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For my mum. Always.




 

A note to readers:

The Death of Mrs Westaway begins in contemporary Brighton, but readers familiar with the town will notice one discrepancy – the West Pier is still standing. I hope Brightonians will enjoy the resurrection of this much-loved landmark, if only in fiction.


 

One for sorrow

Two for joy

Three for a girl

Four for a boy

Five for silver

Six for gold

Seven for a secret

Never to be told
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29 November 1994

The magpies are back. It’s strange to think how much I used to hate them, when I first came to the house. I remember coming up the drive in the taxi from the station, seeing them lined up along the garden wall like that, preening their feathers.

Today there was one perched on the frost-rimed branch of yew right outside my window, and I remembered what my mother used to say when I was little and whispered ‘Hello, Mr Magpie’ under my breath, to turn away the bad luck.

I counted them as I dressed, shivering next to the window. One on the yew tree. A second on the weathervane of the folly. A third on the wall of the kitchen garden. Three for a girl.

It seemed like an omen, and for a moment I shivered. Wishing, wondering, waiting …

But no, there were more on the frozen lawn. Four, five … six … and one hopping across the flags of the terrace, pecking at the ice on the covers over the table and chairs.

Seven. Seven for a secret, never to be told. Well, the secret may be right, but the rest is wide of the mark. I’ll have to tell, soon enough. There’ll be no choice.

I had almost finished dressing when there was a rustle in the leaves of the rhododendrons in the shrubbery. For a minute I could not see the cause, but then the branches parted, and a fox slunk quietly across the leaf-strewn lawn, its red gold startlingly bright against the frost-muted winter colours.

At my parents’ house they were quite common, but it’s rare to see one in daylight around here, let alone one bold enough to cross the huge exposed stretch of lawn in front of the house. I’ve seen slaughtered rabbits, and split bags of rubbish left from their scavenging, but they are almost never this bold. This one must have been very brave, or very desperate, to stalk in full sight of the house. Looking more closely, I thought perhaps it was the latter, for he was young, and terribly thin.

At first the magpies didn’t notice, but then the one on the terrace, more observant than the others, registered the shape of the predator easing its way towards them, and it flew up from the icy flags like a rocket, chak-chakking its alarm, the warning loud and clear in the morning quiet. The fox had no hope after that. The other birds took to the sky, one by one, until at last only one was left, sitting on the yew, safely out of the fox’s reach, and like a stream of molten gold, it slunk back over the grass, low to the ground, leaving the solitary magpie on the branch, crowing out its triumph.

One. One for sorrow. But that’s impossible. I will never feel sad again, in spite of everything, in spite of the storm that I know is coming. As I sit here in the drawing room, writing this, I can feel it – my secret – burning me up from the inside with a joy so fierce that I think it must sometimes be visible through my skin.

I’ll change that rhyme. One for joy. One for love. One for the future.




Chapter 1

THE GIRL LEANED, rather than walked, into the wind, clutching the damp package of fish and chips grimly under one arm even as the gale plucked at the paper, trying to unravel the parcel and send the contents skittering away down the seafront for the seagulls to claim.

As she crossed the road her hand closed over the crumpled note in her pocket, and she glanced over her shoulder, checking the long dark stretch of pavement behind her for a shadowy figure, but there was no one there. No one she could see, anyway.

It was rare for the seafront to be completely deserted. The bars and clubs opened long into the night, spilling drunk locals and tourists on to the pebbled beach right through until dawn. But tonight, even the most hardened partygoers had decided against venturing out and now, at 9.55 p.m. on a wet Tuesday, Hal had the promenade to herself, the flashing lights of the pier the only sign of life, apart from the gulls wheeling and crying over the dark restless waters of the Channel.

Hal’s short black hair blew in her eyes, her glasses were misted, and her lips were chapped with salt from the sea wind. But she hitched the parcel tighter under her arm, and turned off the seafront into one of the narrow residential streets of tall white houses, where the wind dropped with a suddenness that made her stagger, and almost trip. The rain didn’t let up; in fact, away from the wind it seemed, if anything, to drizzle more steadily as she turned again into Marine View Villas.

The name was a lie. There were no villas, only a slightly shabby little row of terraced houses, their paint peeling from constant exposure to the salty air. And there was no view – not of the sea or anywhere else. Maybe there had been once, when the houses were built. But since then taller, grander buildings had gone up, closer to the sea, and any view the windows of Marine View Villas might once have had was reduced to brick walls and slate roofs, even from Hal’s attic flat. Now, the only benefit to living up three flights of narrow, rickety stairs was not having to listen to neighbours stomping about above your head.

Tonight, though, the neighbours seemed to be out – and had been for some time, judging by the way the door stuck on the clump of junk mail in the hall. Hal had to shove hard, until it gave and she stumbled into the chilly darkness, groping for the automatic timer switch that governed the lights. Nothing happened. Either a fuse had blown, or the bulb had burnt out.

She scooped up the junk mail in the dim light filtering in from the street, doing her best in the darkness to pick out the letters for the other tenants, and then began the climb up to her own attic flat.

There were no windows on the stairwell, and once she was past the first flight, it was almost pitch black. But Hal knew the steps by heart, from the broken board on the landing to the loose piece of carpet that had come untacked on the last flight, and she plodded wearily upwards thinking about supper, and bed. She wasn’t even sure if she was hungry any more, but the fish and chips had cost £5.50, and judging by the number of bills she was carrying, that was £5.50 she couldn’t afford to waste.

On the top landing she ducked her head to avoid the drip from the skylight, opened the door, and then at last, she was home.

The flat was small, just a bedroom opening off a kind of wide hallway that did duty as a kitchen, a living room and everything else. It was also shabby, with peeling paint and worn carpet, and wooden windows that groaned and rattled when the wind came off the sea. But it had been Hal’s home for all of her twenty-one years, and no matter how cold and tired she was, her heart never failed to lift, just a little bit, when she walked through the door.

In the doorway, she paused to wipe the salt spray off her glasses, polishing them on the ragged knee of her jeans, before dropping the paper of fish and chips on the coffee table.

It was very cold, and she shivered as she knelt in front of the gas fire, clicking the knob until it flared, and the warmth began to come back into her raw red hands. Then she unrolled the damp, rain-spattered paper packet, inhaling as the sharp smell of salt and vinegar filled the little room.

Spearing a limp warm chip with the wooden fork, she began to sort through the mail, sifting out takeaway leaflets for recycling and putting the bills into a pile. The chips were salty and sharp and the battered fish still hot, but Hal found a slightly sick feeling was growing in the pit of her stomach as the stack of bills grew higher. It wasn’t so much the size of the pile, but the number marked FINAL DEMAND that worried her, and she pushed the fish aside, feeling suddenly nauseous.

She had to pay the rent – that was non-negotiable. And the electricity was high on the list too. Without a fridge or lights the little flat was barely habitable. The gas … well, it was November. Life without heating would be uncomfortable, but she’d survive.

But the one that really made her stomach turn over was different to the official bills. It was a cheap envelope, obviously hand-delivered, and all it said on the front, in biro letters, was ‘Harriet Westerway, top flat’.

There was no sender’s address, but Hal didn’t need one. She had a horrible feeling that she knew who it was from.

Hal swallowed a chip that seemed to be stuck in her throat, and she pushed the envelope to the bottom of the pile of bills, giving way to the overwhelming impulse to bury her head in the sand. She wished passionately that she could hand the whole problem over to someone older and wiser and stronger to deal with.

But there was no one. Not any more. And besides, there was a tough, stubborn core of courage in Hal. Small, skinny, pale and young she might be – but she was not the child that people routinely assumed. She had not been that child for more than three years.

It was that core that made her pick the envelope back up and, biting her lip, tear through the flap.

Inside there was just one sheet of paper, with only a couple of sentences typed on it.


Sorry to have missed you. We would like to discuss you’re financal situation. We will call again.



Hal’s stomach flipped and she felt in her pocket for the piece of paper that had turned up at her work this afternoon. They were identical, save for the crumples, and a splash of tea that she had spilled over the first one when she opened it.

The message on them was not news to Hal. She had been ignoring calls and texts to that effect for months.

It was the message behind the notes that made her hands shake as she placed them carefully on the coffee table, side by side.

Hal was used to reading between the lines, deciphering the importance of what people didn’t say, as much as what they did. It was her job, in a way. But the unspoken words here required no decoding at all.

They said, we know where you work.

We know where you live.

And we will come back.

The rest of the mail was just junk and Hal dumped it into the recycling, before sitting wearily on the sofa. For a moment she let her head rest in her hands – trying not to think about her precarious bank balance, hearing her mother’s voice in her ear as if she were standing behind her, lecturing her about her A-level revision. Hal, I know you’re stressed, but you’ve got to eat something! You’re too skinny!

I know, she answered, inside her head. It was always the way when she was worried or anxious – her appetite was the first thing to go. But she couldn’t afford to get ill. If she couldn’t work, she wouldn’t get paid. And more to the point, she could not afford to waste a meal, even one that was damp around the edges, and getting cold.

Ignoring the ache in her throat, she forced herself to pick up another chip. But it was only halfway to her mouth when something in the recycling bin caught her eye. Something that should not have been there. A letter, in a stiff white envelope, addressed by hand, and stuffed into the bin along with the takeaway menus.

Hal put the chip in her mouth, licked the salt off her fingers, and then leaned across to the bin to pick it out of the mess of old papers and soup tins.

Miss Harriet Westaway, it said. Flat 3c, Marine View Villas, Brighton. The address was only slightly stained with the grease from Hal’s fingers, and the mess from the bin.

She must have shoved it in there by mistake with the empty envelopes. Well, at least this one couldn’t be a bill. It looked more like a wedding invitation – though that seemed unlikely. Hal couldn’t think of anyone who would be getting married.

She shoved her thumb in the gap at the side of the envelope, and ripped it open.

The piece of paper she pulled out wasn’t an invitation. It was a letter, written on heavy, expensive paper, with the name of a solicitor’s firm at the top. For a minute Hal’s stomach seemed to fall away, as a landscape of terrifying possibilities opened up before her. Was someone suing her for something she’d said in a reading? Or – oh God – the tenancy on the flat. Mr Khan, the landlord, was in his seventies and had sold all of the other flats in the house, one by one. He had held on to Hal’s mainly out of pity for her and affection for her mother, she was fairly sure, but that stay of execution could not last forever. One day he would need the money for a care home, or his diabetes would get the better of him and his children would have to sell. It didn’t matter that the walls were peeling with damp, and the electrics shorted if you ran a hairdryer at the same time as the toaster. It was home – the only home she’d ever known. And if he kicked her out, the chances of finding another place at this rate were not just slim, they were nil.

Or was it … but no. There was no way he would have gone to a solicitor.

Her fingers were trembling as she unfolded the page, but when her eyes flicked to the contact details beneath the signature, she realised, with a surge of relief, that it wasn’t a Brighton firm. The address was in Penzance, in Cornwall.

Nothing to do with the flat – thank God. And vanishingly unlikely to be a disgruntled client, so far from home. In fact, she didn’t know anyone in Penzance at all.

Swallowing another chip she spread the letter out on the coffee table, pushed her glasses up her nose, and began to read.


Dear Miss Westaway,

I am writing at the instruction of my client, your grandmother Hester Mary Westaway of Trepassen House, St Piran.

Mrs Westaway passed away on 22 November, at her home. I appreciate that this news may well come as a shock to you; please accept my sincere condolences on your loss.

As Mrs Westaway’s solicitor and executor, it is my duty to contact beneficiaries under her will. Because of the substantial size of the estate, probate will need to be applied for and the estate assessed for inheritance tax liabilities, and the process of disbursement cannot begin until this has taken place. However, if, in the meantime, you could provide me with copies of two documents confirming your identity and address (a list of acceptable forms of ID is attached), that will enable me to begin the necessary paperwork.

In accordance with the wishes of your late grandmother, I am also instructed to inform beneficiaries of the details of her funeral. This is being held at 4 p.m. on 1 December at St Piran’s Church, St Piran. As local accommodation is very limited, family members are invited to stay at Trepassen House where a wake will also be held.

Please write to your late grandmother’s housekeeper Mrs Ada Warren if you would like to avail yourself of the offer of accommodation, and she will ensure a room is opened up for you.

Please accept once again my condolences, and the assurance of my very best attentions in this matter.

Yours truly,

Robert Treswick

Treswick, Nantes and Dean

Penzance



A chip fell from her fingers onto Hal’s lap, but she did not stir. She only sat, reading and rereading the short letter, and then turning to the list of accepted forms of identification document, as if that would elucidate matters.

Substantial estate … beneficiaries of the will … Hal’s stomach rumbled, and she picked up the chip and ate it, almost absently, trying to make sense of the words in front of her.

Because it didn’t make sense. Not one bit. Hal’s grandparents had been dead for more than twenty years.


Chapter 2

HAL WASN’T SURE how long she sat there, puzzling over the letter, her eyes flicking between the folded white sheet and the search page of her phone. But when she looked up, the clock on the microwave said five to midnight, and she stretched, realising with a pang of anxiety that the gas fire had been burning the whole time. She stood and turned it off, listening to the cooling click of the elements, mentally adding on another fifty pence to the gas bill already lying there, and as she did, her gaze fell on the photograph on the mantelpiece.

It had been there almost as long as Hal could remember – ten years at least – but now she picked it up, looking at it afresh. It showed a girl, maybe nine or ten years of age, and a woman, standing on Brighton beach. They were laughing, with their eyes screwed up against a gusting wind that blew their long dark hair into identical comic upsweeps. The woman had her arm around the girl, and there was a look of such freedom, such trust between them that Hal felt her heart clench with a pain that she had almost grown used to, over the last three years, but which never seemed to fade.

The girl was Hal – and yet she wasn’t. She wasn’t the girl who stood in front of the fire now, her hair cropped short as a boy’s, her ears pierced, the tattoos on her back just peeping out from the neck of her threadbare T-shirt.

The girl in the photograph had no need to mark her skin with remembrances because everything she wanted to remember was right beside her. She didn’t dress in black because she had nothing to mourn. She didn’t keep her head down and her collar up when she walked home, because she had nothing to hide from. She was warm, and well fed, and most of all she was loved.

The fish and chips had grown cold, and Hal bundled them up in the paper and pushed them into the bin in the corner of the room. Her mouth was dry with salt, and her throat ached with grief, and the thought of a hot mug of tea before bed was suddenly comforting. She would make the tea, and fill a hot-water bottle with the rest of the kettle, something to take the chill off the sheets, help her to sleep.

As the kettle began to hum, Hal rummaged in the cupboard above it for the box of tea bags. But almost as if it had been that she had really been looking for, her hand found something else. Not the lightweight cardboard box, but a glass bottle, half full. She didn’t need to get it out to know what it was, but she took it down anyway, weighing it in her hand, feeling the liquid slosh greasily inside. Vodka.

She rarely drank these days – she didn’t really like the person she became, with a glass in her hand – but then her eye caught the two notes lying across the coffee table, and with quick movement she twisted off the cap and poured a generous measure into the cup she had been intending for the tea.

The kettle bubbled as she lifted the cup to her lips, smelling the acrid, slightly petrolly smell, watching the meniscus tremble in the dim light coming in from the street lamp. For a moment the imagined taste was sharp in her mouth – the fiery burn, followed by that little addictive buzz. But then something inside her stomach seemed to turn, and she poured it down the sink, swilled out the cup, and made the tea instead.

As she carried it through to the bedroom, she realised with a kind of weariness that she had forgotten the hot-water bottle. But it didn’t matter. She was too tired to care, and the tea was hot and good. Hal curled up in bed, fully clothed, sipping the tea, and staring at the bright screen of her phone.

It was a screen from Google Images, and it showed a hand-tinted postcard, from perhaps 1930, featuring a country house. It had a long frontage of cream-coloured stone with Georgian-style windows, covered in ivy. Chimneys poked up from a slate-tiled roof, a dozen or more, all in different styles. To the rear was more of the house, which seemed to be red brick and built in a different style. A lawn spread out in front of the building, falling away, and a scrawled inscription across the picture read: We had a very good tea at Trepassen House before driving on to Penzance.

That was Trepassen House. That was Trepassen House. Not a modest little bungalow, or a Victorian terrace with a pretentious name. But a bona fide country seat.

A share, however small, of a place like that could do more than pay off her bills. It could give her back the security she had lost when her mother died. Even a few hundred pounds would give her more breathing room than she could remember for months.

The clock at the top of the screen showed half past midnight, and Hal knew she should sleep, but she did not close down her phone.

Instead she sat there in bed, with the steam from the tea misting her glasses, searching, scrolling, and feeling a strange mix of emotions spreading through her, warming her more than the tea.

Excitement? Yes.

Trepidation too, a good deal of it.

But most of all something she hadn’t dared to feel in many years. Hope.


Chapter 3

HAL WOKE LATE the next morning. The sun was already up, slanting through the bedroom curtains, and she lay still, feeling the mingled excitement and dread in the pit of her stomach, trying to remember the source.

Recollection came like a twin punch to the gut.

The dread was the pile of bills on the coffee table – and worse than bills, those two typed notes, hand-delivered …

But the excitement …

She had spent all last night trying to talk herself out of it. Just because it was where Hester Westaway had lived, there was no guarantee that she had actually owned that huge rambling place in the postcard. People just didn’t have houses that size these days. The fact that she died there didn’t mean she owned it. In all likelihood it was a retirement home now.

But the housekeeper, whispered a voice in the back of her head. And that line about opening up a room for you. They wouldn’t say that about a retirement home, would they?

‘It doesn’t matter,’ Hal said aloud, startling herself with the sound of her own voice in the silent flat.

She stood, smoothing down her rumpled clothes, and picked up her glasses. Settling them on her nose, she gave herself a stern look in the mirror.

It didn’t matter whether Hester Westaway owned a room, or a wing, or a cottage in the grounds, or the whole damn place. There had clearly been some sort of mistake. She was not Hal’s grandmother. The money belonged to someone else, and that was all there was to it.

Tomorrow she would write back and tell Mr Treswick that.

But today … Hal looked at her watch, and shook her head. Today she had barely time for a shower. It was 11.20 and she was very nearly late for work.

She was in the shower, the hot water drumming on her skull, driving out all other thoughts, when the voice whispered again, beneath the roar of the water.

But what if it’s true? They wrote to you, didn’t they? They have your name and address.

It wasn’t true though, that was the long and the short of it. Hal’s only grandparents had died years ago, before she was born. And her grandmother hadn’t been called Hester, she had been called … Marion?

Maybe Marion was a middle name. People do that, right? They use one name for every day, and have a different one on their papers. What if –

Shut up, Hal said inwardly. Just shut up. You know it’s not true. You’re persuading yourself because you want it to be true.

Still, though, the voice niggled away at the back of her head, and at last, more in an effort to convince herself than anything else, Hal turned off the shower, wrapped a towel around her shoulders, and made her way back into the bedroom. Beneath the bed was a heavy wooden box, and she dragged it out, wincing at the screech of castors on the wooden floor, and hoping that the downstairs neighbours weren’t treating themselves to a lie-in.

Inside was a rats’ nest of important papers – insurance documents, the rental contract on the flat, bills, her passport … Hal sifted through the layers feeling like an archaeologist of her own history. Past the television licence, past the bill for the time a pipe had burst in the attic, and then down to a strata that was nothing but pain – her mother’s death certificate, the copy of her will, the police report, her faded driver’s licence, never used again. Beneath them all was a veil, folded into a neat square – fine black gauze, edged with droplets of jet.

There was a lump in Hal’s throat as she put it aside, hurrying past the bitter memories to the older stuff underneath – papers her mother had chosen to keep, more neatly filed than Hal’s haphazard shoving. There was an envelope with her own exam certificates, a programme for a school play she had been in, a photograph of herself looking sheepish with a long-gone boyfriend.

And then at last a plastic folder marked ‘Important – birth certs’ in her mother’s neat hand, and inside two red and cream certificates, handwritten, and topped with the extravagantly ornate crown emblem. Certified copy of an entry, read the top of the page. First Hal’s, Harriet Margarida Westaway, born 15th May 1995, mother: Margarida Westaway, occupation: student.

The space for ‘father’ was left blank, a line drawn firmly through the box, as though to stop anyone from adding their own theories.

And then, beneath it, another, older and more creased – Margarida Westaway. Her mother. Hal’s eyes skipped to the ‘parents’ column – father: William Howard Rainer Westaway, occupation: accountant and beneath that mother: Marion Elizabeth Westaway, maiden name: Brown. No occupation was given for her grandmother.

Well, that was that then.

She didn’t realise how much she had been hoping against hope, until the sense of deflation set in, tentative thoughts of debt repayment and security collapsing like a pricked balloon.

Substantial estate … whispered the voice in her ear, seductively. Beneficiaries of the will … family members …

There’s always your father, whispered the voice again, as she dressed. You have another grandmother, you know. Hal shook her head bitterly at that. If your subconscious could betray you, Hal’s just had.

For years she had fantasised about her father, spinning increasingly elaborate tales to the girls at school to cover her own ignorance and her anger at her mother for telling her so little. He was a pilot who had gone down in a crash in the sea. He was an undercover policeman who had been forced to return to his real life by his superiors. He was a celebrity, whose name couldn’t be revealed or they would be hounded by the tabloids and her father’s life would be ruined.

At last, when the rumours had reached the ears of the teachers, someone had had a quiet word and Hal’s mother had taken her aside and gently told her the truth.

Hal’s father had been a one-night stand – a man her mother had met in a nightclub in Brighton and had slept with for the first and last time on the night they met. He had a Spanish accent, and that was all Hal’s mother knew.

‘You didn’t even find out his name?’ Hal had asked incredulously, and her mother had bitten her lip, and shaken her head. Her cheeks were scarlet, and she looked more uncomfortable than Hal could ever remember.

She was very sorry, she said. She hadn’t wanted Hal to find out this way, but she had to stop spinning these … her mother had stopped there, too kind to say the word she had been thinking of, but even at seven, Hal was good at reading people, and perceptive enough to understand what it was her mother hadn’t said.

These lies. The truth was, her father was no one special. Who he was, where he lived now, she had no idea, and would probably never know. He had likely gone back to Spain or Mexico or wherever he had come from in the first place. But one thing she did know for sure – he was most certainly not a Westaway.

Wherever the mistake had come from, it wasn’t there. But a mistake it was. Somewhere, wires had been crossed. Maybe there was some other Harriet Westaway in another city, rightfully entitled to this money. Or maybe it was like one of those heir hunter programmes, where someone had died without legitimate heirs, and the money would go to waste if the executors didn’t track down some relative, however distant, to scoop the pot.

Whatever the truth was, the money wasn’t hers, and she couldn’t claim it. And the voice inside her head had no answer to that.

Hurrying now, Hal shoved the papers back underneath the bed and dressed. Her hairbrush seemed to have gone missing, but she combed her hair as well as she could with her fingers, and checked herself in the mirror by the front door. Her face looked even paler and more pinched than usual, the forlorn wet spikes of black hair making her look like an extra from Oliver Twist. Make-up would have helped, but it wasn’t really Hal’s style.

But as she pulled on her coat, still damp from the night before, the voice piped up with one last remark. You could claim this money, you know. Not many people could, but if anyone can pull this off, it’s you.

Shut up, Hal said inwardly, gritting her teeth. Shut. Up.

But she didn’t say it because she didn’t believe it.

She said it because it was true.



1 December 1994

Today is the first day of advent and the air should have been full of new beginnings and the countdown to a momentous event, but instead I woke up heavy with a kind of nameless dread.

I have not read the cards for over a week. I haven’t felt the need, but today, as I sat at the desk at the window, the eiderdown around my shoulders, I felt my fingers itch, and I thought that perhaps it would comfort me to shuffle them. But it was only when I had spent some time sorting and shuffling and dealing different spreads, none feeling right, that I realised what I needed to do.

There were no candles in my room, so I took one from the big brass candlesticks on the mantelpiece in the dining room, and a box of matches from the fireplace. I slipped the matches into my pocket, but the candle was too long to fit, so I slid it inside the sleeve of my cardigan in case someone met me on the stairs, and asked what I was doing.

Up in my room I set everything out on the table – cards, candle, matches and an empty teacup. I melted the candle a little at the wrong end, and stuck it into the cup to make a firm base, and then I lit it, and I passed the tarot cards through the flame three times.

When I had finished, I blew out the flame and then simply sat, looking out of the window at the snowy lawn, weighing the cards in my hand. They felt … different. Lighter. As if all the doubts and bad feelings had burned away. And I knew what to do.

Spreading the major arcana face down on the desk, I picked three cards and then placed them in front of me in a spread. Past. Present. Future. The questions crowded in my mind, but I tried to clear my head – to focus on just one thing, not a question, but the answer unfurling inside my body.

Then I turned the cards.

The first card, the one that represented the past, was the lovers upright – which made me smile. It’s often a mistake in tarot to take the most obvious reading of a card, but somehow here it felt right. In my deck, the card shows a naked man and woman entwined, surrounded by flowers, his hand on her breast, and a glowing light from above bathing them both. It’s a card I love – both to look at, and to draw – but the words that come with it aren’t always positive: lust, temptation, vulnerability. Here, though, cleansed by fire, I saw only the simplest meaning – a man and a woman in love.

The next card I turned over was the fool – but upside down. It was not what I was expecting. New beginnings, new life, change – all that, yes. But reversed? Naivety. Folly. Lack of forethought. I felt the smile fade on my lips and I pushed the card away, and hurried on to the third and most important – the future.

It was another card reversed, and I felt my stomach drop away a little, for the first time almost wishing that I had not begun this reading, or at least not done it now, today. I know my deck too well to need to turn the picture upright, but even so I studied it with fresh eyes, seeing the picture as if anew, from upside down. Justice. The woman on her throne was grave-faced, as if conscious of her responsibilities, and the impossibility of finding truth in a world like ours. In her left hand she held the scales, and in the other, a sword, ready to mete out punishment or mercy.

I spent a long time looking at the woman on her throne, trying to understand what she was telling me, and still, as I’m writing this, I don’t know. I hoped that writing in my diary would clarify what the cards were trying to say, but instead all I feel is confusion. Dishonesty? Can that really be true? Or am I reading it wrong? As I sit here I am sifting back through all the other, deeper, subtler meanings, the willingness to be deceived, the traps of black-and-white thinking, the mistaken assumptions – and none of them reassure.

I have been thinking all day about that last card – about the future. And still I do not understand. I wish there were someone I could talk to, discuss it with. But I already know what Maud thinks of tarot. ‘Load of wafty BS,’ was what she said when I offered to do her reading. And when she succumbed, finally, it was with a snort and a cynical look. I could see her thoughts running across her face as I turned over the cards she had chosen and asked her what question she was seeking answers to.

‘If you’re so bloody psychic, shouldn’t you be telling me?’ she said, flicking the card with her fingertip, and I shook my head, trying to hide my annoyance, and told her that tarot isn’t a party trick, the kind of mentalism that cheap magicians practise on Saturday-night TV – telling people their middle names or the inscription on their pocket watch. It’s something bigger, deeper, more real than that.

I cleansed the deck after that reading, upset not just because she touched the cards, but because she touched them with contempt in her soul. But now, thinking back to that day, I realise something. When Maud turned over the future card, I told her something else, something that I should have reminded myself today, and something that gives me comfort. And it’s this: the cards do not predict the future. All they can do is show us how a given situation may turn out, based on the energies we bring to the reading. Another day, another mood, a different set of energies and the same question could have a completely different answer.

We have free will. The answer the cards give can turn us in our path. All I have to do is understand what they are saying.





Chapter 4

IT WAS ALMOST midday as Hal hurried along the seafront, clutching her jacket against the biting wind. It cut like a knife, chapping at her face and fingers and nipping at the skin of her knees, where her jeans had ripped through.

As she pressed the button for the pedestrian crossing she felt that flutter again, in the pit of her stomach. Excitement. Trepidation. Hope …

No. Not hope. There was no point in hoping. The papers in her mother’s box had put an end to that. There was no way this could possibly be true. For her to claim that money would be … well, there was no point in trying to evade the reality of what she was considering. It would be fraud. Plain and simple. A criminal offence.

If anyone can pull this off, it’s you.

The thought flitted treacherously through the back of her mind as she crossed to the opposite pavement, and she shook her head, trying to ignore it. But it was hard. Because if anyone had the skills to turn up to a strange house and claim a woman she’d never met as her grandmother, it was Hal.

Hal was a cold reader, one of the best. From her little booth on Brighton’s West Pier, she told fortunes, read tarot cards and made psychic predictions. It was the tarot she was best at though, and people came from as far away as Hastings and London to get her readings, many of them coming back again and again – returning home to tell their friends about the secrets Hal had divined, the unknowable facts she had produced, the predictions she had made.

She tried not to think of them as fools – but they were. Not the tourists so much, the hen parties who came in for a giggle and just wanted to ask questions about the size of the groom’s dick, and the prospects of him coming up to scratch for the wedding night. They shrieked and oohed when Hal trotted out her well-worn phrases – the fool for a new beginning, the empress for femininity and fertility, the devil for sexuality, the lovers for passion and commitment. Occasionally she palmed the cards she needed for a satisfying message, pushing them forward to the querent to avoid an off-putting spread, full of minor cards, or trumps like death or the hierophant. But at the end of the day, it didn’t really matter what they turned up – Hal made the images fit with what the women wanted to hear, with just enough of a frown and a shake of her head to make them gasp impressively, and a reassuring pat to the hen’s hand when she reached her final conclusion (always that there would be love and happiness, though tough times might come – even with the most unpromising match).

Those, Hal didn’t mind fooling. It was the others. The regulars. The ones who believed, who scratched together fifteen, twenty pounds, and came again and again, wanting answers that Hal could not give, not because she could not see what they wanted – but because she couldn’t find it in herself to lie to them.

They were the easiest of all. The ones who made appointments – giving their real name and phone number, so that she could Google and Facebook them. Even the customers who walked in off the street gave so much away – Hal could guess their age, their status; she noticed the smart but worn shoes that showed a downward change in fortune, or the recently bought designer handbag that indicated the reverse. In the dim light of her booth she could still see the white line of a recently removed wedding ring, or the shaky hands of someone missing their morning drink.

Sometimes Hal didn’t even know how she knew until after – and then it was almost as if the cards really were speaking to her.

‘I see you’ve had a disappointment,’ she would say. ‘Was there … a child involved?’ and the woman’s eyes would well, and she would nod, and before she could stop herself a story would spill out, of miscarriage, stillbirth, infertility. And only afterwards Hal would think, how did I know that? And then she would remember the way the woman had looked out of the window of the waiting room as Hal came to find her, at the woman walking with a baby in a sling and a toddler with candyfloss stains around her mouth, and the stricken look on the woman’s face, and Hal would realise.

Then she felt bad, and sometimes she would even give back the money, telling the customer that the cards had told her it would be unlucky to take payment, even though that only seemed to increase their fervour, and make them more certain to return, banknotes in hand.

Mostly, though, Hal liked her job. She liked the raucous, drunken hen parties. She even liked the stags who came in bellowing and sceptical and full of suggestive cracks about feeling their crystal balls. And she felt that in some small way she helped some of her more vulnerable clients – she wasn’t base enough to tell them only what they wanted to hear, she told them what they needed to know as well. That truth wasn’t found at the bottom of a bottle. That drugs weren’t the answer. That it was OK to leave the man who was responsible for the bruises that peeped from behind the neckline of that blouse.

She was cheaper than a therapist, and more ethical than many of the psychics who posted cards through people’s doors, claiming to heal incurable diseases with crystals, or offering contact with dead lovers and children – for a price of course …

Hal never made those promises. She shook her head when the clients asked her if she could contact David or Fabien or baby Cora. She was not in the business of seances, profiting off grief that was all too nakedly visible.

‘The cards don’t predict the future,’ she said again and again, insuring herself against the inevitability of things turning out differently, but also telling them what they needed to know – that there were no firm answers. ‘All they show is how things could come out, based on the energies you brought with you to the reading today. They’re a guide for you to shape your actions, not a prison cell.’

The truth was, however much she tried to tell them otherwise, people liked tarot because it gave them an illusion of control, of forces guiding their lives, a buffer against the senseless randomness of fate. But they liked Hal because she was good at what she did. She was good at weaving a story out of the images the clients turned up in front of her, good at listening to their pain and their questions and their hopes and, most of all, she was good at reading others.

She had always been shy, tongue-tied in front of strangers, a fish out of water at her raucous secondary school, but what she hadn’t realised was that during all those years spent coolly standing back and watching others, she had been honing her detachment, and learning the skills that would some day become her trade. She had been watching the versions people gave of themselves, the tells that showed when they were nervous or hopeful or trying to evade the truth. She had discovered that the most important truths often lay in what people didn’t say, and learned to read the secrets that they hid in plain sight; in their manner, and their clothes and in the expressions that flitted across their faces when they thought no one was watching.

Unlike most of her clients, Hal did not believe the cards in her pocket held any mystical power, beyond her own ability to reveal what people had not admitted even to themselves.

But now, as she hurried past the Palace Pier, the smell of fish and chips blowing in the sea wind, making her empty stomach rumble, Hal found herself wondering. If she believed … if she believed … what would the cards say about Trepassen House … about the woman who was not her grandmother … about the choice that lay ahead of her? She had no idea.



Chapter 5

‘MORNING, TREACLE!’

‘Morning, Reg,’ Hal said. She pushed a fifty-pence piece across the counter of Reg’s booth. ‘Cup of tea please.’

‘I should say. It’s cold enough for brass monkeys today, ain’t it? Right. Let’s see. Cuppa Rosie …’ he muttered to himself as he dropped a tea bag into a cracked white mug. ‘Cup … of … Rosie for my favourite twist.’

Twist and twirl. Girl.

Reg was not from Brighton, but London, and he sprinkled his conversation with a liberal amount of cockney rhyming slang in a way that Hal was never quite sure was genuine. Reg definitely qualified as cockney – at least, he did on his own account, having been born within the sound of Bow Bells and grown up running the streets of the East End. But there was something a touch pantomime about his persona, and Hal suspected that it was all part of the patter that the tourists liked. Diamond cockney geezer, with his treacle tarts and cups of Rosie Lee.

Now he was looking at the hot-water urn and frowning.

‘Bloody urn’s playing up again. I think the connection’s loose. You got ten minutes, Hal?’

‘Not really …’ Hal looked at her watch. ‘I was supposed to be opening up at twelve.’

‘Ah, don’t you worry about that. There’s no one down your side, I’d a seen them go past. And Chalky’s not here yet, so you won’t have no bother with him. Come inside and have a sit-down.’

He opened the booth door and beckoned Hal in. Hal wavered, and then stepped over the threshold.

Chalky was Mr White, the pier manager. Hal was self-employed and to some extent set her hours, but Mr White liked the booths to be open in good time of a morning. Nothing more depressing, he always said, than a shuttered-up pier. The West Pier already had to work harder than its twin sister, the Palace, to lure the punters down the prom, and when takings dropped, as they always did in the winter months, Mr White was prone to start reassessing the leases of the underperforming booths. If there was one thing Hal could not afford at the moment, it was to lose her booth.

Inside Reg’s kiosk it was warm, and smelled strongly of bacon from the grill at the back. Reg’s stock-in-trade was bacon sandwiches and cups of tea in the winter months, and Mr Whippy ice cream and cans of Coke in the summer.

‘Won’t be a minute,’ Reg said. ‘How are you, anyway, my dear old mucker?’

‘I’m all right,’ Hal said, though it was not really the truth. Those two typewritten sheets of paper on the coffee table at home were giving her a sick feeling in the pit of her stomach, and she was half afraid of finding another envelope when she opened up the booth this morning. If only. If only Mr Treswick’s letter had been really meant for her.

The urn was up to temperature now, and she watched Reg as he expertly manipulated the spigot and mug with one hand, while flipping the bacon with the other. Somehow talking to the back of his head felt easier than addressing his face. She did not have to see the concern in his eyes.

‘Actually …’ she said, and then swallowed, and forced herself on. But the words, when they came, were not the ones she had been intending to say. ‘Actually, I might be better than all right. I got a letter last night, telling me I might be heir to a secret fortune.’

‘You what?’ Reg turned, mug in his hand, open astonishment in his face. ‘What did you say?’

‘I got a letter last night. From a solicitor. Saying I might be due a ‘substantial bequest’.’

‘You winding me up?’ Reg said, his eyebrows almost up to his non-existent hairline. Hal shook her head, and seeing that she was serious, Reg echoed her shake of the head, and handed the tea across.

‘You be careful, love. There’s a lot of these scammers about. My trouble got one the other day, telling her she won the Venezuelan lottery or some nonsense. Don’t you be handing over no money. Not that I need to tell you that.’ He gave her a wink. ‘No flies on you.’

‘I don’t think it’s a scam,’ Hal said honestly. ‘More like a mistake, if anything. I think they might have got me mixed up with someone else.’

‘You think it’s one of these heir hunter things, where someone’s died and they’re trying to track down the long-lost rellies?’ He was frowning again, but it was not with worry now, more as if considering a conundrum.

‘Maybe,’ Hal said. She gave a shrug, and sipped cautiously at the scalding tea. It was hot and bitter, but good. The cold clammy thought of the notes on the coffee table was starting to recede, and she felt a flicker of some old memory stir inside her – the sensation of what it had been like to wake in the morning and not worry about every bill, not think about where the next rent payment would come from, or worry about the knock on the door. God, what she wouldn’t give to get that security back again …

She felt something harden inside her – a kind of steely resolve …

‘Well,’ Reg said at last, ‘if anyone deserves a break, it’s you, my darlin’. You take any money they offer you and run, that’s my advice. Take the money and run.’



Chapter 6

‘GOODBYE,’ HAL SAID, as the three tipsy girls rolled out of the door, shrieking and laughing down the pier towards the bars and clubs. ‘May fortune favour you,’ she added, as she always did, but they were already gone out of earshot. Glancing at her watch, she realised it was 9 p.m., and the pier would be closing soon.

She was tired – exhausted in fact – and earlier that evening, as the time stretched on, and the pier had stayed empty of visitors, she had thought about giving up, switching the sign off and going home, but she was glad she had stayed. After almost no clients all day, there had been a mini rush at 7 p.m. – two co-workers had come in to ask what they should do about a bullying boss, and then the three drunk girls looking for a laugh at eight o’clock. She hadn’t made a lot, but with luck she would cover the rent on the kiosk this week, which was more than she could guarantee in the off season.

With a sigh, she turned off the little space heater at her feet, and stood, ready to switch off the little illuminated sign outside her kiosk.

Madame Margarida, it read in flowing ornate letters, and though the description didn’t really suit Hal, conjuring as it did some kind of Gypsy Rose Lee figure, she had not had the heart to change it.

Specialist in TAROT, psychic readings and palmistry, said the smaller letters below, although in truth Hal didn’t really enjoy reading palms. Perhaps it was the physical contact, the warm dampness of the sweaty palm in hers. Or perhaps it was the lack of props; because in spite of her scepticism, she loved the tarot cards as physical objects – the finely drawn images, their soft fragility.

Now, though, as she flicked the switch in her booth and the light clicked off outside, there was a rap at the glass. Her stomach flipped, and for a moment she froze, even her breathing stilled.

‘I’ve been waiting,’ said a hectoring female voice. ‘Don’t you want customers?’

Hal sighed, feeling her tension drain away, and she opened the door.

‘I’m sorry.’ She used the calm, professional voice that somehow became part of her persona the moment she picked up the cards. It was halfway between serene and serious, and a tone deeper than her own, though it was harder to conjure than usual, with her heart still thumping with the aftermath of the sudden rush of fear. ‘You should have knocked earlier.’

‘If you was a real psychic, you would’ve known,’ said the woman with a sour triumph and Hal suppressed another sigh. She was going to be one of those.

It always baffled Hal why sceptics were so drawn to her booth. It wasn’t like she was forcing anyone to come. She wasn’t making any claims for her services – she didn’t pretend to cure anything, or advise dangerous courses of action – she didn’t even say that her readings were anything other than a bit of fun. Weren’t there better people to debunk? And yet they came, and folded their arms and pursed their lips, and refused to be led, and looked grimly delighted at every failure, even while they wanted, desperately, to believe.

But she couldn’t afford to turn a customer away.

‘Please come in and sit down, it’s a cold night,’ Hal said. The woman drew up a chair, but didn’t speak. She only sat, her herringbone coat drawn firmly around herself, chapped lips clamped together, eyes narrowed.

Hal settled herself at the table, drew the box of tarot cards towards her, and began to run through the practised introduction she always used when new clients walked in off the street; a few generalised guesses designed to impress the listener with her insight, a sprinkling of braggadocio, all mixed in with a potted history of tarot, aimed at people who knew little about it, and needed a context to understand what she was about to do.

She had only run through a few of the phrases when the woman interrupted.

‘You don’t look like much of a psychic.’

She looked Hal up and down, taking in the frayed jeans, the thick gauge earring, shaped like a thorn, through her right ear, the tattoos peeping out from beneath her T-shirt.

‘I thought you’d have a costume, and a veil with dangly bits. Like a proper one. ‘Madame Margarida’ it says on the sign – you don’t look like much of a madame. More like a twelve-year-old boy.’

Hal only smiled, and shook her head, but the words had broken her rhythm, and as she resumed her little speech she found herself thinking of the veil at home in the drawer under the bed, the fine black gauze, with the jet drops sewn around the edge. She stumbled over the well-worn phrases, and was glad when she reached the end of the spiel.

At last she finished, and added, as she always did, ‘Please, tell me what brings you to consult the cards today.’

‘Shouldn’t you know that?’ the woman snapped.

‘I sense many questions in you,’ Hal said, trying not to sound impatient. ‘But time is short.’

And I want to go home, she thought, but did not say. There was a silence. The wind howled in the struts of the pier, and in the distance Hal could hear the crash of the breakers.

‘I got a choice,’ the woman said eventually, her voice grudging, as if the words were wrung out of her. She shifted in her seat, making the candle flame gutter.

‘Yes,’ Hal said carefully, not quite a question. ‘I sense that you have two roads ahead of you, but they twist and turn, and you can’t see far. You want to know which you should take.’

In other words, a choice. It was pretty pitiful stuff, as well it might be, given how little she had to work on, but the woman gave a grudging nod.

‘I will shuffle the cards,’ Hal said. She opened the lacquered box where she kept her work cards and shuffled them briefly, then spread them out on the table in a long arc. ‘Now hold the question you came to consult me about in your mind, and indicate a card to me. Don’t touch, just point with your finger to the card that calls to you.’

The woman’s jaw was clamped, and Hal sensed a turmoil in her out of all proportion. Whatever had driven her here tonight was no ordinary question; she had come against her will, turning to something she believed in spite of herself. When she leaned forward a cross glinted out from behind her buttoned-up cardigan and she gestured jerkily at a card, almost as if she suspected a trap.

‘This one?’ Hal said, pushing it out from the deck, and the woman nodded.

Hal placed it face down in the centre of the table, and glanced discreetly at the clock positioned behind the woman’s back. Usually she did the Celtic cross but she was damned if she’d spend half an hour with this woman when she was tired and cold, and her stomach was rumbling. A three-card spread was the very most she was going to do.

‘This card –’ Hal touched the card the woman had chosen – ‘represents the current situation, the problem you have come to consult me about. Now choose another.’

The woman flicked her finger towards a second card, and Hal placed it alongside the first, face down again.

‘This card represents the obstacle you face. Now choose one final card.’

The woman hesitated, and then pointed at the first card in the deck, to the far left of the spread. It was one people rarely chose; generally people picked towards the middle in a fairly even spread, choosing the cards closest to them, or a very few, the most suggestible types, picked up on the implicit instruction in final and chose a card towards the right of the spread, at the bottom of the original pack.

To pick the first card was unusual, and Hal was surprised. She should have known, she thought. This was someone perverse and contrary, someone who would do the opposite of what they thought you wanted.

‘This final card represents the advice the cards are giving you,’ Hal said.

She turned the first card, and from the other side of the table she heard a choking sound, as the woman’s hand went to her face, to cover her mouth and smother a name. Looking up, Hal saw that the woman’s eyes were wide and harrowed, and full of tears, and suddenly she knew. She knew why the woman was here, and she knew what the image on the card meant to the woman sitting opposite.

The young man setting out with his pack into the sunshine was handsome and smiling, turning his dark face to the sun, and only the cliff edge at his feet gave a clue to the deeper, darker meanings of the card – impetuosity, naivety, impulse.

‘This card is called the fool,’ Hal said softly and when the woman gave a little, broken sob and a nod, almost in spite of herself, she went on, ‘but tarot isn’t about simple meanings. The fool, though he can symbolise foolishness, doesn’t always mean that. Sometimes this card means new beginnings, sometimes it means doing things without thinking about the path ahead, without considering the future.’

The woman gave another dry, choking sob, and said something that sounded like ‘His future!’ in a tone of such bitter disbelief that Hal could not help herself – she put out her hand.

‘I … forgive me but … is your question about your son?’

The woman began to cry at that, broken and in earnest, and as she wept she nodded, and Hal heard words tumbling out – names of drugs, of treatment centres she recognised in Brighton, needle exchanges, of money stolen from handbags, of treasured heirlooms sold and pawned, of sleepless nights waiting for a call that didn’t come. The story between the racking sobs was plain enough – a desperate struggle to save a son who did not want to be saved.

A choice, the woman had said, and Hal knew what that choice was, and she wished now that she had not opened the door.

With a feeling of foreboding, Hal turned the second card. It was the wheel, reversed.

‘The second card you chose represents the obstacle you and your son face together. This is the wheel of fortune, or the wheel of life. It symbolises fortune and renewal and the cycle of life, and shows that you and your son have come to a turning point –’ a little, reluctant nod, as the woman swiped fiercely at her eyes – ‘but here it’s reversed – that’s what we call it when the card is upside down like this. The wheel reversed represents bad luck. This is the obstacle that has come into your life. There are negative forces here that are out of your control, but they are not always completely external – they come about as the result of choices we’ve made in the past, your choices and your son’s, of course.’

‘His choices,’ the woman said bitterly. ‘His choices, not mine. He was a good boy, until he took up with those boys at his school and started dealing. What was I supposed to do – stand by and watch him sink into depravity?’

Her eyes were bleak holes in her skull, and as she waited for Hal’s response she bit at the chapped skin of her lips, pulling at it with her teeth until a bead of blood appeared. Hal shook her head. Suddenly she wanted this to be over very much indeed.

‘The last card represents a possible course of action, but –’ the hunger in the woman’s eyes made her add hastily, ‘it’s important to know that it is not a prescription. The cards don’t predict the future – they don’t give a fail-safe course. They simply tell you what could, on a given day, be one outcome to your problem. Some situations have no simple resolution; all we can do is steer the course that causes the least harm.’

She turned the card, and the High Priestess turned her serene face up to the dim flickering light. From outside there was a gust of wind, and in the distance Hal heard a seagull’s scream.

‘What does it mean?’ the woman demanded, all her scepticism gone, subsumed by desperation for answers. She stared down at the figure on the card, seated on her throne, her hands spread like a benediction. ‘Who is she – some kind of heathen goddess?’

‘In a way,’ Hal said slowly. ‘Some call her Persephone, some say she is Artemis, goddess of the hunt. Some call her even older names. In French she’s called la papesse.’

‘But what does she mean?’ the woman said again, more urgently. Her fingers closed like claws on Hal’s wrist, painfully tight, and Hal had to fight the urge to pull away.

‘She means intuition,’ Hal said shortly. She disengaged herself from the woman’s grip under pretence of rearranging the cards into a single pile, the Priestess on top. ‘She symbolises the unknown – both the unknown within ourselves, and the future. She means that life is changing, that the future is always uncertain, no matter how much information we can gather.’

‘So what should I do?’ the woman cried. ‘I can’t go through this over and over, but if I throw him out, what kind of mother does that make me?’

‘I believe …’ Hal swallowed, and then stopped. She hated this part. Hated the way they came to her asking for answers she couldn’t give. She thought carefully, and then began again. ‘Look, this is a very unusual spread.’ She turned the rest of the pack over and spread them out, showing the woman the ratio of major to minor cards, the fact that the vast majority of the pack were numbered pip cards. ‘These cards – these numbered ones, with the suits on them – these are what we call minor cards. They have their own meanings of course, but they are more … mutable, perhaps. More open to interpretation. But these others –’ she touched the cards the woman had chosen, and the rest of the trumps, dotted through the spread – ‘these symbolic cards are called the major arcana, or trumps. To have a spread that’s completely composed of trump cards, as you had, that’s statistically very unusual. There just aren’t that many of these cards in the deck. And the point is that in tarot, these cards represent the strong winds of fate – the turning points in our lives – and when you get a large number of these cards in a reading, it can mean that the situation is largely out of your hands, that it will play out as the fates intend.’

The woman said nothing, she only looked at Hal, her eyes so hungry they made Hal almost afraid. Her face in the candlelight was shadowed, the eye sockets sunken.

‘Ultimately,’ Hal said softly, ‘you have to decide for yourself what the cards are telling you, but my feeling is that the priestess is telling you to listen to your intuition. You know the answer already. It’s there in your heart.’

The woman drew back from Hal, and then she nodded, very slowly, and bit her white, chapped lips.

Then she stood, threw down a crumple of notes on the table, and turned on her heel.
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