tells us where to ask first.”

“Harbor side?”

“The harbor is a promising place to find records of commerce. It is not necessarily a promising place to find anyone in a generous mood before lunch.”

“Then we shall have to be charming.”

“I had hoped for a more reliable strategy.”

The bell sounded from somewhere within the ship. Passengers began appearing on deck in hats and jackets, as though the land might require a formal introduction. A steward threaded his way through them with a message about baggage and landing arrangements. Near the companionway, an elderly man was trying to persuade a small terrier that Lisbon was not a suitable excuse to chew his cuff.

Jo turned her face toward the city. “We have enough to make a first request. Not enough to demand anything.”

“That is what I had in mind.”

“Good. I’m not prepared to perform outrage in a foreign office before I know where the door is.”

“You have performed outrage very effectively in several countries without knowing where the door was.”

“On those occasions, the door had already been found.”

Cecily folded the map and returned it. “We should keep the request narrow. We have a recurring forwarding mark and reason to think mercantile records may help us follow the route. We can ask who controls the relevant registers and what procedure applies to consultation.”

“And if they tell us to come back tomorrow?”

“Then we come back tomorrow, provided they tell us to.”

Jo gave her a sideways look. “You’re learning to enjoy not being in charge.”

“I am learning to distinguish between being in charge and being correct.”

“Is there a difference?”

“A surprising one.”

They had once set off with less agreement than this and more certainty than either deserved. Now neither had to persuade the other that the search was worth doing. The decision to keep travelling together had been made before the liner left Havana; their shared home had not. They had left that question open without treating it as a wound or an ultimatum. It could wait until there was a place to choose, and a day on which neither of them was preparing to board a ship.

Jo watched a tug turn into the river. “I’d like to see what the city says before we decide what it means.”

“So would I.”

“Then we start with the harbor-side records office.”

Cecily looked once more at the line of shore. The city’s buildings climbed away from the water in layers, their roofs catching the morning light. Lisbon did not announce that it had kept their answer. It did not announce anything at all. That, Cecily thought, was one of the more sensible qualities a city could possess.

The liner eased toward the harbour, its engines changing their note. Seagulls followed, quarrelling over nothing visible. Behind them, the Atlantic stretched away in a dull blue line. Ahead, the river carried the smell of land, smoke, and an industrious amount of other people’s business.

“Perhaps,” Jo said, “we’ll have a quiet day.”

“Perhaps the terrier will take up theology.”

They went below to prepare for landing.

The ship’s passageways had been designed by someone who believed human beings should meet each other at close quarters and apologise. Passengers queued outside cabins, stewards carried trunks, and a child raced down the corridor with a wooden horse under each arm. At the stairhead a steward announced, with the grave tone of a man describing an approaching weather system, that baggage would be brought to the landing in groups and should not be left unattended.

Jo looked at Cecily. “That sounds directed at you.”

“I have never abandoned a trunk.”

“You once followed one into the wrong hotel.”

“It had my initials.”

“On the luggage tag?”

“On the hotel register.”

They returned to their cabin for the papers. Jo checked their travel cases, then the small document wallet Cecily had kept close throughout the voyage. The notes were not extensive, but the route information had been collected carefully. They had enough to explain why they were asking. They did not have enough to make the answer seem inevitable.

Cecily tucked the wallet into the inner pocket of her coat. “No originals leave our hands unless we have a reason to show them.”

“Agreed.”

“And the little mark stays a clue, not a conclusion.”

“Agreed.”

Jo secured the case straps and tested each buckle. Her field habits were economical: pull, lift, check the seam, check the handle. A person who had once lost a bag in a river had no need to make a ceremony of remembering it. She tested Cecily’s case as well.

“I can do that,” Cecily said.

“I know. I was checking the buckle.”

“Mine or yours?”

“Both. It’s a generous buckle.”

Jo’s glance softened. “You’re the scholar. I’m allowed to be particular about straps.”

“I shall have it recorded in my notes.”

“Please put it under ‘local expertise.’”

They joined the passengers funneling toward the gangway. The ship’s officers directed them into lines, and the lines immediately took on the confused character of a family gathering in which no one had agreed who was responsible for the children. Trunks and cases appeared on the deck in uneven batches. Passengers pressed forward, only to be called back by a steward who had discovered that the pier was not yet prepared for a mass arrival.

Jo kept their two cases together. The larger was hers, well worn and marked by more than one old journey. Cecily’s was newer, but neither was likely to be mistaken for a gentleman’s hatbox. Jo threaded a length of cord through the handles and tied the ends in a knot that would not come loose by accident.

Cecily watched her. “Is that necessary?”

“No.”

“Then why are you doing it?”

“Because it will be useful if it becomes necessary.”

A porter lifted the joined cases, then stopped to ask which one was meant to be carried first. Jo directed him without impatience. When another passenger stepped forward to claim the same porter, she shifted the cases closer to the rail and kept a hand on the cord.

Cecily, meanwhile, found the ship’s purser and asked where the passengers should present their landing papers. The answer sent them to a desk at the other side of the deck, then back again, then to a small table beneath a notice that had been placed high enough to be read only by a tall man with a strong sense of duty. She returned to Jo with a slip of paper and an expression of polite disbelief.

“They have moved the desk,” she said.

“Where to?”

“To the place it was when I asked the first time.”

“Excellent. We’ve established continuity.”

“We have established that the desk has a more interesting life than we do.”

The crowd shifted as a gangway was lowered. A burst of noise rose from the quay: calls, bells, the thump of carts over uneven stone. Lisbon at close range was less a view than a rush of activity. Porters moved with improbable speed, customs men moved with purposeful slowness, and the space between seemed filled by travellers trying to carry too much at once.

Jo kept her palm against the nearest case. “Stay with me.”

“Always a safe instruction on a gangway.”

A man with a bulging valise cut between them. Jo moved to prevent the cord from catching on his handle. The cases swung, struck the rail, and settled against a stack of trunks that did not belong to them.

“Those are ours,” Jo said, catching the nearer one.

A porter pointed at the other case. “This one?”

“No.”

“Both?” he asked, gesturing at the whole stack.

“Only the two we brought aboard.”

“Ah.”

He lifted one of their cases onto a cart. Jo kept the second in hand while Cecily checked that their paper wallet was still secure. In the bustle it was a modest victory: the cases were still together, their papers were still with them, and no one had yet discovered a reason to examine the terrier.

They moved down the gangway in the wake of a group of passengers with far more luggage than their number could plausibly require. On the quay, the air had changed. It held the damp mineral smell of the river, the coal scent of the harbour, and the sharp savour of fish. A bell clanged somewhere inland. A vendor offered oranges in a voice that could have carried across the Atlantic without a cable.

The line for customs bent around a temporary barrier. A uniformed officer examined papers, made marks, and waved travellers on. Another man directed trunks to a separate inspection point. The system was not chaotic, Cecily decided; it merely appeared to have been designed by a committee in which each member had been assigned one piece of the puzzle and no one had been allowed to compare notes.

Jo set their cases down behind a row of steamer trunks. “We’ll do the papers first.”

“They may prefer the cases first.”

“Then we’ll discover that after we’ve done the papers.”

A clerk took Cecily’s landing document and asked the purpose of their visit. Cecily answered plainly: private research into the movement and preservation of mercantile records, with a request to learn the proper local procedure. She did not mention the British Museum until asked whether they represented an institution. When she did, she named it as her employer but made no claim on the office’s behalf.

The clerk looked from her paper to the cases. “How long will you remain?”

“We have not settled that.”

“Where will you stay?”

“We intend to find lodging in the city.”

He glanced at the line behind them. “You will have time to decide.”

“Thank you,” Cecily said.

The questions were neither suspicious nor welcoming. They were the ordinary business of a port, which was a relief. A request for archival consultation had no power to hurry customs. A professional title did not turn a passenger into a guest of the harbour. Cecily was content to be asked the same things as everyone else, though she would have preferred them in a more comfortable order.

The officer inspected the first case and asked what it contained. Jo listed clothing, books, papers, and the usual articles of travel. Cecily held the document wallet while he examined the clasp. He asked whether there were any antiquities.

“No,” Jo said.

It was a simple answer. Nothing they had brought aboard was an artifact. The objects they had encountered and left in local custody were not travelling with them. The Jade Rain Mask was where its custodians had decided it belonged; the Cartographer’s Rose was not in their baggage, nor the Haliç clock or the Java bronze bird. There was no protected object concealed under their shirts or tucked among their socks. Their present cargo consisted chiefly of sensible clothes and notes about where not to jump.

The officer waved the case through. The second took longer because its brass latch had acquired an opinion about opening. Jo worked it free while the officer watched. When it finally gave way, the lid rose with a small, triumphant creak.

“Your case has passed inspection,” Cecily said.

“Barely.”

“It may have resented the inquiry.”

“It resents most things. We have a great deal in common.”

The officer glanced into the case, saw folded clothing and a book, then allowed it to be closed. They moved to the next station to have their names recorded. This required waiting while the clerk finished a conversation with a man whose hat appeared to be the subject of a disagreement.

Jo stood beside the luggage. She did not try to hurry the clerk or leave their cases unattended. Cecily used the pause to look over the harbour. The quay was crowded, but the movement had a practical rhythm. A cart bearing sacks rolled past. Two sailors carried a plank between them. A small launch darted through the wake of a larger vessel, its occupants shouting warnings at each other in an affectionate fashion.

“We should find the records office before we go looking for a hotel,” Jo said.

Cecily turned. “If it is open.”

“If it isn’t, we’ll find out where to ask. We need to know what name they use for the thing we’re looking for.”

“We do not know which thing we’re looking for.”

“Exactly. Someone local can tell us what sort of office keeps the records. We can ask for directions without implying they owe us the room.”

Cecily considered the point. “The harbor-side office is a reasonable first approach.”

“Not a claim to access?”

“Not unless one of us has secretly been knighted by the filing cabinet.”

“I’d remember that ceremony.”

The clerk finished with the hat and turned to them. Cecily presented their papers. He recorded their names with care, asking her to repeat the second one. Jo leaned over and spelled Quinn, then stepped back without crowding him. He made the entry and returned the papers.

“Thank you,” Cecily said.

A porter offered to carry their luggage to a cab. Jo agreed only after making certain the cases were correctly marked. She kept one hand on the cord, walking beside him while Cecily followed with the document wallet. When a second porter tried to add a small trunk to their cart, Jo stopped him.

“Not ours.”

He gave her an amiable shrug and removed it. The cart had already begun to move.

“I admire your faith that luggage obeys its owners,” Cecily said.

“I don’t have faith in luggage. I have experience.”

A cab waited near the edge of the landing, its driver holding the reins with one hand and a cigarette with the other. Jo gave him the office’s name, describing it as a mercantile records office near the harbour rather than suggesting she knew the exact address. He asked which one. Neither woman had an answer.

Cecily produced the note they had made aboard ship. It contained the office name, an approximate location, and a question mark beside the street. The mark and the name had come from information already in their possession, not from any local record they had consulted. It was a starting point, no more.

The driver read the note. “You mean the Records Office by the old exchange?”

“Possibly,” Cecily said.

“There are two places with records.”

“Then one of them may be the place we want.”

He considered them, then named the district and pointed along the quay. “You will need the cab for the cases.”

“That seems likely,” Jo said.

He loaded the luggage while she watched. Cecily asked whether the office was open to visitors. The driver made a small turning motion with his fingers, the sort of gesture that meant the world might continue, but not on a schedule he was prepared to guarantee.

“You can ask,” he said.

“We intend to.”

“Good. Asking is free.”

“Not always,” Jo said, and paid him.

They rode inland through streets where the city rose in folds, one slope revealing another. The cab passed painted façades, shopfronts, a church whose bells were not in any hurry, and a square crowded with people going about the first business of the day. Lisbon had a way of making a short distance feel like a negotiation. The cab clattered along; the driver shifted gears; the horses—or perhaps only the cab’s springs—made a sound of grave objection.

Jo watched the route, noting turns and useful landmarks. Cecily, more slowly, read the building fronts. Neither tried to make a map of the whole city in a single glance. They had learned that a street remembered by its corner bakery was often more dependable than one remembered by its number.

“Is this where you expected to be?” Jo asked.

“I expected to be in a harbour office.”

“We’re at the harbour.”

“Technically.”

“Then the plan is succeeding.”

“I should like to see evidence of that.”

Jo indicated the case wedged between them. “We have all our luggage.”

“An argument of considerable force.”

The cab stopped before a long, practical building set back from the street. Its stone frontage had been patched in several places, and a pair of shutters stood open above a doorway marked with an official sign. On one side, a narrow passage led toward a courtyard; on the other, a commercial office displayed its wares in a window crowded with ledgers, inkwells, and a clock that had perhaps been repaired by optimism.

The cabman lifted down the cases. Jo paid him and took the handle of hers. Cecily settled her hat, checked the street name against their note, and looked at the entrance.

“Are you certain this is the place?” she asked.

“No,” Jo said. “But it’s the place to ask.”

The Lisbon Mercantile Records Office had a public counter on the ground floor and a notice in the entrance explaining that not all records were held in the same building. The notice listed several categories in Portuguese and one in French. Cecily read what she could. It told them that the office managed inquiries about commercial registers, but it did not promise that a particular collection was there, or that any visitor could consult it.

They stepped inside. The lobby was cooler than the street, with a stone floor worn smooth along the path to the counter. Behind a wooden partition, a clerk was sorting papers into neat piles. A man waited at the far end with a document held open in both hands. A woman in a dark shawl was asking directions in a low voice.

Jo left the cases just within the doorway, where they would not block anyone. She stood close enough to keep an eye on them. Cecily went to the counter.

A brass plate named the office. The clerk glanced up as she approached.

“Good morning,” Cecily said. “We would like to ask about the proper procedure for a consultation concerning mercantile records that may have been forwarded to Lisbon.”

The clerk listened, his expression attentive but guarded. Cecily gave their names and said that she was an antiquities specialist employed by the British Museum. Jo introduced herself as an independent researcher with practical experience in fieldwork. Neither described the other as an assistant.

“What records?” the clerk asked.

“That is what we are hoping to establish,” Cecily said. “We have encountered the same Lisbon forwarding mark in references to a group of records. We do not know whether the records arrived here, what office may have received them, or whether they remain accessible.”

She did not take the document wallet from her coat. There was no reason to show their notes unless the clerk asked, and the clue did not yet justify laying out the history of their search in a public lobby.

“Do you have an appointment?”

“No.”

“An introduction?”

“No.”

“Authorization from an institution holding the records?”

“We do not know which institution holds them.”

The clerk nodded, apparently satisfied that they had not invented an answer to disguise not having one. “Arrival in Lisbon does not provide access to the archive.”

“I quite understand,” Cecily said. “We are not asking to enter any repository now. We are asking who would be responsible for advising us on the request.”

He looked at Jo, then back at Cecily. “You need an archivist.”

“If one is available.”

“Wait here, please.”

The clerk disappeared through a side door. The man with the open document made a small show of moving to one side, then returned to the counter when a second clerk beckoned him. The woman in the shawl had her question answered and left. Street noise seeped through the open entrance: a cart rumbling past, a vendor’s call, the occasional chirp of a bird looking for lunch.

Jo waited by the luggage. “That went well.”

“He did not throw us into the street.”

“I had set a high bar.”

“Did you expect me to demand the keys to the archive?”

“I expected you to be tactful. I wanted to see whether it worked.”

“It appears not to have harmed anyone.”

“Excellent. Let’s keep doing it.”

Cecily turned to her. “There is no reason to be impatient.”

“I’m not impatient.”

“You’ve been watching the door as though it might run away.”

“It has a side entrance.”

“Ah. A reasonable concern.”

Jo leaned her shoulder against the wall, leaving space for the cases. Her coat had acquired a pale streak of harbour dust near the hem. “The clue is ordinary. If records went through a forwarding office, they may have been logged under the office’s own terms. We need to find out what that office calls the registers.”

“Or whether the mark indicates a destination at all.”

“Or whether it was used more than once for the same purpose.”

Cecily nodded. “We should not assume that every occurrence has the same meaning.”

“Then I’ll ask the archivist whether the mark is familiar, if we get that far.”

“If we get that far.”

The side door opened. The clerk returned, accompanied by a woman with a leather folder under one arm. She was in her middle years, her hair pinned back without fuss. She wore a dark jacket suited to the office and carried herself with the calm attention of someone accustomed to deciding which question needed answering first.

“Signora Faria,” the clerk said. “These visitors are asking about forwarded mercantile records.”

The woman set her folder on the counter but did not open it. “I am Madalena Faria,” she said in English. “I am the archivist responsible for consultation requests here. The clerk tells me you have a forwarding mark.”

“Only a recurring mark in references we have encountered elsewhere,” Cecily said. “We have not examined Lisbon records, and we do not know whether the records reached the city.”

“Good,” said Madalena. “That is a careful beginning.”

“I am Lady Cecily Ashford. This is Josephine Quinn.”

Jo gave a small inclination of her head. “Good morning.”

“Good morning. What is the subject of your request?”

Cecily explained in measured terms that their work concerned the movement, description, and preservation of a body of mercantile records whose route appeared to include Lisbon. They were not seeking to acquire an artifact or to establish ownership from a mark. They hoped to learn which office might hold relevant registers and what process governed a consultation.

Madalena listened without interrupting. When Cecily mentioned the British Museum, Madalena’s expression did not change.

“You are not requesting that the museum take custody of anything?”

“No,” Cecily said. “Our question is documentary. Any record found here would remain under the authority of its custodians. We would follow the office’s terms for access and reporting.”

Jo added, “We don’t know enough to say what the records describe. We’d rather not pretend otherwise.”

Madalena’s gaze moved between them. “That is still not an application to enter the archive.”

“We understand,” Cecily said.

“And the public counter cannot confirm that the material is here.”

“Of course.”

“I can take an initial verbal request and advise you what to submit next. I cannot tell you from a description in the lobby whether your records are held in this office, another office, a bonded store, or not at all.”

“That would be helpful,” said Cecily.

Madalena asked for the general period and the kind of commercial activity involved. Cecily gave broad answers, not more specific than their notes could support. She described the recurring mark as a possible forwarding notation associated with records, not a seal of origin and not proof of any artifact’s location. Jo answered a question about the marks’ appearance and stressed that she had seen them reproduced in earlier references, not on original Lisbon documents.

Madalena asked whether either woman had copied the Lisbon material.

“No,” Cecily said.

“Have you received a reply to an inquiry?”

“No,” said Jo.

“Have you sent one?”

Cecily paused. “We have not yet made a request here.”

Madalena nodded. “Then there is no file to consult under your names. I can leave a note for the relevant archivist and ask that a proper consultation be arranged. That would be only a request, not a promise of access. You should expect to provide a written description of the records you believe may be relevant, along with any supporting references you are permitted to share.”

“That sounds entirely reasonable,” Cecily said.

“What name should I put to the request?”

“Lady Cecily Ashford and Josephine Quinn,” Cecily said.

Madalena wrote their names in a small notebook she had taken from her pocket. She did not ask for their travel notes or inspect their papers. The note she made was limited to the fact that two visitors had asked how to submit a consultation request concerning possible mercantile records routed to Lisbon.

“Who will examine the request?” Jo asked.

“I will decide which archivist is best placed to advise on it. If the records are held elsewhere, I may be able to direct you to the appropriate institution. If they are not here, I will not invent them for your convenience.”

“I would be disappointed if you did,” Jo said.

Madalena’s mouth tilted slightly. “That is usually what people say before asking me to invent them.”

“I can promise not to ask until tomorrow.”

“Then I shall have time to prepare my refusal.”

Cecily glanced at Jo. “We’ll provide a written description if that is the next step.”

“Yes,” Madalena said. “You may leave the request with the clerk, or return when you have it ready. Do not send original documents through the post. Do not assume a forwarding mark is an index. It may have been nothing more than a direction to an office that no longer exists.”

“That is precisely why we are asking.”

“Then you have begun correctly.”

The clerk, who had returned to the counter, waited with a blank form. Madalena looked at it, then at the women.

“Today I have made a note of your verbal request. There has been no search and no examination of records. I cannot promise an answer by a certain time. You are welcome to return with a written description, and I will tell you how we proceed.”

“Thank you,” Cecily said. “We appreciate the guidance.”

Madalena closed her notebook. “The office is not a customs shed. Being in the city does not bring you through every locked door.”

“We would not expect it to,” said Jo.

“Some visitors do.”

“We are trying to avoid becoming those visitors.”

“That is a useful ambition.”

Madalena gave them the opening hours of the public counter, then returned her folder under her arm. She did not offer to show them the archive or to confirm that the papers existed. She did not say the recurring mark was known to her. She had heard their request, identified the person responsible for handling it, and stated the limits of what could be said from the public counter.

That was more than they had known when they walked in, and less than a discovery.

The clerk handed Cecily a small slip with the office’s address and counter hours. “You may return here with the written description,” he said. “Or ask for Signora Faria. Do not send it to the archive without her instruction.”

“We will not,” Cecily said.

Jo lifted the cases. “And the verbal request stays here?”

“The note remains with the office,” Madalena said. “Nothing has been sent elsewhere.”

“Thank you,” Jo said.

They took their luggage back toward the doorway. At the threshold, Cecily looked once at the sign above the counter. The office had not confirmed a single thing about the archive. Yet it had given their search a next step: make a written description, return to the public counter, and ask Madalena Faria how a proper consultation might be considered.

Outside, the city continued its ordinary business. A cart passed with a rattle that made one case shiver in Jo’s hand. Somewhere nearby, a bell marked an hour without asking whether they were ready for it.

Jo turned the slip between her fingers. “We know who controls the next question.”

“We know who handles the request,” Cecily corrected. “The next question remains to be asked.”

“Good. I’d hate to run out.”

They stood on the pavement, cases beside them, the harbour somewhere behind the buildings and the city rising in front of them. Neither took out the notes. Neither copied the clerk’s words or sent a message. They had arrived at the end of the route that brought them to Lisbon. The search, properly speaking, had not yet begun.

“Hotel first?” Jo asked.

“Yes,” Cecily said. “Then we can write the request without balancing a paper on a suitcase.”

“Shame. I was looking forward to the scholarship of the pavement.”

“Perhaps another day.”

They started toward the square, carrying everything they had brought and nothing they had not been given.
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Chapter 2: A Request Is Not a Key
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The written description took longer than the crossing.

That was Cecily’s opinion, at least, though the Atlantic had offered several days in which to reconsider it. In their hotel room the previous evening, she and Jo had spread their papers across a small table and tried to put into a few sentences what they knew, what they suspected, and what they had no right to claim. The table had wobbled whenever either woman rested an elbow on it. Jo had steadied one leg with a folded hotel bill, which seemed an appropriate use for the bill and an unkind one for the table.

They had finished before supper, then revised the description after supper, then read it again over coffee the next morning. Cecily had been particular about verbs. Jo had been particular about what the verbs could be made to sound like.

Now the fair copy lay folded inside Cecily’s document wallet.

“We have not said that the archive is here,” Jo said as they walked up the hill toward the records office. “We have not said that the mark proves anything came through Lisbon. We have not asked them to produce an artifact.”

“Nor have we asked them to produce an archive.”

“Good. An archive is heavier.”

“It is also less likely to fit in the cab.”

Jo’s smile was brief, but warm. The morning air held a trace of damp stone and the river’s salt. Lisbon’s streets climbed around them in bright, uneven tiers. A tram clanged somewhere ahead, then vanished behind a row of houses. Jo carried the smaller case; Cecily carried no luggage, though she had taken the wallet and a slim notebook she did not intend to use unless invited. She was becoming more comfortable with the distinction between preparedness and permission. The distinction had not become instinctive, but it had begun to feel less like an insult.

The records office had opened by the time they reached it. At the public counter the same clerk from the previous day received their names and went to find Madalena Faria. He did not ask to see their papers. Cecily did not offer them.

They waited in the lobby, where the day’s first visitors were already making careful inquiries. One man had brought a parcel wrapped in brown paper and tied so tightly that it appeared to resent its contents. A woman with a basket asked the clerk about a certificate. A porter came in with a stack of documents bound in string and set them down with the air of someone relieved to have them cease being his problem.

Jo watched the activity without appearing to. “Everyone here has brought a paper they think is more important than the paper beside it.”

“That may be true of the world generally.”

“Then this office has achieved an unusually honest arrangement.”

Madalena emerged through the side door. She had the same leather folder beneath her arm as the day before, and a small key ring in one hand. She acknowledged the clerk, then greeted the women.

“Good morning. You have prepared the description?”

“Yes,” said Cecily. “It is short.”

“Short is often useful. It does not guarantee accuracy, but it gives accuracy room to breathe.”

Jo glanced at Cecily. “We have been trying not to suffocate it.”

“I can believe that. Please come with me.”

Madalena led them away from the public counter, through a door and along a corridor whose walls bore framed notices in Portuguese. The consultation room was modest, with a high window, a rectangular table, and three chairs. A fourth stood near a narrow cabinet that was locked. The room smelled faintly of dust, ink, and soap. It had the unshowy order of a place where conversations were expected to produce paperwork.

Madalena set her folder on the table but did not open it. “This is a consultation room, not a reading room. We can discuss the request here. No records will be brought in.”

“We understand,” Cecily said.

Madalena gestured to the chairs. “Then sit, please.”

Jo waited until Cecily had chosen a seat, then took the one beside her. Not opposite. It was a small choice, familiar and unremarkable. Cecily placed the document wallet on the table but kept one hand over it.

Madalena sat opposite them. “Before I read anything, I should make the office’s position clear. We hold several former mercantile collections, and we advise on requests concerning records in our custody. We do not own every paper once used in trade, and we do not have authority over every collection that passed through this port. Some records were transferred to other institutions. Some remained with the firms or their successors. Some are not known to survive.”

“And some may be filed under names we haven’t thought to look for,” Jo said.

“That is possible. It is also possible they were never filed here. A routing mark is a clue about a route. It is not a claim ticket.”

Cecily felt the words settle into the room. Madalena had not said them sharply, but there was weight behind them. The distinction was one Cecily herself might have made in a lecture. Hearing it from the person responsible for consultation requests felt different. It reminded her that the archive was not waiting at the end of a scholarly argument like a prize.

“We agree,” she said. “The mark recurs in references we have encountered elsewhere. It may indicate a forwarding destination, or an office responsible for receiving papers. We do not know whether the papers arrived, or whether they remained together.”

“Could the mark refer to an individual?” Madalena asked.

“It could,” Cecily said. “The form is ambiguous. It might be an abbreviated office designation, a clerk’s routing notation, or something copied from an earlier record. We have no original Lisbon document to compare it with.”

“And you have not seen an index here?”

“No.”

“An inventory?”

“No.”

“An old catalogue?”

“No.”

Madalena inclined her head. “Good. Then we can be precise about what you have not seen.”

Jo leaned her forearms lightly on the table. “Our interest is in a chain of records. We have seen references to a mercantile archive and to material being forwarded through Lisbon. We want to know what records, if any, might document that transfer. We aren’t asking you to accept the chain as true. We’d like to learn the proper way to test it.”

“Is the chain connected to an object?”

“Possibly,” said Cecily. “But we have no evidence that the routing mark establishes the movement of an artifact. The mark may refer only to papers. Our request is documentary.”

“Would you expect the records to identify an object?”

“We cannot expect that,” Cecily said. “At most, a record might name a consignment, a business, or a destination. Even then, names can be copied, shortened, or repeated. A record would need to be read in context.”

“Would you seek to remove such a record from the office?”

“No,” said Cecily.

“Would you seek to copy it?”

“Not without permission. We are not asking for copies.”

“Would you publish it?”

“Not without the custodians’ terms and the necessary permissions,” Cecily replied. “The point of the consultation would be to understand whether a relevant record exists and what it can support. Any later reporting would be discussed with the office.”

Madalena turned to Jo. “And you?”

Jo did not answer at once. She had a way of looking direct without making a performance of candour. “I agree. We won’t remove, copy, or publish anything without permission. If the office decides the material should not be disclosed, that decision stands. If the terms include limits on what we can tell people outside this room, we’ll observe them.”

“Even if the material is inconvenient?”

“Yes.”

“Even if it contains information that would be useful to your search?”

“Yes.”

“Even if you believe a commercial claimant is looking for the same records?”

Jo’s jaw shifted, but her answer remained level. “Yes.”

Madalena studied her. “You sound as though you have considered that possibility.”

“We have,” Jo said. “We don’t know that anyone else is looking. We do know that interests in old records can become complicated when somebody believes they contain a route to property.”

“Or a route to money,” Cecily said.

“Or a route to a story someone would rather tell before the documents are read.”

Madalena tapped one finger against the folder. “And you would not use an office record as leverage in a private dispute?”

“No,” said Jo. “Not without the office’s authority to disclose it, and not by pretending a document says more than it does.”

The answer seemed to satisfy something, though not enough to end the discussion. Madalena was not required to trust them on the basis of two agreeable sentences. Neither woman had asked her to.

She drew the folded description toward her. “May I read it?”

“Certainly,” Cecily said.

Madalena opened the wallet only after Cecily had removed the sheet and offered it. She read without hurrying. The page was one side only, written in Cecily’s clear hand. It described a repeated Lisbon routing mark in references known to the women; their interest in determining whether any mercantile registers or former business collections might contain documentation of a transfer; the limits of their present evidence; and their request for guidance on the correct procedure. It named Cecily’s employment at the British Museum and Jo’s independent research, but did not claim to speak for any institution other than themselves.

Madalena read it twice. “You call the mark a ‘possible forwarding notation.’”

“Yes.”

“Why not ‘forwarding mark’?”

“Because the examples we have are not all from original documents,” Cecily said. “Some are references to the mark. It may have been copied inaccurately, or the abbreviation may have another meaning.”

“Good. You mention a body of mercantile records.”

“We don’t know whether they form one body,” Jo said. “That phrase may suggest a unity we can’t establish.”

“Then why use it?”

“Because ‘a number of papers of unknown origin’ is accurate but not particularly helpful.”

Madalena looked at her. “You see the difficulty.”

“I do. We tried ‘a possible group of records,’ but it sounded as though we were trying to make a collection appear by adjective.”

Cecily said, “We are happy to change it.”

“Perhaps ‘references to mercantile records’ would be safer. The request is about the records you have encountered, not proof that a complete archive exists.”

Cecily considered the wording. “That is fair.”

“Would you like to amend the description?”

“If you advise it.”

“I advise that you say what you mean. I do not write your request for you.”

Cecily took the pencil from her case. “Then I’ll amend the phrase.”

She made the change in the margin, striking through the words with one neat line rather than blotting them out. Madalena watched but did not reach for the pencil.

“Would the office keep this?” Cecily asked.

“Not yet. It is a proposed written request. I can retain it as part of the consultation file if the custodians accept the request for consideration. Until then, I can discuss it with you and tell you what process applies. I will not treat the paper as authorization to search.”

“Of course.”

“And you should not assume that my reading it means the request has been granted.”

“We don’t,” Jo said.

“Many visitors hear ‘we will consider it’ as ‘yes, but later.’ It does not mean that. It means the custodians will consider it.”

Jo gave a small nod. “Understood.”

Madalena placed the page squarely on the table. “I am the archivist responsible for consultation requests. I can advise you and prepare the matter for the custodians’ decision. I do not grant access to a collection simply because I have heard a persuasive account. The office’s rules apply to every request, including those from institutions with distinguished names.”

Cecily felt the faint pressure of the British Museum’s title in the room, not because Madalena had treated it as a threat, but because Cecily knew how easily it could function as one. She had used it for years as a credential, a door-opener, a shorthand for training and seriousness. Here it established no claim. That was not an affront. It was a useful correction.

“I would expect that,” she said. “My position is relevant to who I am and why I’m asking. It gives me no authority over records held here.”

“Good. The same is true of a private researcher’s experience.”

Jo’s mouth tilted. “I shall put that on a card.”

“Please do not use my name on it.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it.”

Madalena’s expression suggested she had heard similar dreams before. “There is another distinction. If a record names a shipment or a person, it does not tell you automatically what was inside, who had lawful authority, or what any named person knew. A ledger can make a neat line. The world that produced it is rarely neat.”

Cecily said, “That is precisely why we want context before drawing conclusions.”

“Then we are at least speaking about the same sort of caution.”

Jo glanced at the page. “The description doesn’t give the names we’ve seen in the earlier references.”

“Should it?” Madalena asked.

“Not unless you need them to identify a series. At present, they don’t identify one. We could include them if the office asks, but I don’t want to turn a consultation request into a list of people who may or may not be relevant.”

“That is sensible. Names may be useful in a search, but they can also prejudice it. Do not send me more than is necessary.”

Cecily caught the phrase send me and looked at the paper. “Would you prefer that we leave this description today?”

Madalena paused. “I have not yet determined whether the request should proceed to a written filing. First I need to see whether there is a category within our holdings that could reasonably relate to it. I can do that through the office’s public finding aids, with you present. That is not the same as examining the records themselves.”

“Are we permitted to consult the public finding aids?” Jo asked.

“Yes. They are available at the public table. They do not contain the original records. They may be incomplete, and they use terms that reflect the office’s own arrangement. You may look at the finding aids there. I will explain what I can. You may not take them away or make copies unless their posted conditions permit it.”

“And if we see a reference that looks promising?” Cecily asked.

“You can tell me what caught your attention. I will determine whether it can support a formal request. You will not then be entitled to inspect the record.”

“Understood.”

“Nor should you cite a finding aid as though it were the record itself.”

“We wouldn’t,” Cecily said.

Madalena’s look was mild. “You would be surprised how often an index becomes a quotation once it has crossed a desk.”

“We’ll be careful.”

“I have no doubt you intend to be. Intent and effect are not always the same thing.”

There was no accusation in it, but the words found their mark. Cecily thought of catalogues in London, of tidy entries that had traveled farther than their sources, of objects with acquisition histories reduced to a few lines in a printed book. A list could preserve information; it could also flatten the circumstances that gave the information meaning. She had spent years correcting old catalogue assumptions and had still found new ones in her own drafts.

Madalena folded the description again, then returned it to Cecily. “For now, keep this with you. We have not accepted a formal request, and I have not searched the records. We can first see whether the public finding aids point to an appropriate collection.”

“Thank you,” Cecily said.

“Before we do that, I want to ask one more question. Are you willing to have your consultation confined to the indexes at first? If the office later approves access, the relevant indexes would be consulted under supervision. That would not include the underlying registers.”

“Yes,” Cecily said.

Jo nodded. “Yes.”

“And you understand that even an index entry may be restricted?”

“Yes,” said Jo. “The office decides what may be seen.”

Madalena stood. “Then we will see what the public finding aids can tell us about the kinds of records we hold. Nothing more.”

Jo rose as well. Cecily put the description back inside the wallet. She had expected the first meeting to be mostly explanation. It had been, though not quite the explanation she would have preferred. They had not advanced toward a location. They had advanced toward the right to ask a better question.

That was something.

The public finding-aids table stood in a side room off the main corridor. It was long, scarred wood, set near a window that looked onto an inner courtyard. The table held printed guides, bound catalogues, a set of card drawers, and two boards with handwritten notices. A small brass sign specified that materials at the table were for consultation in the room. One of the card drawers had a label that had been corrected by hand; the correction itself had been corrected again.

Madalena turned the sign so it faced them. “These are the public guides. The clerks can assist with the catalogue, but I will stay with you because your question touches several collections. We begin with descriptions, not records.”

Jo looked at the drawers. “Are the cards arranged by business name?”

“Some are. Others are arranged by the name of the office that received the records, or by the date of a transfer. There is no single arrangement across all collections.”

Cecily glanced down at the printed guide. “And the business names may have changed.”

“They often did. A firm might be known by its founder, by a successor, or by a short form used on invoices. A forwarding house might appear under the name of an agent rather than the owner of the goods. A warehouse could keep its own book while the commercial house kept another. If the papers were transferred later, they may have been described under the transferor rather than the original business.”

Cecily set her bag beneath the table. “That is a difficult catalogue.”

“It is an honest one,” Madalena said. “Difficulty is not always a defect.”

“No,” Cecily replied. “Though it is often unpopular.”

“Among whom?”

“Researchers.”

“They are welcome to complain. They are not welcome to rearrange the cards.”

Jo smiled. “That seems a sound policy.”

Madalena indicated the first guide. “This is a general survey of the office’s former mercantile holdings. You may read it here. It is a finding aid. It does not confer access to the collections described.”

Cecily opened the guide carefully. The paper was thicker than the sheets in her own notebook, the type arranged in compact blocks. The descriptions named shipping companies, insurance offices, customs brokers, and several firms whose operations had crossed between the riverfront and the warehouses farther inland. Some entries referred to “store accounts”; others to “forwarding records,” “receipts,” “bonded goods,” or simply “commercial books.” A few had been transferred from other offices. Some had no dates beyond a broad span. The terms overlapped without being interchangeable.

Cecily read the headings twice. “The guide uses ‘forwarding’ for both an office and a transaction.”

“It can mean either,” Madalena said. “In one collection it describes the work of the firm. In another it describes the transfer of the papers to this office.”

“Does ‘bonded goods’ refer to goods held under customs authority?”

“Usually. But not every record under that heading concerns the same kind of custody. Some firms kept accounts for storage. Some kept claims, charges, or insurance notes. The office’s descriptions were made at different times and by different people.”

“Then the categories are partly functional and partly administrative.”

“Correct.”

Jo leaned toward the guide but did not touch it. “If a record was transferred from a bonded store, it could have been catalogued by the store rather than by the company that sent it?”

“It could,” Madalena said. “It could also be under the receiving firm, the warehouse, the customs intermediary, or the office responsible for the transfer. That is why the mark alone cannot tell you where to look.”

Cecily turned a page. “There is a section here for wharf and storage accounts.”

“Yes.”

“And another for agents’ registers.”

“Yes.”

“They might both include a forwarding notation.”

“They might. Or the notation might appear in neither. You have not yet shown me an original example, and I would not advise changing that. The descriptions in your sources are not enough to identify a single series.”

Jo folded her hands on the table. “Suppose the mark refers to an office that no longer exists. Would the records be under the office, or under the next place they went?”

“That depends on who received them and how the transfer was documented. It also depends on whether the records arrived as a collection or were separated. The registry may preserve a record of a transfer without preserving the papers that were transferred.”

“So the trace may remain even if the thing does not.”

“Yes.”

“And the thing may remain without the trace.”

“Yes.”

Jo let out a breath. “That is not encouraging.”

“It is not discouraging either,” Madalena said. “It is simply the state of the question.”

Cecily heard a faint smile in Jo’s voice. “You’re going to like her.”

“I already do.”

Madalena looked up. “I am sitting here.”

“I said you were likeable,” Jo said.

“Then I will try not to let it affect the proceedings.”

Cecily found a reference to a cluster of collections described as “river and bonded-store records.” The printed guide summarized them as accounts and inventories from former storage businesses operating near the commercial quay. The dates were broad. A note beneath the heading said that some associated records had been transferred from an earlier office, though the transfer was not fully documented in the public description.

“This seems nearer to our subject,” Cecily said, careful to say subject rather than answer.

Madalena read the entry over her shoulder. “It is nearer to a type of record you have described. It does not establish that your references concern these holdings.”

“Agreed.”

“Would you like to look at the index to the guide?”

“Is that also public?” Jo asked.

“The card index is public. The original shelf index is not at this table.”

“Thank you for making the distinction.”

Madalena opened one of the card drawers. She did so herself, then angled it so that the women could read the first rows. The cards bore headings in several hands, some typed, some handwritten. Cecily read “warehouse accounts,” “bonded stores,” “river offices,” and “transfers.” On a few, terms were cross-referenced to other headings.

A card under “bonded stores” sent them to “river warehouses.” Another, under “receiving agents,” directed them to the records of an unnamed forwarding office. The reference number on that card had been crossed out and replaced with another. Cecily could not tell whether the correction represented a shelf move, a catalogue revision, or an error discovered later.

She looked at Madalena. “Would that change be explained in the detailed index?”

“It may be. It may refer to a transfer made before the present arrangement. We should not infer its meaning from the corrected card alone.”

“Understood.”

Jo studied the cross-references. “There are several ways into the same group.”

“Several possible ways,” Madalena said. “Not necessarily one group. The guide was assembled from descriptions that had been prepared for different purposes. A card can
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