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To Holly Shepherd-Robinson

This new forth-setting of an old mystery is cordially offered
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Author’s Note

A complete guide to the method of fortune telling, as well as a full list of the meanings of the cards, can be found in The Square of Sevens: An Authoritative System of Cartomancy by Robert Antrobus (John Gowne, 1740). The first edition is extremely rare, but the second edition, edited by E. Irenaeus Stevenson (Harper and Brothers, 1897), will meet the needs of any fledgling cartomancer.




‘The truth may be stretched thin, but it never breaks, and it always surfaces above lies, as oil floats on water.’

Miguel de Cervantes, Don Quixote




[image: There are seven rows of playing cards with three cards in each row. The cards are three of clubs, ace of hearts, eight of spades, nine of diamonds, five of clubs, queen of spades, ace of spades, eight of diamonds, king of hearts, seven of spades, four of clubs, three of hearts, ace of clubs, ten of clubs, queen of diamonds, knave of clubs, nine of clubs, six of spades, four of spades, ten of spades, and nine of hearts.]



BOOK ONE
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Concerning a fortune told of Mr Robert Antrobus




[image: A map of Bath in 1735, located north of the Avon River. The labelled locations are Robert Antrobus’s house, Missus Davenport’s house, King’s Bath, pump room, assembly rooms and theatre, Mister Leake’s bookshop, White Hart Inn, Bath Abbey, The Grove, Bartholomew and Letitia Jennings house, and major squares, streets, and gardens.]



CHAPTER ONE

[image: An eight of spades playing card.]

Eight of spades, influenced by a heart: an illness to another, dear to one.



PEOPLE LIKE TO say they seek the truth. Sometimes they even mean it. The truth is they crave the warm embrace of a lie. Tell them they’re going to be rich or fall in love, and they walk away whistling. Give them the hard, unvarnished truth, and you’re looking at trouble. Now I am told to do just that. Tell the truth and nothing but. Well, my story begins with a story, it begins with a lie.

November, 1730. I never knew precisely where. A few hours’ walk south of Tintagel. A neap tide and a quarter moon. A rain that fell in fat, cold droplets like quicksilver. It ran off the inn sign in a torrent, washing away a crust of soot and salt, revealing a queen’s head and bright beads of scarlet blood. I edged closer to the door and the light and the warmth, straining to hear over the patrons’ laughter. Father was weaving one of his tales: a sick man and a motherless child (that part true), a robbery on the road and a dead dog (that part lie).

‘I don’t care if you’re St Christopher himself,’ came the innkeeper’s retort. ‘I said no gypsies.’

‘I am not a gypsy, sir,’ Father said. ‘I am a cunning-man, a—’ I heard a crash, a splintering of china.

Father emerged from the door, grim-faced. ‘I tried, Red. It’ll have to be that barn we passed a mile back.’

I whispered a curse to Joan the Wad, licked my thumb, and pressed it against the wall of the inn. A departing couple had followed Father out, and the woman frowned. ‘She’s not yet ten years old. She should be in bed.’

The trouble with being a child, was people expected you to act like a child. To cry over a late night, or a missed meal. A year on the road is worth two in a town, Father liked to say, which, by my reckoning, made me fourteen rather than seven. Yet I smiled up at her, wide-eyed, clutching Joan the Wad like a toy, and her expression softened.

‘Try the Seven Stars,’ she said, in a kindlier tone. ‘It’s about a quarter-mile out of town.’

The man by the woman’s side had edged into the shadows, lowering his head to hide his face beneath his cloth hat. Father had taught me about fishing towns. How the women took up with other men while their husbands were away at sea. I often saw it in their eyes when I told their fortunes. The men suspicious, often seeking the name of a rival, the women tormented over worthless choices. Then they had the brass to tell you when you should and shouldn’t be in bed.

‘The Seven Stars?’ Father murmured. ‘Aye, we would be thereabouts.’

‘Do you know it?’ I asked.

He merely grunted, tipping his wide-brimmed hat to the woman, and we battled on through the rain. Like most Cornish ports, the town was a maze of ancient, narrow streets. My numb feet slipped upon the cobbles, my hair plastered to my icy cheeks. To my frustration, Father kept stopping to rest. Some weeks ago, we’d passed through a village where the mood had turned ugly. A farmer had accused us of souring his milk, and his friends had ducked Father in a millpond to see if he would float. Ever since, his chest had troubled him, the hollow rattle of his breathing keeping us both awake at night.

On the outskirts of town, we turned onto a steep road that climbed a windswept headland, the waves crashing against the rocks far below. The inn looked as if it had stood there on the clifftop for a thousand years or more. An arch with a lantern above it led to the stable yard, which was surrounded by timber buildings, some tiled, some thatched. A strong smell of fried fish greeted us as we staggered into the taproom. The drinkers stared.

Father cut a tall, striking figure in his long indigo coat embroidered with hieroglyphs and hexafoils. On his back, he carried a knapsack, tied to it a cumbersome arrangement of bedroll, market wallet, and leather portmanteau. The rain was dripping from his hat and he pushed it back on his head. I found the change in him disturbing. All the fat had gone out of his face. He asked the innkeeper if there was a room for the night.

‘Gypsies, is it?’ The man had mean eyes, ink-stained fingers and a hard, thin mouth.

‘I am a pellar, sir,’ Father said. ‘A Cornish cunning-man.’

The innkeeper shrugged, as if he didn’t understand the difference. ‘Two shilling a night,’ he said. ‘Supper, three shilling for two. If ye wants to be selling fortunes or like what-not in my taproom, then I’ll take half.’

We were being fleeced and royally so, but we were used to that. Give us greed over hate, over fear, even over charity. There was much less chance of things going wrong.

The landlord’s eye fell upon Joan the Wad. ‘What’s that witchcraft?’

People often had that reaction to Joan’s twisted wicker limbs and braids of woven horsehair. Afraid their comments would hurt her feelings, I’d had Father make her a patchwork dress much like my own. One day, I’d make her a crown out of a nugget of purest gold, and then all our journeys would receive her nod of good fortune.

‘She’s just a doll, a child’s plaything,’ Father said, and I pressed my fingers over her ears so she couldn’t hear.

Father gave me a nod, and while he signed the register, I counted out the coins from the purse at my belt. The innkeeper studied the pile of shillings I laid on his counter, selected one and bit it. I smiled at him sweetly. These were no butchered bobs, filed farthings and the like. Father had carved the mould from chalk and mixed the metal in his crucible. Possessing smaller and steadier hands, I had stamped the coins myself, and polished them up with aqua fortis and cream of tartar. The innkeeper grunted, sweeping the coins into the pocket of his apron.

The rooms we were given overlooked the dung heap in the stable yard and smelled as one would expect. Yet the place was warm and dry, and when I ran my hand over the mattress of the large oaken bed, only one or two lice scuttled out. Father sank into an old leather chair in the parlour and asked the innkeeper, Mr Chenoweth, for a bottle of brandy. ‘And food for my daughter. A pie, something like that.’

‘Father, please eat.’ Joan the Wad had told me to make sure that he did.

He waved me away. ‘Brandy will revive me.’

‘Another two shilling for the brandy,’ Mr Chenoweth said. ‘If you read my cards tomorrow, you can have it for half.’

‘My daughter will do so gladly.’

He gave me a contemptuous glance. ‘She’s just a child.’

‘Seven years old, and more gifted than any cartomancer you will ever meet.’

The innkeeper stared at Father intently. ‘Do I know you, sir?’

Father gave him a long look. ‘I don’t believe so.’

He frowned. ‘My mistake.’

After he’d gone, I scowled at the door. ‘If I read his cards tomorrow, he’ll learn some hard truths.’

Father smiled. ‘I don’t doubt it. But soften it, will you, my love? We need his goodwill. Remember what happened with that farmer.’

Guilt made me fierce in my defence. ‘I can’t help what’s in the cards.’

‘I know,’ he said gently. ‘But sometimes you scare people. We don’t want to end up in any more millponds, now do we?’

Father was in a strange mood that night. Several times he went to the window to look out at the stable yard, and he seemed unusually distant in his talk. In bed, I whispered about it to Joan the Wad, but she didn’t know why. When I awoke the next morning, the brandy bottle was empty.

Father’s chest seemed worse. Nor was the weather any better, and when I asked him if we could stay another night, to my surprise, he agreed without argument. Two nights turned into three, then four. On our fifth night, we made the acquaintance of a doctor named Kilderbee, who was staying at the inn on his way to St Ives. He declared an interest in natural remedies, and Father offered to show him his herbal grimoire the following morning.

When the doctor came to our rooms, I was sent outside as the weather was brighter. I ran across the grass to the edge of the cliff, my hair blown wild by the wind. Worming forward on my belly, clutching Joan the Wad very tight, I discovered that we could look right down the face of the cliff to the rocks below. My head swam and my stomach lurched, even as danger held a strange allure. When I could stand it no longer, I gathered a pile of stones and stood back from the edge, hurling them out to sea. The sun gave the tips of the waves a shine like the inside of a seashell, the little fishing boats like the toys of Bolster the Giant.

When I returned to our room, Father was sitting in his chair, lost in thought. I put my hand on his arm, he ran his fingers through my tangled red curls, and told me to put on my cap and mind my books. Our small library travelled with us on the road: an almanac; Father’s grimoire and magical books; and a few battered novels. My favourite was Don Quixote, the adventures of a mad Spaniard who had become a knight errant at the age of fifty. Father often read it to me aloud, and I knew all Quixote’s quests by heart. I turned the pages slowly, whispering the stories to Joan the Wad, but rewriting them to give them better endings. I imagined Father as Quixote, me as his vengeful squire, finding the constables who’d beaten him and making them beg for their lives, enjoying the humiliation of the men who’d ducked him in the millpond.

That night at supper, a gentleman, a new arrival, was seated at the next table, and several times I caught him staring at Father and I. The dining room was hung with paintings of ships, and as the walls and floor were all askew, and the roar of the sea faintly heard, it was easy to imagine yourself aboard one. Mr Chenoweth’s pot-boy cleared our plates, and in the lull, the man leaned over and introduced himself. ‘Robert Antrobus, a visitor to these parts from the city of Bath.’

Father shook his hand. ‘George the Tenth of Kernow, glad to know you, sir.’

This delighted Mr Antrobus. ‘I had no idea I was in the presence of royalty. You are, I think, a gypsy king?’

When he smiled, two little red circles formed high on his lightly lined cheeks. Throw into his lap a parcel of knitting, and with his snow-white wig and tortoiseshell spectacles, he would have resembled a benevolent grandmother. Not that I had much knowledge of grandmothers, benevolent or otherwise, but I knew such women existed, for I had told their fortunes.

‘I am no gypsy,’ Father said, ‘though I hold the Romani people in naught but the highest regard. Neither am I a king, but merely the tenth man named George in a long line of cunning-men. My forefathers have walked this land since the days of the Saxon invaders.’

‘Which makes you a king indeed.’ Mr Antrobus raised his glass and they drank.

‘My daughter, Red,’ Father said.

‘Red,’ Mr Antrobus repeated, beaming at me. ‘An unusual name, but I rather like it.’

He made no jokes about my hair, and I liked him better for it. All told, he looked a very good catch indeed. Soft, plump hands; his coat a fine brown woollen broadcloth with silver-gilt embroidery; his watch chain indisputably gold.

I inclined my head. ‘I am very happy to make your acquaintance, sir.’

‘What pretty manners,’ he exclaimed. ‘Your daughter does you credit, Mr George.’

‘Indeed she does. Her mother was a lady, and I have endeavoured to teach her a lady’s comportment and speech.’

‘Then her mother . . . ?’

‘Taken from us before her time. Red has never known a mother’s care.’

‘I regret to hear it.’ He peered sympathetically at me. ‘But I don’t believe you have made all the introductions.’

I smiled, liking him more. ‘This is Joan the Wad, sir. The Queen of the Piskies. Show her respect and she’ll light your journey, but if you are unkind to her, she’ll call down the mist and lead you astray.’

‘Then I am in the presence of royalty!’ He sketched a little bow in her direction. ‘I’d never dream of showing anything but respect to Her Majesty.’

‘Do you have children of your own, sir?’ Father said.

‘Alas, no. I am a bachelor. Rather more by accident than design.’ He took a sip of wine and changed the subject. ‘I have never had the good fortune to meet a cunning-man before, though I have studied the ancient traditions that survive in the furthest reaches of this realm. That is my avocation, an antiquarian. I have published several volumes on our island’s history to some small acclaim.’ He smiled modestly, glowing a little pink. ‘Lately I have been studying the language of the Romani, hence my rather clumsy introduction.’

‘Is it your studies that bring you here to Cornwall?’ Father asked.

‘A rather more sombre matter. I was called to the bedside of an ailing cousin, who regrettably died of his illness two weeks ago. I would have returned to Bath by now, had I not learned that the dear man left me a small bequest: a farm and some other landholdings. My intention is to sell them, but I have been forced to wait while some rather tiresome legal entanglements are resolved. In the meantime, I felt a little sea air would do me good.’ He patted his chest.

Father eyed him appraisingly. ‘Perhaps you desire a charm or amulet to bring you fortune in your affairs? Or a horoscope to consult the fates? I see from your expression that you are sceptical, sir.’

Mr Antrobus chuckled. ‘I confess I struggle to believe that if I buried an egg and a packet of pins under an oak tree on full moon, it would ease the passage of probate.’

‘For a matter of money, I too would advise against using an egg,’ Father said. ‘Yet you should not dismiss our arts too lightly. There is a reason they have endured. They hold more power than your science, and have more adherents than your reason.’

‘Hence my interest. Anything that holds the common people in thrall is worthy of closer study, however implausible.’

It was my task, at such moments, to sit modestly and hold my tongue. People felt soothed by the presence of a child, their fears and suspicions allayed.

‘My daughter understands the powers of which I speak,’ Father said. ‘She is herself already adept at the art of cartomancy. We use an ancient method that has been passed down in my family from pellar to pellar for generations. That’s what people here call the cunning-folk.’

Mr Antrobus nodded. ‘Etymology, I believe, tells us that “pellar” derives from the word “expellers”. Is that another of your talents? Driving out witches and evil spirits?’

‘True witches are rare in the modern age,’ Father said. ‘More often than not, the finger of suspicion is pointed at women who have committed no crime greater than growing old without a husband. For that reason, when I am asked to undertake such work, I tend to decline.’

‘I would be interested in hearing more about your work, sir. If you were able to spare the time?’

I waited for Father to name a price, but to my surprise, he only regarded Mr Antrobus thoughtfully. ‘We will talk, and Red will tell your fortune.’

These words were barely spoken, when the door to the cliffside burst open, and a blast of freezing, salty air extinguished the candles. A figure strode into the dining room, his hair wild and demonic in the moonlight. Something glinted in his hand, as he moved towards us.

Father rose from his chair, his staff levitating to his hand. Mr Antrobus uttered a little cry, pushing himself back into his chair. I scraped back my own chair, snatching up a knife from the table. Father had instructed me to flee if ever his enemies caught up with us, but I would not leave him to face them all alone. His staff scythed through the air, sweeping the figure’s legs out from under him. I darted in, pressing my knife against his throat.

Somebody screamed. A glare of light filled the room. Mr Chenoweth appeared, holding up a lantern. ‘Shut that damn door,’ he said.

The inn’s scrawny pot-boy was on the floor. He flinched from my knife. In his hand, he held a small hand rake, which he let drop.

‘Thatcher left it in the stable yard,’ he stammered.

Rising, my face colouring, I dropped the knife onto the table, and then guided Father’s taut body back to his chair. I had never fully understood his fear – nor the identity of the mysterious enemies who inspired it – but it was always brimming in his watchful gaze, spilling over in moments like this.

Mr Antrobus was making fulsome apologies, smoothing things over with Mr Chenoweth.

I bent to pick up Joan the Wad. ‘Father, it draws late. We should go to bed.’

‘Your daughter speaks sense, sir,’ Mr Antrobus said, turning. ‘That lad gave us all a fright. Let us continue our discussion tomorrow over supper.’

Still with those haunted eyes, Father allowed me to walk him back to our rooms. I lit candles, and he collapsed into his chair.

‘Who did you think he was?’ I asked. ‘The pot-boy?’

He beckoned me forward with a candle to light his pipe. The tobacco crackled softly, as he drew deeply, then exhaled. ‘What did you make of him? Mr Antrobus?’

I frowned, wanting an answer to my question. ‘He seemed kind. Though something troubles him behind his smiles.’

‘I feel as if I know him. As if I have met him before.’

‘Like the innkeeper did with you?’ I was still curious about that conversation. Every time I’d tried to bring it up, he’d avoided my questions. Yet I was convinced Father had stayed at this inn before.

‘No,’ he said. ‘Not like that.’

I sighed. ‘Where would you have met Mr Antrobus? In London?’ I knew my father had spent time in that city prior to my birth.

He pointed with his pipe to the cards on the table, and it took me a moment to work out what he meant.

‘You think he’s my king of diamonds?’

Every time he’d told my fortune, that card appeared, influenced by a heart. It figured a kind and sensitive man, easily moved in his mood.

‘How can you be sure? We barely know him.’

He answered me roughly. ‘Because I have to be.’

The bleakness of his expression made my throat close up. I remembered the grave face of Dr Kilderbee when I’d seen him in the taproom earlier. Father’s long silences ever since their talk. The way he’d started looking at me when he thought I was unaware.

That was the moment when I realized my father was dying.




CHAPTER TWO

[image: An ace of hearts playing card.]

Ace of hearts, influenced by a club: a talent or gift to be made much of.



THE ROOM WAS silent save for the whisper of the cards.

Outside a storm raged – a match for the one building inside of me – but there in our small parlour, filled with the scent of a birchwood fire, all eyes were fixed on the pack of cards I shuffled seven times.

‘Do you have a query for the cards?’ I asked. ‘A matter of money? Or the heart? It helps to know the generality, if not the particular.’ I always began this way, and I rarely stumbled over the longer words any more.

Mr Antrobus thought for a moment, and some private emotion seemed to mist his lively black eyes. ‘A matter of the heart,’ he said. ‘Yes, why not?’

The candle flames flickered, as a particularly violent gust of wind rocked the inn, followed by a-slithering and a-shattering of dislodged roof tiles. I held out the shuffled pack. ‘You must take three wish-cards. Keep them in your care, but do not look at them, or you will be cursed.’

Mr Antrobus chuckled, slipping the three cards into the pocket of his forest-green waistcoat. I laid the square using the remaining forty-nine cards, starting with a diagonal line of seven cards, followed by flanking lines of six cards each, then five, then four, and so on. ‘The Square of Sevens,’ I said, as I placed the final corner card, and we took a moment to admire the seven rows of seven cards laid out on the table. ‘The Square contains great power, an arrangement of cards unique to you. Out of it will arise your parallelogram, the cards of fortune.’

‘Fascinating.’ Mr Antrobus removed his spectacles, polished them on his cravat, and replaced them to study the arrangement again. ‘Of course, seven is a fortuitous number to many peoples and religions. Seven sins and seven virtues. The seven blessings of the Israelites. The seven planets. The seven sacraments. The seven demons of the Magdalen.’

As he chattered on, my thoughts drifted on a tide of despair. If only I hadn’t upset the farmer with my fortune. If only I’d made Father see a doctor weeks ago. I’d told Joan the Wad my new secret last night. She’d said I had to listen to Father. That a little girl couldn’t light her own way. I’d said she was wrong, and she’d called me names, so I’d shut her away.

A sharp creak from Father’s leather armchair tugged me back to the present. He was cast entirely in shadow, save for the glow of his pipe. I could almost hear his silent admonition: This is no ordinary fortune, Red. Remember what we discussed.

Except I didn’t want to remember. I didn’t want to be nice to this gentleman, when my heart was constricted like a fist, when the awfulness of everything churned inside me. And yet Father had spelled it out to me. Choice was a luxury I couldn’t afford. This is your story, Red. You must tell it well.

You want me to lie to him about his cards? I’d asked.

Of course not. He’d sounded shocked. But you heard him express regret. It will be there in his cards. Figure it large.

‘I begin the Reduction,’ I said, taking the card in the top right corner, a club, and laying it upon another club to its immediate left. ‘The cards of like suit in each row are gathered together into piles, save the leftmost card, which is the master-card, and always stands alone.’ My hands moved swiftly, despoiling the Square, Mr Antrobus watching with great interest.

‘Now we come to the Sacrifice,’ I said, when it was done. ‘This is a further reduction of the Square, achieved by discarding the right-most suits in each row, so that only the master-card and the first two suits remain. Only the uppermost card in each pile has significance to us now, leaving us with a parallelogram of twenty-one cards, composed of seven rows of three cards each.’

‘A lot of labour, that business with the shuffling and the Square,’ Mr Antrobus said. ‘Could one not simply deal twenty-one cards from the off?’

‘The Square is the father of the Parallelogram,’ Father said, ‘what Jacobus of Utrecht called the soul. From the soul is distilled the essence of the fortune.’

‘I see,’ Mr Antrobus said, with a little smile that suggested he did not.

‘Hearts are the suit of the affections and passions,’ I said, ‘whereas diamonds signify matters material. In clubs lies judgement, the intellect and will, whilst spades are the suit of doubtful prognostics, figuring matters of misfortune and loss.’

I gazed down at his parallelogram, dismayed. All those spades and inauspicious clubs.

‘Now I know why you named your daughter “Red”,’ Mr Antrobus addressed my father, seemingly unconcerned by his adverse fate. ‘It is the colour of good fortune, is it not?’

Father inclined his head. ‘My daughter would bring any man good fortune.’

‘Each card in the Parallelogram is influenced by the card directly to its left,’ I said. ‘Only the master-cards are without influence, each possessing a singular meaning. Sometimes the cards figure a querist’s past, sometimes his present, sometimes his future. Sometimes they concern events of which the querist is unaware, but which have a marked influence upon him.’

My patter concluded, I pointed to the first card in his fortune: the eight of spades, influenced by a heart. ‘An illness to another, dear to one,’ I said.

Mr Antrobus gave another of his knowing smiles. ‘That would be my late cousin, I presume. The man I told you about last night.’

I looked him in the eye, ignoring his scepticism. ‘The first card in the Parallelogram holds the greatest significance of all. Often it figures a great change. The heart is an influencing card of good fortune, casting a light upon the darkness of the spade. In this moment of loss, perhaps something new will be found.’

Father gave a soft grunt of approval, and I pointed to the second card. ‘A talent or gift to be made much of.’ Then the third: ‘A sad or serious duty or care.’ Frowning, I pointed to the first card again. ‘Their meanings may relate to the change figured by the illness. The talent and the duty, that is. Often proximity signifies a connection.’

‘And this one?’ Mr Antrobus said, pointing to the next row. ‘The lady?’

‘The queen of spades, influenced by a club,’ I said. ‘She figures a female enemy, intellectual and audacious.’

‘Good gracious,’ he said. ‘How devilish she sounds. I know nobody like that, I am happy to say.’

‘Perhaps she lies in your future,’ I said.

Father’s chair creaked again, and I knew he wanted me to move on. The dark queen was not helpful to our cause. So I worked my way through the rest of Mr Antrobus’s fortune, speaking of love, regret and decision wherever I could. It was no easy task. His cards figured loss, unhappiness, hurt and underhand dealings. Yet I did my utmost, seeking to plant a seed within his mind, as Father had instructed, that in fruition might guide him to the right decision. When I came to the final card, the words caught in my throat.

‘Four of spades as master-card. Affecting some near concern to the querist. It shall end less well than was hoped.’

I stared at the cards, trying to find words that might soften the bleakness of his fortune. But Mr Antrobus only burst out laughing. ‘How solemn you look, young Red. Pray, do not worry on my account. It likely refers to a barrel of biscuits or a bottle of wine gone to blight.’ He fished the wish-cards from his pocket. ‘What of these?’

One diamond, one heart, one spade. ‘The red cards dominate, which means you can make a wish for yourself.’ I waited until he gave me a nod. ‘The cards are high, which means your wish will be fulfilled.’

Mr Antrobus smiled a little wistfully. ‘I cannot think how.’ He cast his gaze down to the table a final time. ‘Remarkable, especially in one so young. I can well imagine the effect such a performance would have upon the credulous. If the cards can be said to hold true power, I suppose that is it.’

In other circumstances, I might have tried to explain. How, just as the querist influences the cards, so the cards influence the querist, but not at all in the way that he imagined. Faced with their fortune, people open up like books, and if you understand the language of souls, then you can read them. Mr Antrobus might call it sensibility. The common folk call it magic. Whichever word one chooses is another sign, there to be read.

Mr Antrobus, for instance, was plainly a man in love. His cards had figured both secrets and temptation. When I had spoken of their meanings, I saw guilt and fear in his eyes. Another man’s wife, was my best guess, a forbidden desire.

Father reached for his pouch, and it jingled as he shook it into his palm. ‘Here, sir.’ With a snap of his fingers, one of his charms soared through the air, ringing a high, pure note as it span. Mr Antrobus caught it rather clumsily in one of his pudgy palms. He held the little golden heart up to the candlelight.

‘To bring you luck,’ Father said. ‘Will you join me in a glass of wine?’

Mr Antrobus peered at him doubtfully. ‘You would not rather sleep?’

‘It will help me to do so.’

‘Then I shall step out to the taproom and procure us a bottle of Lisbon.’

Once the door had closed behind him, I rose and went to Father’s side. ‘I’m sorry.’

‘Don’t be,’ Father said, taking my hand. ‘You did very well.’

‘But he doesn’t believe.’ A waver of panic had entered my voice. ‘You heard him.’

‘Many people say such things,’ he said. ‘They lie to themselves as well as to you. The truth will find him.’

[image: ]
Father sent me to bed, but I listened to his conversation with Mr Antrobus through a crack in the door. My head pulsed, heavy and hot against the wood, the tempest of emotion somehow sharpening my concentration. I’d taken Joan the Wad out of the drawer, so that she could listen too. Men often told one another things they didn’t like to say to piskies and children.

‘Here, sir,’ Father said, raising his voice over the howl of the wind. ‘I have something to show you.’

Reaching into his shirt, he took out his red leather document tube, which he carried on a string around his neck. He unbuttoned the lid and took out the most precious object that we owned.

‘This document explains the method of cartomancy you just witnessed,’ he said, placing the scroll in Mr Antrobus’s hands. ‘It is a secret of ancient power, known only to my daughter and myself.’

Mr Antrobus leaned forward into the candlelight, examining the fragile pages eagerly. ‘Fascinating,’ he said, after a few minutes of careful study. ‘The use of language.’ His voice was softer than Father’s, and I struggled to hear him over the rattle of rain. ‘And yet it cannot be so very ancient. Two hundred years at most – the pack of cards did not exist in like form before then.’

‘I said the power was ancient, sir, not the secret. People have used different methods over time to harness that power. Witness the oak-seers, and the men who built the stone circles.’

‘A rare document of antique provenance? A lost secret of magical power? Why, my publisher, John Gowne, would give his eye teeth to get his hands on this.’

‘Ordinarily, I would never part with it.’ Father drew on his pipe and exhaled slowly. ‘Yet the truth is, sir, my time draws near. Doctor Kilderbee tells me it is a canker. A matter of weeks, he says, perhaps much less.’

I pressed my fist against my mouth to stop myself crying out, hardly aware of my teeth cutting into my skin.

‘Oh, Mr George,’ Mr Antrobus said, tearing his eyes away from the parchment. ‘I’m so dreadfully sorry.’

Father made a dampening gesture with his hands. ‘My concern is not for myself, but for my daughter. When I pass into the next realm, she will be left all alone in this world. I fear for her future.’

‘You have no family or friends who could take her?’

‘My family are dead, and my marriage caused an estrangement between myself and my friends. Even if I could find them in time, they would not help me.’

‘Then her mother’s family . . . ?’

‘They don’t even know of her existence.’ His voice rose. ‘They must not know.’

‘Whyever not?’

‘I have enemies, sir. Men I have hidden from for many years. I changed my name, kept on the move, because if they knew my daughter lived, they’d want her dead.’

A chill crept over me, as I struggled to make sense of his words. If Father had changed his name, then what was his real name? Were his enemies my mother’s family? Or someone else? And why would they want me dead? I was just a child. I asked Joan the Wad, and she whispered that it was just a fakement to bend Mr Antrobus to Father’s will.

I could tell that Mr Antrobus shared her scepticism. ‘Sir, lower your voice. You might wake the girl. She would be frightened to hear such words.’

‘Fear may be the only thing that saves her. Unless compassion extends a hand.’ Father skewered him with his gaze. ‘I offer this document to you, sir. It is all I have to trade. In return, I ask that you undertake the care of something more precious still.’

Mr Antrobus stared at him, aghast. ‘You mean your daughter?’

‘I wish her to be raised as a lady, like her mother. Did you not speak of your childless state with much regret?’

A life of comfort, Father had said. Yet where lay comfort without him? Certainly not with this stranger, for all that he had a good heart. Yet no one seemed to care about what I wanted.

‘I sympathize with your predicament,’ Mr Antrobus said. ‘Truly I do. But you must see that I cannot take on the charge of a little girl I barely know. I have no wife . . . people would talk . . . I would scarcely know what to do with her. Surely another solution can be found?’

‘A workhouse?’ Father said roughly. ‘An orphanage? A life on the street?’

‘Perhaps your friends will change their minds, once they have met her? She has a face to melt even the hardest heart.’

Father’s gaze was unrelenting. ‘The evidence suggests not.’

‘Come now, sir. It is hardly the same.’

‘It was there in your cards,’ Father persisted. ‘The change, her gift, your duty of care. She will enrich your life, if only you will let her.’

Mr Antrobus sighed. ‘You are desperate, sir, and little wonder. But I am not the answer to your prayers. You must see that.’

When Father came into the bedroom a little later, he had that weary, ravaged look on his face again.

‘What do we do now?’ I asked.

‘There is still time,’ Father said. ‘Your king of diamonds. We will find him.’

‘What if there is no king of diamonds?’

Father turned away, his voice thickening. ‘Go back to sleep.’




CHAPTER THREE

[image: A three of clubs playing card.]

Three of clubs as master-card: a sad or serious duty or care.



I AWOKE TO find Father shivering next to me, soaked in sweat. When he tried to get up, he fell back against the sheets. I ran to fetch Dr Kilderbee, who came at once.

Word of his condition quickly spread throughout the inn. Mr Antrobus, his conscience pricking him, insisted that we swap rooms, in order that Father might be made more comfortable. The pot-boy and Mr Chenoweth carried him on a mattress between them, and laid him in a four-poster bed with velvet curtains. All of this seemed to happen in a place outside myself. I clutched Joan the Wad, staring at the commotion all around me.

For three days and nights, I sat with him, trying to feed him soup he wouldn’t drink, as he drifted in and out of fever dreams.

‘I’m sorry about the farmer,’ I said, during one of his lucid periods. ‘I didn’t mean for this to happen.’

‘Look at me, Red.’ Father spoke fiercely. ‘This is not your fault.’

Yet I knew that it was. Unable to look at him any more, I left the room to empty his chamber pot. When I returned, he cried out: ‘Are you there, my love?’

I parted the bed’s curtains. ‘Always.’

He looked wildly around. ‘Where is she? What have you done with her?’

‘Who, Father?’ I said. ‘It’s me, Red.’

He gasped. ‘My dearest girl. This room. I thought for a moment that you were her. Your lovely hair.’

My voice faltered. ‘Do you mean my mother?’

He hardly ever talked about her, and had answered few of my questions. I knew little more than the scant facts he’d told Mr Antrobus. She’d been a lady, her family had disapproved of their match, and they’d eloped together. He’d never spoken of her death, but I presumed it had been in childbirth.

His face darkened. ‘Don’t let her see me. Not now when I am weak.’ He thrashed feebly, until I put my arms around him.

‘It’s all right. I’m here. I’ll never leave you.’

Only nothing was right. I knew no enchantment to counter this, and Joan the Wad had no suggestions. I lay there, holding him, until he slept again. Somehow, sleep eventually claimed me too.

I awoke feeling very cold. Through the crack in the curtains, I could see that it was light outside. Father was still in my arms. His hand was icy to the touch. I sat bolt upright to look at him. His lips were stiff and pale. I placed a finger upon his mouth, and no breath stirred.

‘Father?’ My voice rose, cracking. ‘Father?’

In the dying echo of that word, I felt such pain as I had never felt before. I could not conceive of a life without him. He was my world and I was his. I lay back down beside him, resuming our embrace. If I refused to let him go, then it hadn’t happened. I told myself that I would wake to find it all a dream.
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I sat in Father’s chair in our old rooms, my eyes hot as coals – as if they might set fire to my thoughts, if there were any left inside my skull to burn. A shadow fell across me, and I looked up into the sorrowful face of Mr Antrobus. ‘Dearest Red,’ he said. ‘I’m afraid it is time.’

We followed the undertaker’s cart down the hill into town. An odd trio of mourners: Mr Antrobus in his fine broadcloth, Joan the Wad and I in our patchwork dresses. My eyes never moved from the coffin. Was it possible to hate a thing with so much venom? The world seemed different, unmoored from reality, as if it might take flight and carry me away with it.

The church was ancient: a wooden tower and a stunted stone nave. Mr Antrobus had explained to me that the vicar had refused to say the proper words, because Father was a cunning-man. So he was buried silently, on the cold north side of the churchyard, with the suicides and the murderers and the still-born infants. Amidst my tears, I thought of Sancho’s words to Don Quixote: There is a remedy for all things but death.
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Mr Antrobus was at the counter, settling his account with Mr Chenoweth. Outside, the ostlers and the pot-boy were loading his carriage with trunks and boxes.

‘What will happen to the girl?’ I heard him say.

‘Orphanage is coming for her at noon.’

‘They are good people?’

‘Good as any.’ Mr Chenoweth smiled at the coins in his hand. ‘Right Christian of you, sir. I hope you’ll return.’

Mr Antrobus crossed the room to speak to me. ‘In our short acquaintance, your father made a great impression upon me. As you did yourself. Whatever the future holds, I know you will endure.’

I looked for any sign that the seed I had planted during his fortune had taken root. His conscience loomed large in that room: in his liquid eyes, his tremulous mouth, taking form between his twisting hands like a genie. Yet he only reached for his purse, and pressed a handful of coins into my palm. Then he took Father’s charm from his pocket – the little golden heart – and folded the fingers of my other hand around it. ‘Your father said it would bring me luck. But I think you are more in need of it than I.’ He bowed to Joan the Wad, who was sitting in my lap. ‘Your Majesty. Farewell, young Red.’

He walked out into the stable yard, I heard a carriage door slam, and the shout of his coachman to the horses. Opening my hand, I counted seven golden guineas.

Within seconds, Mr Chenoweth was looming over me. He grabbed my wrist, forced my hand open, and took the coins.

‘Owing on your bill,’ he said.

I knew it couldn’t be true. Those coins would have kept Father and I on the road for many weeks. But in that moment, I hardly cared.

Mr Chenoweth returned to his counter, where he sat scribbling in a leather-bound ledger, occasionally glancing up at the clock. Just before noon, a clatter in the stable yard heralded the arrival of a carriage. Mr Chenoweth went outside, and returned accompanied by a plump lady of middling years in a box-pleated gown of russet silk, and a young man in a long black coat and a frizzled wig of coarse hair, probably goat.

‘Stand up,’ Mr Chenoweth said to me. ‘Let Mrs Sandbach look at you.’

The lady had rosy cheeks and cupid’s bow lips, that might have suggested a benevolent character, had it not been for the coldness of her gaze. She wore a string of fat amber beads around her neck, and in one, I glimpsed the shadow of an entombed insect.

Dumbly, I rose from my chair. I felt pounded by grief, all my sharp edges ground away.

‘She’s called Red,’ Mr Chenoweth said. ‘Father was a gypsy.’

‘Heathen, I suppose. Where are her things?’

Mr Chenoweth pointed to Father’s knapsack and portmanteau. The young man opened the knapsack and tipped its contents onto a table. Mrs Sandbach stirred the pile of clothes. ‘Little better than rags.’

The man moved on to the portmanteau, unbuckling with his busy fingers. He took out our books, a bundle of papers tied with red string, and the red leather document tube containing The Square of Sevens.

‘Good Lord, what is that?’ Mrs Sandbach snatched Joan the Wad from my lap, holding her up as if she was a dead mouse. In two strides, she’d crossed to the fireplace, and tossed her into the flames. I screamed and tried to run to her, but the man in the goat-wig caught my arm and boxed my ear.

Twisting in his grasp, I watched in anguish as the flames crackled and surged.

‘Turn out your pockets,’ Mrs Sandbach said. ‘Give everything you have to Edward.’

‘Murderer,’ I cried, and Edward boxed my ear again. Choking back sobs, I handed over my pack of playing cards, a threepenny bit, and the golden heart charm.

‘Put it on the carriage,’ Mrs Sandbach said to Mr Chenoweth, gesturing to the portmanteau. ‘I know a man who’ll take the books. You may dispose of these clothes as you see fit.’

Edward marched me out to the stable yard, all my griefs mingled as one. Mr Chenoweth followed us out with the portmanteau, and I was bundled into the carriage, Mrs Sandbach on one side, Edward on the other. Panic seized me and I reached for the door, but Edward roughly returned me to my seat. Mrs Sandbach rapped on the roof with her parasol and the carriage moved off. Edward tossed Father’s golden heart into the air and caught it in the same hand.

We had barely reached the shadow of the stable yard arch, when the vehicle halted suddenly, jolting us together. I heard a commotion outside and, moments later, the carriage door was flung open. Startled, we stared into the flushed face of Mr Antrobus.

‘What is the meaning of this?’ Mrs Sandbach said.

‘My name is Antrobus,’ he said. ‘I wish to speak to this girl.’

His peremptory tone, coupled with his gentlemanly dress, shocked her into outraged silence.

‘Before he died,’ Mr Antrobus said, ‘your father asked me to undertake the charge of your guardianship. Believing myself unworthy of that great trust, I declined. Yet in one short hour upon the road, I fell to wondering . . . My studies provide me with much contentment, and yet sometimes I find myself asking whether life shouldn’t contain something more. A house too large, too quiet, and all the rest. It was in that spirit that I discovered I could not stop thinking about our time together here.’ He drew a breath, twisting his hat in his hands. ‘I do not seek to replace your Father – I would scarcely know how – but I do possess a great willingness to learn. In short, I offer you a home, Red, if you think it will serve.’

Having experienced a few short minutes of Mrs Sandbach’s tender care, I was already halfway out of that carriage. Mr Antrobus held out his arms to lift me down, but I turned back to snatch Father’s golden heart from Edward’s hand. Then I surrendered to Mr Antrobus’s awkward embrace.

‘Unload her things,’ he ordered, spurring the ostlers into action. ‘That portmanteau. Everything. Now.’




CHAPTER FOUR

[image: A queen of spades playing card.]

Queen of spades, influenced by a club: a female enemy, intellectual and audacious.



SO TO LONDON. To Hanover Square, specifically, on a crisp April morning in the year 1740 – nearly ten years after the little girl known only as Red went to live in Bath as the ward of Mr Robert Antrobus.

Lazarus Darke walks along the street. A lean man, neither tall nor short, his head is thrust forward, eyes darting, always watching – giving him a look of vibrancy and caution all at once. He wears no wig, his own hair black and long – one bobbing forelock escaping the tie – and though he is approaching forty, not a hint of grey. A high forehead, angled black brows, and a polite smile for the ladies, who turn to admire his shapely calves from behind. In dress, he favours sober colours of fashionable cut: an olive-green coat trimmed with a narrow strip of gold braid; a matching waistcoat and knee breeches; silk stockings with embroidered clocks; a three-cornered hat, the brim upturned; a froth of lace at the throat, secured with a black cravat. On his left hip, he wears a silver-hilted small-sword, a convenient station for him to sometimes rest a cocked hand. The keen of eye might observe that his shoe buckles too are silver – rather than gold to match the braid – and conclude that Mr Lazarus Darke is a gentleman who takes great pride in his appearance, without quite having the means to carry the whole thing off.

He pauses outside the door to number twenty-nine, to brush a piece of lint from his coat. If appearance matters to Lazarus Darke, today it matters more.

The house, as most will know, has been owned by the Lords Seabrooke since its construction nearly twenty years earlier. Lazarus has called here only once before, in circumstances that do not bear thinking about, but which have some small connection to the business that brings him here today.

The footman who answers his knock, the sort to notice silver buckles rather than gold, frowns when Lazarus asks to see the Dowager Countess of Seabrooke. ‘Do you have an appointment, sir?’

‘I do not. But she’ll see me.’ And if she won’t, he utters silently, I have words to change her mind.

He is shown into an anteroom, the first footman watching over him, while a second is dispatched with Lazarus’s card to consult his mistress. The room is dominated by eight Ionic pillars of green scagliola, each surmounted by a bronze god or goddess. Golden shadows dance across the walls and across Lazarus himself, so that he feels like Zeus visiting Danaë in a shower of gilded rain. Here and there amidst the splendour, he picks out signs of wear: a crack in the scagliola floor; a flaking of the gilt plasterwork. The late Lord Seabrooke’s debts were the talk of the town. The family hasn’t been in affluent fortune since the South Sea Bubble burst.

The second footman returns. ‘If you will follow me, sir.’

She hadn’t needed convincing. His heart skips a little faster. They progress through a grand hall, the footman throws open a pair of double doors, and in he walks.

The salon is vast. More gilt plasterwork, a painted ceiling, marble and mirrors. More signs of wear.

None on the lady who rises from the sofa to greet him. The countess is still in half-mourning, her black satin trimmed with white lace, a black lace headdress drawn up over her white wig. Her widow’s weeds, meant to diminish her, only enhance her porcelain skin and narrow blue eyes. She is not yet thirty-five years of age, and he supposes she will have her share of suitors should she wish to marry again.

On the table in front of her is an arrangement of playing cards. She believes they have the power to predict the future. In another woman, such foolish notions might imply fear or desperation, but Lady Seabrooke does not lend herself easily to such emotions. He searches her face for a trace of their past, but sees only the cold, hard present.

‘How long has it been?’ she asks. ‘I hardly remember.’

Lazarus wonders at the lie, about her reasons for making it. Sixteen years, five months, eleven days is the answer – and still he can smell the dying trace of her perfume, still feel the constriction of his embattled heart.

He bows to her and to the red-headed youth puzzling over a chess problem at a nearby table. Her son, Leopold, he presumes, the fourth Earl of Seabrooke.

‘I was sorry to hear of the death of your husband, My Lady. Fate can be cruel indeed.’

The third earl had dropped dead over an oyster supper at the age of forty-two. An apoplexy, the newspapers said. We never know the hour.

‘He was murdered,’ his widow says. ‘By worry and work and regret. By my enemies. If they hoped I would surrender now that he is dead, then they are wrong.’

Lazarus has read that too. The boy regards him with his mother’s eyes. ‘Who is this man, Mama? What does he want?’

She arches an eyebrow. ‘A good question, Leopold.’

‘I bring news of a certain document, My Lady. One that purports to contain an ancient secret of cartomancy. It was stolen sixteen years ago, believed destroyed.’

Her eyes widen. Her right hand grips her left wrist. ‘Speak its name, sir.’

‘The Square of Sevens,’ Lazarus says. ‘There was said to be only one copy in existence.’

She breathes deeply, then shakes her head. ‘My husband employed agents. His father before him. They made enquiries. I would know if it had survived.’

‘I believe it did.’

He can feel her torment, a reflection of his own. Their desires have different roots, but are entwined. The boy watches them, his chess problem forgotten amidst the curious tension that has filled the room. His mother’s gaze hardens. ‘Do you mean to bubble me, sir?’

Lazarus bites back his instinctive response: ‘How can you ask me that?’ He is afraid of the answers she might give, and where they might lead.

‘If I am to act, then I should do so quickly,’ he says. ‘Before the other party comes to hear of it.’

‘How is this even possible?’ she murmurs. ‘Who has it?’

‘I don’t know,’ Lazarus says. ‘But I mean to find out.’

The tip of her tongue moistens her lower lip. He watches, entranced.

‘And what does Lazarus Darke desire in return?’

There is so much he wants to say, but he could search for years and not find the right words. ‘We are neither one of us as rich as we might be.’

A flicker of private emotion fleetingly lights her cool gaze. ‘Very well, Mr Darke,’ she says. ‘Let us talk terms.’




CHAPTER FIVE
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Five of clubs, influenced by a diamond: a strong temptation.



I WILL NEVER forget my first sight of the city of Bath. Five hundred houses of yellow stone nestled in a misty valley, an ancient black abbey arising from their centre. The townhouses were taller than any I had ever seen, and between them I glimpsed gardens and terraced walks, empty in the rain-washed pewter half-light. Despite the weather, the streets jostled with crested carriages and sedan chairs. I spied bewigged women within, their faces in profile, gemstones glittering, like the queens in a pack of cards. The city breathed both wealth and possibility. I gazed down at my father’s golden heart in my damp palm. It glowed in the light of the shop windows like a piskie’s lantern.

Mr Antrobus had explained to me on the journey that if I was to be raised as a lady, then I must never speak a word to anyone about my former life. It would damage my reputation, he said, not to mention my marriage prospects in the future.

‘I know how to play a part,’ I reassured him. Despite everything, I could still do that. ‘In the villages, I wore an amulet and a headscarf. Sometimes I said a spell, though the cards need no incantation. You have to do what people expect, Father said.’

He nodded a little uncertainly. ‘Then let us make sure never to disappoint them.’

Mr Antrobus lived in a large three-storey house on a quiet road of honeyed stone named Trim Street. He kept four servants: a housekeeper, Mrs Fremantle; Mathias, a manservant, who doubled as his valet; Mrs Grainger, his cook; and a yellow-haired maidservant, whose name was Letitia, but was known to all as Lettuce. I was introduced to them in a bewildering blur of faces as Rachel, the former ward of Mr Antrobus’s late Cornish cousin on his mother’s side. My new guardian announced that my surname too was henceforth to be Antrobus.

Life in that house took some getting used to. I was given a bedroom of my own, in which I slept beneath a quilted counterpane. No meals were ever missed, and they were served at a mahogany table laid with porcelain and silver. Nobody seemed to resent my presence, or called me a vagabond, and Mrs Fremantle went out of her way to offer me comfort. If you’d asked me before to imagine a housekeeper, I would have described an old, shrewish creature dressed all in black, whereas Mrs Fremantle was younger than my father. She would sit on my bed at night and talk to me, her yellow petticoats neatly arranged, black ringlets gathered at her temples, her green eyes creased with tenderness or amusement. Sometimes in those early days, I would awake screaming from a nightmare, to find her sitting there, stroking my hair as I wept. I had never known the proximity of a woman before, and I was suspicious of her motives at first. In my experience, people rarely did something for nothing.

‘Rachel has been showing us her talent with the cards,’ Mrs Fremantle said, one night at supper, a few weeks after my arrival. ‘She has foretold true love for Lettuce and peace of mind for Mrs Grainger. You know how she worries about her son. Your kitchen is as content a place as it has ever been, sir.’

Initially, Mr Antrobus had said I could not tell fortunes any more, but Mrs Fremantle, the only other person privy to the secret of my former life, soon talked him round. She said lots of young ladies told fortunes and most people considered it harmless fun.

‘Mathias is worried that Rachel might open a door to a demon,’ Mr Antrobus said now.

Mrs Fremantle smiled. ‘He’s always saying he’d like another pair of hands around the place. His demon could bring in the coal and take the parcels to the post.’

Mr Antrobus laughed. ‘I told him he was as credulous as Lettuce.’

My head was turning from one to the other, still trying to make sense of this strange new household. ‘I don’t think I can summon a demon. I could try to, if you wish?’

‘Of course you can’t,’ Mr Antrobus said. ‘There’s no such thing.’

‘Mathias says that there are demons in the bible.’

‘Indeed there are,’ Mrs Fremantle said. ‘Witches too.’

Mr Antrobus sighed. ‘Not you as well, madam?’

‘You scoff,’ she said, ‘but only the other day, Rachel’s cards told me I would be lucky. And this morning, I found a half-guinea in the street.’

‘Which proves what? That coincidences happen?’

‘You’d want proof if I told you the sky was blue.’

‘In point of fact, madam, Sir Isaac Newton—’

‘Don’t,’ she said, laughing. ‘If you’re about to tell me that Isaac Newton said the sky was green, I declare I shall pack my bags and leave this house this very night.’

Mr Antrobus smiled at my look of alarm. ‘Well, that will never do.’

Each member of the household undertook some aspect of my education. The formal part of this endeavour fell naturally to Mr Antrobus. Our lessons in arithmetic and the classics, logic and rhetoric, took place variously in the library or the study or the print room – the house possessing any number of rooms with little evident purpose except to store books. To the delight of Mr Antrobus, I never had to pretend to take pleasure in my studies. It felt like a part of my life that had been missing up until now. I read voraciously and uncensored, learning much about the world beyond Trim Street. Mr Antrobus, preferring his understanding rooted in theory rather than practice, rarely ventured out into that world himself. Aside from our walks to church on Sundays, and his visits to Mr Leake’s bookshop in Terrace Walk, his only forays into Bath society were the occasional dinner with gentlemen who shared his scholarly interests.

For all matters beyond our front door, I applied to Mrs Fremantle, who accompanied me on our walks to the Grove and to the High Street. She had spent her youth working as a lady’s maid in one of the grand mansions of London, before her marriage to her late husband, a Bristol milliner. She was therefore well-suited to the task of educating me for polite society. Buttoned into boned bodices, my waist cinched with a sash, a bibbed apron worn over my petticoats, a frilled cap on my newly tamed curls, I felt like the wooden doll of the old queen, Anne, which sat stiffly on the dresser in my bedroom. (I never asked Anne for advice, as it would have felt disrespectful to Joan the Wad. From then on, I kept my secrets close.)

I would not like to claim that my new role always came easily. My grief crashed upon me in waves, choking me, pushing me under. I’m ashamed to say that Mrs Fremantle often received the brunt of my rage. There were tears, slammed doors, many times I said words that I later regretted. In those moments, I longed to be outside. Not on my stiff walks with Mrs Fremantle, but free to run about, as I had that day on the clifftop. Once, when I was nine years old, I slipped out of the house when Mrs Fremantle was arguing with the apothecary’s boy about his master’s prices, and ran all the way to the abbey. I strolled the Grove and the Terrace Walk, wishing I had money for the cake-houses, hiding whenever I recognized a face from church.

When I returned to the house, Mrs Fremantle gave a little cry and fell upon me, crushing me to her breast. Mr Antrobus had tears of relief in his eyes. I had my excuses prepared, but the words caught in my throat, choked by an uncharacteristic attack of conscience. If once I had been my guardian’s duty, it seemed plain I was now his delight. Mrs Fremantle’s motives too were no longer so much of a mystery. During the course of our readings of the cards, I had sensed a shadow in her past, I guessed a dead child. Some roles we choose to play, others are chosen for us. Sometimes those roles become indistinct from our true selves.

Dismayed by my disobedience that day at the abbey, Mathias, our manservant, took it upon himself to offer me moral instruction. A thin, dark, solemn man, who sang overly loud in church, he was alarmed by Mr Antrobus’s liberality in thought and feared for my salvation. Not that I minded, for I have always been fascinated by what people do and don’t believe. Understand their fears and uncertainties, their limits and possibilities, and you understand their soul. I would sit and listen to Mathias’s sermons, as he stropped Mr Antrobus’s razor or brushed his waistcoat, learning about the prophets, the apostles, and Satan’s realms.

Conversely, our cook, Mrs Grainger, tried to inspire me to insurrection. The object of her ire was the King’s First Minister, Mr Walpole, whom she called ‘The Skreenmaster General’, because he’d protected his rich friends in the aftermath of the South Sea Bubble. I would cheer as she railed against government corruption, slamming down a piece of dough, or pounding a sugarloaf to a fine powder. I knew Mathias suspected Mrs Grainger, whose grandfather had fought the roundheads at Marston Moor, of papist sympathies – even going so far as to suggest that she was a supporter of the Stuart prince over the water. Mr Antrobus had laughed when this was put to him. ‘As long as she’s not hiding the Pretender in my coal cellar, she can pray to Osiris himself, if that is her fancy.’

Finally, Lettuce tried to teach me about men. They were an object of fascination to her, even the dullest examples of the species. Mr Leake’s boy, who delivered Mr Antrobus’s books, the man who drove the vintner’s dray, the young deacon at church. Mrs Grainger said the men of Bath prayed for Lettuce’s wedding day, because only then would they be safe from her depredations.

‘You’ll understand when you’re older,’ Lettuce told me. ‘You’ll have your pick of the gentlemen then. Mr Antrobus told Mrs Fremantle that he means to make you his heir. Half his fortune will go to you, and half to his cousin, Henry, who is at sea.’

I liked the idea of Mr Antrobus’s death even less than I liked the thought of sharing his wealth with a husband. When that dreadful day came, I decided, I would be like Don Quixote’s Marcella, who rejected her suitors and her inheritance to live as a shepherdess. Only, unlike Marcella, I wouldn’t renounce my wealth, because to me that seemed a very odd thing to do.

Despite my contentment in that house, I could never entirely forget my life before Bath. Certain questions gnawed at me. What was my father’s real name? Who was my mother? Did her family really not know of my existence? Would they want to know?

My mind kept straying to the portmanteau, which, ever since my arrival, had been stored under Mrs Fremantle’s bed. There had been a bundle of papers inside it, and I wondered if they might hold some answers. One night after supper, when I was about twelve years old, I asked if I might look in it.

‘Is there something in particular you need?’ Mrs Fremantle said.

‘I wish to know more about my parents.’

She and Mr Antrobus exchanged a glance.

‘Well now,’ Mr Antrobus said. ‘That is understandable, of course. And yet it took you a long time to settle to your life here. I am not sure it
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