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Chapter 1: A Name Left Blank
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The rain had followed them across the border.

It had begun as a fine grey veil over the North Wales coast, travelled with them through changing fields and small railway stations, and thickened somewhere beyond the last Welsh hills into a determined downpour. By the time the hired motorcar turned off the high road towards Vale House, the windows had blurred with water and Owen Calder had stopped pretending that his collar was dry.

“Your map is dissolving,” Eleri Vaughan observed.

Owen raised the folded sheet from his knee. One corner had indeed become a soft, blue-grey pulp. “It was never a very robust map.”

“You said you knew the way.”

“I knew the direction. The distinction is important in detective work.”

“It seems important chiefly to the map.”

He gave her the look he reserved for remarks he intended to remember and deploy later. The driver, who had been listening with admirable discretion, turned the car between two mossy gateposts. Vale House stood beyond them, a long, pale stone building with a steep roof and narrow windows, set above a valley that was almost entirely rain.

Eleri leaned nearer the glass. The house had the composed, watchful look of a place accustomed to receiving bad news in envelopes. Ivy clung to the western wall. A line of dark chimneys rose against the low sky, and a square tower at one end gave the building a slightly military air, though no one seemed likely to defend it against anything more threatening than damp.

The motorcar rattled over a gravel sweep and stopped before a broad entrance. Owen climbed down first and offered his hand to Eleri. She took it, not because she needed help, but because the ground was slick and he had offered without making a ceremony of it.

His fingers closed round hers. Their eyes met for a moment.

The kiss they had shared after the Cwm Glas inquiry lay between them—not as a promise either had asked the other to make, but as a fact neither wished to pretend had not happened. Eleri was aware of it whenever Owen’s hand touched hers. She was also aware that he had not grown suddenly solemn, nor had he begun to speak as if their partnership had changed its terms without her consent. For that, she was grateful.

She released his hand and collected her case from the driver.

“You’re carrying the heavier one,” Owen said.

“I noticed.”

“I’m merely establishing that I noticed.”

“A useful professional habit.”

They followed the footman who had appeared under the portico, leaving the driver to set their cases down. The entrance hall beyond was high-ceilinged and cold, with black-and-white tiles, a carved oak staircase, and portraits whose eyes seemed to have been trained in the art of following visitors without appearing to do so. The air smelled of wet wool, beeswax, and a fire burning somewhere beyond the hall.

A woman waited beside the staircase. She was in her late fifties, perhaps, dressed in dark blue with a silver brooch at her collar. Her upright posture and composed face suggested that she had spent many years learning not to show surprise until she had decided what it might cost.

“Miss Vaughan. Mr Calder.” She came forward. “I am Margaret Vale. I am glad you have arrived safely. The roads are unpleasant today.”

“We were fortunate with the driver,” Eleri said. “And with the train.”

“Fortune is a less reliable form of transport than either.” Mrs Vale gave Owen a measured handshake, then turned towards the portraits. “You have brought the letter?”

“Yes,” said Owen. He took an envelope from his inner pocket. It was still intact, although the edges had softened slightly in the damp. “We thought it best to bring it rather than answer by post. You asked us to come before the sale arrangements went further.”

Mrs Vale looked at the envelope, then at him. “I did. I had hoped you might be able to tell me, before tomorrow, whether I am making a grave mistake.”

“On which question?” Owen asked.

The woman’s expression tightened, not from offence but from fatigue. “You have not been in the house five minutes, Mr Calder.”

“That is why I am asking.”

Eleri removed her gloves. “Perhaps we should begin with the letter.”

Mrs Vale nodded and led them to a narrow table beneath a portrait of a stern-looking man with a white beard. A small brass lamp stood on it, unlit in the grey daylight. Owen placed the envelope down and drew out the folded sheets.

Eleri recognised her own name on the outer page, written in a sloping hand. The invitation had travelled to Abermor by post, reached her at the museum, and been read twice before she had agreed to the journey. Mrs Vale had asked for “an independent assessment of certain family papers and an old portrait,” and had mentioned “a difficulty concerning the house’s history, its present occupation, and a proposed sale.” She had included the name of Owen Calder, saying she had been advised that he was accustomed to examining disputed estates. She had not called it a haunting, though she had used the word curse in quotation marks.

Now the letter lay open between them. Owen read the relevant lines aloud, his voice even.

“‘I have no wish to burden you with a family legend, but an account of a curse has been used to explain the condition of a portrait in the west gallery and to urge that the house be sold without delay. At the same time, a person claiming an interest in the estate has questioned the history on which my inheritance rests.’”

He glanced up. “You are asking us to examine the account and the portrait, and to advise what can be established?”

“I am asking you to tell me whether there is any truth in the story that the portrait brings misfortune, and whether the person challenging my inheritance has a credible case.”

“I can examine what evidence exists,” he said. “I cannot certify a title or decide a legal claim.”

“I understand that in principle. In practice, I am told each day that the matter is simple. Either the house is cursed and should be sold, or the claimant is a nuisance and should be ignored. I should be grateful for a third possibility.”

“A third possibility is that the curse is a family story and the claim requires a solicitor,” Eleri said. “Both can be true at once.”

Mrs Vale looked at her, and some of the strain left her face. “That sounds very much like a third possibility.”

Owen turned a page. “The letter says Mr Kersey is handling the sale?”

“He is my estate agent. He has dealt with the prospective purchaser, the surveyors, and the arrangements for the house to be viewed. He has also been advising me about the claimant.”

“Is he here now?”

“In the library. He asked to speak with me before you arrived. I told him I would not continue the discussion until I had met you.”

“Does Mr Kersey know what you have asked us to do?”

“He knows I wrote to you.”

“And the claimant?”

“I have received one letter from a solicitor acting for her. I have not met her. She alleges that the family record of the inheritance is incomplete. I do not know what she intends to do next.”

“Could we see the letter?” Owen asked.

Mrs Vale hesitated. “Yes. But I would prefer you not to make copies without first telling me.”

“We wouldn’t do so without your permission,” Eleri said. “And we won’t treat a family tradition, a portrait, or a story about a curse as proof of anyone’s present rights.”

Mrs Vale’s mouth curved faintly. “You are both admirably precise.”

“It saves time later,” Owen said.

“Does it?”

“Not always.”

Eleri looked again at the open invitation. It was written on good paper, but not ostentatiously so. The paper had been folded twice and opened repeatedly; the crease running through the sentence about the claimant was beginning to fray. A small spot of ink sat beside the word “portrait.” She wondered whether Mrs Vale had paused there while writing, or had added the word afterwards. It was too little to support even a useful guess.

“When did the claimant’s letter arrive?” she asked.

“Three weeks ago.”

“And the sale?”

“The prospective buyer has made an offer. The survey has been done. Mr Kersey tells me the offer may be withdrawn if there is a delay.”

“Has the claimant threatened an injunction?” Owen asked.

“She has said that she may seek advice about preventing the sale until the family papers are examined. I do not know if she has done so. That is another reason I want a proper account before I make a decision.”

“Who does she say she is?”

“An indirect descendant of a woman in the portrait. She says the woman was the elder daughter of an earlier Vale, and that her branch of the family was excluded from the inheritance.”

“And the portrait has no name?”

“It once had a label. It is blank now.”

“Do you know when it was removed?”

“No.”

“Has it been changed in any other way?”

“I don’t know. The portrait has been in the west gallery for as long as I can remember. I never thought to inspect its paint.”

Eleri glanced towards the staircase, which rose into shadow. “What is the curse supposed to do?”

Mrs Vale made a small, impatient gesture. “That depends on whom you ask. My grandmother said that no Vale should look upon the portrait alone after dark. One of her brothers was convinced it brought illness to anyone who tried to sell the house. Mr Kersey says the story has frightened staff and buyers for generations, and that we should dispose of the painting as part of the sale.”

“Has anyone been taken ill after looking at it?” Owen asked.

“Not to my knowledge.”

“Has anyone been injured?”

“Not to my knowledge.”

“Has the painting moved, spoken, or otherwise done anything that could be checked?”

Mrs Vale’s gaze shifted briefly towards the portraits in the hall. “A former housekeeper said she heard a woman crying in the gallery. Another member of the family swore the portrait’s eyes followed him. I have never heard it.”

“Eyes that follow are often a matter of paint and perspective,” Eleri said. “Crying may have several sources, especially in an old house.”

“You don’t believe in curses?”

“I believe people sometimes use the word to describe what they cannot explain. I also believe a portrait can be altered, damaged, misattributed, or misunderstood. I would need to see it before offering more.”

Owen refolded the invitation and placed it back in its envelope. “Then we have our limits. We can examine the portrait, the available family papers, and the circumstances around the pressure on your caretaker. We can tell you what appears consistent and what does not. We cannot tell you who legally inherits the house.”

Mrs Vale’s fingers rested on the table beside the letter. “I own Vale House. I live here. I do not propose to surrender it merely because someone has written a letter. But I am being asked to sell it before the claim becomes a public dispute. I would rather know what I am dealing with.”

“That is reasonable,” Eleri said.

“I have lived here alone for a long time,” Mrs Vale continued. “The house is too large for one person, and expensive to keep. The sale was not forced on me. I considered it sensible. Then the portrait and the claimant appeared in the same conversation, and I began to suspect that sensible was not the only word being used.”

Owen’s attention sharpened. “Who brought the portrait into the discussion?”

“Mr Kersey. He says the buyer knows about the curse and will not purchase the picture separately. He also says the claimant’s story makes the family papers a liability.”

“Has the buyer seen the portrait?”

“I believe so. Mr Kersey arranged the viewing.”

“Did the buyer say that he would withdraw if you delayed?”

“Not directly. Mr Kersey said it was what he had been told.”

“Did you speak with the buyer?”

“Only briefly, at a luncheon some months ago. He seemed more interested in the condition of the roof than in the portrait.”

“That seems a promising quality in a prospective purchaser,” Eleri said.

Mrs Vale gave a short laugh. It sounded surprised to have escaped her. “It did to me.”

Owen put the envelope away. “We should speak with your caretaker.”

“Of course. Nia Bell is in the cottage behind the east wing. She has worked here for several years. Mr Kersey has complained that she is obstructing the sale.”

“Has she refused access?”

“Not to my knowledge.”

“Has she been given notice?”

Mrs Vale’s face changed. “She says she has. I have not yet seen the notice.”

“Then we should hear her account before drawing a conclusion.”

“Will you speak with her now?”

“If she agrees.”

Mrs Vale glanced at Eleri. “I would like this settled quickly. I don’t want Nia to lose her position because of a misunderstanding, but nor can I ignore the sale indefinitely.”

“No one is asking you to,” Eleri said. “We can listen to her, examine what she has received, and keep her account distinct from what we can verify.”

Mrs Vale looked towards the inner door. “That is fair. I shall ask her to join us.”

She rang a small bell on the table. A moment later a maid appeared in the doorway. Mrs Vale gave her a quiet instruction, and she departed down a corridor.

While they waited, Owen moved to the entrance hall window and looked out at the sweep of rain over the grounds. Eleri stood beside him, leaving enough space between them for the moment to feel ordinary.

“You’re thinking about the letter,” she said.

“I’m thinking about who benefits from urgency.”

“That is generally useful.”

“It is also generally true that there is always someone who benefits from urgency. We’ll need more than that.”

“I know.”

He glanced at her. “I wasn’t suggesting otherwise.”

“I know that too.”

Their shoulders brushed. Neither moved away. Eleri was conscious of the warmth of him through his coat, and of the small, unremarked ease that had followed them since Cwm Glas. She did not mistake it for certainty. There was no need to make a decision about the shape of their lives while standing beneath a portrait of a stranger with a painted pearl at her throat.

The maid returned with a woman in her thirties. She was broad-shouldered, fair-haired, and plainly dressed in a brown skirt and a dark cardigan. She held herself with the guarded attention of someone entering a room where she might be expected to defend her presence.

“This is Nia Bell,” Mrs Vale said. “Nia, Miss Vaughan and Mr Calder have come to help me understand the situation.”

Nia’s gaze moved from Eleri to Owen, then to the envelope in Mrs Vale’s hand. “You’re the people she wrote to.”

“We are,” said Eleri. “Thank you for speaking with us.”

“I was told it might be useful.”

“It may be,” Owen said. “But you are not required to answer anything you’d rather not.”

Nia’s guarded expression softened by a degree. “That’s not how Mr Kersey puts it.”

Mrs Vale’s chin lifted. “What does Mr Kersey put it?”

“That I ought to remember I’m employed here, and that people who make trouble for a sale don’t stay employed.” Nia looked down at her hands. “I don’t want to make trouble. I’ve no wish to interfere with Mrs Vale’s business.”

“Have you been asked to leave?” Owen said.

Nia hesitated. “I’d rather talk in the cottage.”

“That is your choice,” Mrs Vale said. “I can come with you.”

“I think I’d prefer to speak with Miss Vaughan and Mr Calder first.”

Mrs Vale accepted this without offence. “Very well. I’ll be in the library. If you need me, send word.”

Nia nodded. She led them through a side passage and out of the entrance hall, where the portraits watched them go.

The caretaker’s sitting room was a modest ground-floor room in the east wing. It smelled of coal dust, tea, and drying wool. A small fire burned in the grate. The furniture was plain but carefully kept: a table with a checked cloth, two wooden chairs, a narrow sofa, and a shelf of books. A kettle sat beside the hearth. Through the window, Eleri could see the wet back lawn and a low stone wall leading to the service yard.

Nia closed the door behind them. She did not sit until Eleri and Owen had taken chairs.

“Would you like tea?” she asked.

“Thank you,” Eleri said.

Nia poured from a brown pot and brought three cups to the table. Her hands were steady, though she held the teapot rather tightly. Owen set his hat on the floor beside his chair and took out a small notebook.

“I’ll make notes,” he said. “Not a formal statement. If I have something wrong, you can correct me.”

“You won’t send anything to Mr Kersey?”

“Not without your permission.”

“And Mrs Vale?”

“We’ll be careful about what we tell her,” Eleri said. “If you describe a notice or an instruction, we may need to discuss it with her if it affects the inquiry. But we won’t turn your family story into evidence against anyone.”

Nia looked at her closely. “You know about that, then.”

“Mrs Vale mentioned that your family has a tradition connected with the portrait.”

“It’s an old story. It doesn’t prove anything about who owns the house.”

Owen paused with his pencil above the notebook. “That is a distinction we’re glad to hear.”

“My mother used to say we were descended from the woman in the west gallery. The one with the empty label. She said the family had taken the name from the portrait and then lost it again.” Nia held her teacup between both hands. “It never came with a document or a claim. My grandmother used to point at the painting when she brought us here, when I was small, and say, ‘There she is, still waiting for someone to remember.’ That was all.”

“What did you think it meant?” Eleri asked.

“I thought she wanted me to be impressed. I was more interested in the cake she brought.” Nia’s mouth moved at one corner. “Later, I thought perhaps my family had a story that people with larger houses did not.”

“Did your mother tell you a name?”

“No. She said the name had been taken away. I never knew whether she believed that or liked the sound of it.”

“And you have no letters, family papers, or records connecting your family to the Vales?” Owen asked.

“No. There was a Bible with a few names in it, but nothing that reached back further than my great-grandparents. It’s gone now. My mother gave it to a cousin, and I don’t know where it is.”

“Your family tradition may suggest something worth checking,” Eleri said. “It cannot establish a present right to the house. Nor does it show that anyone has done anything wrong.”

“I know.” Nia set down her cup. “I don’t want to be made into proof of something I can’t prove.”

“You won’t be,” Owen said.

Nia let out a breath, almost inaudible. “The notice is different.”

“What notice?” Eleri asked.

Nia rose, crossed to a small writing desk, and unlocked its lower drawer. She took out a folded sheet of paper and brought it to the table. “I’ve kept it because I thought I might need to show Mrs Vale. I haven’t yet.”

“May we look at it?” Owen asked.

“Yes. You can examine it here.”

He accepted the paper from her and turned it over carefully. It was a typed notice, dated nine days before, with a short handwritten addition at the bottom. It informed Nia that her position as caretaker would end on the completion of the proposed sale, and that she was expected to vacate the cottage within a fortnight of written confirmation. The notice carried no signature, only the printed name of Jasper Kersey, acting as agent for the estate.

The handwritten addition was in a darker ink, with a brisk, slanted hand: “You would be wise to arrange your departure before the purchaser arrives. There may be no room for those attached to old family tales.”

Owen read it once, then again. “Did you receive this directly from Mr Kersey?”

“A boy brought it from the estate office. He said it was for me.”

“Do you know when he brought it?”

“Last Thursday, just after dinner. I was here. I didn’t see him write anything.”

“Was the notice in an envelope?”

“No. Folded once.”

“Did you speak with Mr Kersey afterwards?”

“Yes. He came to the cottage the next day. He said the written notice was only to make things clear, and that I’d be better off leaving before the sale was completed.”

“Did he repeat the remark about old family tales?”

“Not those words. He said I shouldn’t let my grandmother’s stories ruin a good chance to make a fresh start.”

“Did he tell you to leave before the sale?”

“He said he expected me to be gone by the time the new owners took possession. I asked whether Mrs Vale knew. He said the arrangements had been discussed with her.”

“Have you asked her?”

“Not directly. She’s had enough to worry about. And I didn’t want to seem as if I was threatening her with my family story.”

Eleri kept her voice level. “Did Mr Kersey say your position was being ended because of the sale, or because of the story?”

“He said both, in different ways. That the purchaser wouldn’t want a caretaker who believed the house was cursed. Then he said my family might do better elsewhere.”

“Did you tell him you believed the house was cursed?”

“No. I told him I didn’t know what to believe about the portrait. I’ve never seen anything happen. I’ve heard people say they heard a woman in the gallery, but I’ve never heard her myself.”

“Do you go into the west gallery often?”

“Only when Mrs Vale asks me to open it for a visitor or dust the furniture. Mr Kersey has a key.”

Owen’s pencil moved across the page. “Does anyone else?”

“Mrs Vale. I believe there’s another key kept in the butler’s pantry, but I don’t know who has access to it now. The former housekeeper had one, before she left.”

“When did she leave?”

“Last spring. She went to live with her sister. There was no quarrel.”

“Has Mr Kersey ever told you not to enter the gallery?”

“He told me not to clean the portrait. He said the frame was delicate and the purchaser might want a specialist to examine it.”

Eleri looked up. “Was that before or after he spoke of the curse?”

“After. He said it would be a pity if the family’s stories became an excuse for touching something that ought to be left alone.”

“Did he give you a reason for wanting you to leave before the sale?” Owen asked.

“He said I’d be an inconvenience. He said the new owners would bring their own staff.”

“Did he raise his voice or threaten you?”

“Not exactly. He didn’t shout. He was polite.” Nia lowered her eyes to the notice. “That was part of what made it difficult. If he’d been unkind, I might have known what to do.”

Owen nodded once. “Politeness and pressure can occupy the same chair.”

A small, uncertain laugh escaped her. “I wish they wouldn’t.”

“Did you keep the notice folded in the same way you received it?”

“Yes. I put it in the desk drawer.”

“May I examine it more closely? I won’t remove it.”

“You may.”

He leaned towards the paper, careful not to touch the written addition. Eleri looked over his shoulder. The type was ordinary, struck cleanly on good paper. The date was clear. The addition had been made after the typed notice, perhaps with a different pen, but there was no way to know from appearance alone when it had been written or by whom.

“Is the handwriting Mr Kersey’s?” Owen asked.

“I don’t know. I’ve seen him write a note at the desk once. His writing was rather like that. But I couldn’t swear to it.”

“Then we’ll record that you think it resembles his writing, not that you can identify it.”

“Thank you.”

Eleri rested her hands on the table. “Do you have any reason to think the sale is being hurried because of the portrait?”

“I don’t know. Mr Kersey says the buyer wants a quick answer. He also says the curse story is making people nervous. I can only tell you what he said to me.”

“And the family story?”

“It’s a story. Perhaps the portrait is of someone in my family. Perhaps not. I don’t want it used to prove that Mrs Vale has no right to her own house.”

“Nor will it be,” Eleri said.

Nia turned the cup slowly on its saucer. “If you find that the woman in the portrait was someone important, I’d like to know. But I don’t want to be promised anything.”

“We won’t promise what we can’t know,” Owen said.

“Good.” She looked at him, then at Eleri. “I thought you might be the sort who came in and announced the house was haunted.”

“Those people usually arrive without an invitation,” Owen said.

“And they rarely bring an umbrella,” Eleri added.

Nia’s shoulders eased. “There was one fellow here last year who claimed he could hear the portrait’s heartbeat. He came in a motorcar with a white dog and a brass instrument.”

“What did the instrument do?” Owen asked.

“He said it measured a presence.”

“Did it?”

“It measured the dog’s interest in the biscuit tin.”

Owen gave a small, solemn nod. “A valuable instrument.”

This time Nia laughed properly, though the sound still held unease around its edges.

Owen closed his notebook. “We’ll need to speak with Mrs Vale about the notice. We should also ask when Mr Kersey can meet us.”

“He’s in the library,” Nia said. “He usually keeps the west gallery key. He controls who goes in when there are visitors.”

“Do you know whether he arranged the recent viewing for the prospective buyer?”

“He did. The buyer came with two men carrying measuring sticks. I wasn’t in the gallery. I saw them leave.”

“Who has been handling the sale preparations?” Owen asked.

“Mr Kersey. He has a list of the rooms to be opened, and he tells me which doors to unlock. Mrs Vale decides what is done, but he organises the visits.”

“Does he have access to the family papers?”

“I don’t know. He asked Mrs Vale to have the deeds ready for the solicitor. I was sent to fetch a locked box from the study once, but I didn’t open it.”

Eleri looked at the notice again. The phrase “those attached to old family tales” was peculiar: too personal for a formal notice, too careful to be an outright threat. She filed it as a phrase to remember, not as proof of anything beyond the fact that it appeared on the paper.

“Would you like us to speak to Mrs Vale with you present?” she asked.

Nia seemed to consider. “Yes. I think I would. I don’t want it to sound as if I’ve made a complaint behind her back.”

“You have not,” Eleri said. “You’ve given us an account and shown us a document. We haven’t independently verified the notice or your recollection. We’ll make that clear.”

“I know you have to be careful. I only want her to see what he wrote.”

Owen slid the notice back to Nia. “Keep it safe. We don’t need to take it.”

She returned it to the drawer and locked it away. Then she led them through the passage back to the main part of the house.

The library occupied the south side of Vale House. It was warmer than the entrance hall and filled with books from floor to ceiling, many in dark leather, their spines rubbed pale at the corners. A long table stood beneath the windows, and a fire crackled behind a brass guard. Margaret Vale sat at one end of it with a solicitor’s letter beside her. A man in a grey suit stood near the shelves, holding his gloves in one hand.

He was in his early forties, slim and neat, with an expression that seemed to have been arranged for business and left there. His hair was carefully parted. His gaze touched on Eleri and Owen, then on Nia, lingering a fraction too long.

“Mr Calder, Miss Vaughan,” Mrs Vale said. “You have met Jasper Kersey, my agent.”

Kersey inclined his head. “I understand you are here to consider the portrait and the family history.”

“We have only just begun,” Owen said.

“That is why I thought it best not to waste time.” Kersey placed his gloves on the table. “Mrs Vale is under considerable pressure. The offer on the house is fair, and the buyer has been patient. But there are limits to patience, particularly where a property is clouded by family disputes and old superstitions.”

“Who says the property is clouded?” Eleri asked.

“The claimant, in effect. She has made a challenge to the inheritance.”

“Has she filed a legal proceeding?”

“Not yet, as far as I know.”

“Then you’re describing a threatened challenge,” Owen said. “Not a finding.”

Kersey’s smile was thin. “I am describing a practical difficulty. Mrs Vale may be entitled to the house, but if the matter becomes public, the sale could be delayed for months. She may then be left with a deteriorating property, an unwanted portrait, and a caretaker who has decided that family folklore gives her a special interest in the place.”

Nia’s face went still.

Mrs Vale looked sharply at Kersey. “Nia has made no such claim.”

“I did not say she had. I said she was attached to the story.”

“She has shown us a notice,” Owen said.

Kersey’s gaze returned to him. “A routine notice. Her position ends when the property changes hands. That is hardly unusual.”

“The note beneath it says she would be wise to leave before the purchaser arrives because there may be no room for people attached to old family tales.”

“Did she say that was my handwriting?”

“She said she could not be certain.”

“Then it would be premature to draw conclusions.”

“It would,” Owen agreed. “Which is why I haven’t.”

Kersey appeared not to have expected agreement. He adjusted his cuff. “Mrs Bell has lived here long enough to become invested in the old legends. I have been trying to help her understand that she will be better off elsewhere. The buyer intends to bring in his own staff.”

“Did Mrs Vale ask you to tell her that?” Eleri said.

“She asked me to prepare the sale. The staff arrangements naturally form part of that.”

“Did Mrs Vale instruct you to send the notice?”

A faint pause. “I believe we discussed it.”

Mrs Vale’s eyes narrowed. “I don’t recall authorising a notice before the sale was agreed.”

“It was a preliminary statement of the position.”

“It did not look preliminary to Nia,” Eleri said.

Kersey turned towards her. “Miss Vaughan, I appreciate that you have been brought in to examine a painting. I’m not sure a disagreement over an ordinary employment notice falls within your remit.”

“I was asked to examine the pressure on the caretaker as well as the portrait,” Owen said. “Mrs Vale’s letter makes that clear.”

“Perhaps because she has heard too many stories. The portrait is the reason for half this trouble. It has been a source of anxiety for generations. The family would do better to sell it with the house and be done.”

“What exactly is the curse supposed to do?” Owen asked.

“I couldn’t say. That is the difficulty with these things. Everyone has heard a different version. Some say the woman in the painting brings grief to the Vales. Some say she appears before a death. One old servant claimed she wept.”

“Did you see her weep?”

“No.”

“Did anyone tell you they had?”

“People have told me all manner of things.”

“Has the portrait caused a death or an illness that you can establish?”

“Not that I know of.”

“Has it caused any harm you can establish?”

Kersey’s mouth tightened. “You are taking an unnecessarily literal view of family tradition.”

“I find it useful.”

“Mrs Vale knows the story well enough. She has heard it all her life. Delay is precisely what we must avoid. The prospective buyer will not wait while we examine every scrap of paper in the house. He has made a generous offer, and he is willing to take the portrait as part of the contents.”

“Is that his decision,” Owen asked, “or yours?”

“It is my understanding of the terms.”

“Have you spoken directly with him about the portrait?”

“I have handled the negotiations.”

“That wasn’t my question.”

Kersey’s expression cooled. “Yes. I have spoken with him.”

“Did he say he would withdraw if Mrs Vale delayed?”

“He has made it clear he does not wish the sale prolonged.”

“That is not quite the same thing.”

“It is close enough for practical purposes.”

Owen wrote something in his notebook. “We’ll want to see the written offer and any correspondence concerning the portrait.”

“If Mrs Vale agrees.”

Mrs Vale placed a hand on the solicitor’s letter. “I agree. I want to know what is being said in my name.”

Kersey looked at her. “Margaret, I have tried to spare you the unpleasant parts of this business.”

“By asking Nia to leave?”

“By explaining what the sale requires.”

“I will decide what the sale requires.”

For the first time since their arrival, the controlled manner in Kersey’s face faltered. It recovered quickly, but Owen had seen it, and Eleri had too.

“Of course,” Kersey said. “It is your house.”

“And my caretaker,” Mrs Vale replied.

The silence that followed was not dramatic. It was simply a silence in which everyone had discovered where the boundary stood.

Kersey took up his gloves. “I have no objection to an examination of the painting, provided no one touches it without proper care. The west gallery is locked. I have the key.”

“Does Mrs Vale have one?” Owen asked.

“She may. I keep the working key.”

“Who else has access?”

“Mrs Vale has her own. I believe another is kept with the household keys. The former housekeeper had one, but that was returned when she left.”

“Who controls access during viewings?”

“I arrange it.”

“And you have arranged every visit by the prospective buyer?”

“I have handled the appointments.”

“Have you given anyone permission to clean or treat the portrait?”

“No. I instructed Nia not to touch it. A specialist should assess its condition before any work is considered.”

Eleri’s attention sharpened. “Has a specialist examined it?”

“Not yet.”

“Has anyone else handled it?”

“Not to my knowledge.”

Mrs Vale looked towards the library doors. “You told me the frame had been inspected.”

“The frame,” Kersey said, without hesitation. “Not the painted surface.”

“By whom?”

“By a man who was assessing the contents for the buyer.”

“His name?”

“I don’t have it with me.”

Owen’s pencil paused. “You arranged the visit.”

“I arranged several. I do not carry a list of every tradesman’s name in my pocket.”

“Then perhaps the list is in your office.”

“I expect it is.”

“Could we see it?”

“If Mrs Vale wishes.”

“I do,” she said.

Kersey glanced at her again. His manner stayed courteous, but the space between his words had grown more deliberate. “Very well. I shall ask my clerk to bring the sale file.”

“Not yet,” Owen said. “First, we need Mrs Vale’s permission to examine the portrait and the records. We don’t want papers moved about before we know what exists.”

“Quite.” Mrs Vale turned to Eleri. “You may examine the portrait. I will have the west gallery opened for you.”

“Thank you. I’d also like to see the family papers connected with the inheritance and any records of the portrait’s history. We should begin with an inventory rather than removing or rearranging anything.”

“You shall have access to what I have. The solicitor has the main title documents, but I can ask him to provide a list. The rest are in a cabinet here and in a chest upstairs.”

“Please don’t bring them out until we agree on a way to examine them,” Eleri said. “I’d rather see where they are kept and how they’re arranged.”

Mrs Vale nodded. “That is sensible.”

Kersey folded his gloves into one another. “The painting is in the west gallery, but I should be present when you inspect it.”

“Why?” Owen asked.

“To ensure nothing is disturbed.”

“Miss Vaughan is a museum curator. She knows how to examine a painting without damaging it.”

“Even so, I am responsible for the sale preparations.”

“Mrs Vale owns the house,” Owen said. “If she gives permission, you don’t need to authorise the examination.”

“Of course not. I am only offering to assist.”

“Then you may assist by showing us the gallery key.”

Kersey looked at Mrs Vale. She held his gaze without speaking.

“Very well,” he said at last. “I can take you there later this afternoon.”

“Mrs Vale can decide when,” Owen replied.

“She has,” said Margaret. “You will show them the gallery after luncheon. I shall come too.”

Kersey inclined his head. “As you wish.”

Eleri took in the shelves, the table, the legal letter, and the narrow cabinet set against the inner wall. It was not yet an archive, only a room that contained the possibility of one. There were no reliable conclusions here, no answer hidden in the arrangement of furniture. The invitation had asked for help; the notice recorded a date and a remark but not its author; Nia had offered an account that deserved attention without being mistaken for proof. The portrait remained unseen.

Mrs Vale picked up the solicitor’s letter. “The claimant’s solicitor says they may send further papers. I’ll show you what has arrived. The original is here.”

“Please keep it with you for now,” Owen said. “We can read it in your presence and note what it says. We need not take custody of anything.”

“And no copies without asking,” Eleri added.

“You have my permission to examine it,” Mrs Vale said. “As for copies, we shall decide as we go.”

Kersey moved towards the door. “I shall arrange the sale file.”

“Please leave the original papers where they are until we’ve seen the inventory,” Owen said.

“I understand.”

He did not sound pleased to understand.

After he had left, Mrs Vale set down the solicitor’s letter and looked at Eleri and Owen in turn. “You will investigate the portrait, the notice, and the records?”

“Yes,” Owen said. “We’ll also establish what Mr Kersey has handled and what he has not, as far as the evidence allows. We will not decide who owns the house or whether the claimant has a legal case.”

“And the curse?”

“We’ll inspect the portrait and listen to what people say,” Eleri replied. “But a curse allegation is not evidence of a present right or a present wrong. If something unusual happens, I’ll tell you what I experienced and keep it separate from what can be verified.”

Mrs Vale studied her. “You have had such experiences?”

“Sometimes. They are fragmentary, and they do not answer questions for me.”

“That is more honest than most people who advertise that sort of thing.”

“I do not advertise it.”

“No,” said Owen. “She doesn’t.”

The brief warmth in his voice touched Eleri more than the words themselves. She did not look at him, but she could feel his attention beside her, steady and familiar.

Mrs Vale drew a slow breath. “Then we understand one another. I want the sale considered on its merits, not forced through because I have been frightened by a story. I also don’t want the claimant’s letter dismissed merely because it is inconvenient. If the papers show something uncomfortable, I will face it.”

“That is the best place to begin,” Eleri said.

“And Nia?”

“We will record her account accurately,” Owen said. “We will make clear which parts are supported by the document she has kept and which remain her recollection. The notice itself should be compared with your records and Mr Kersey’s account.”

Mrs Vale nodded. “I will speak to her myself.”

“Not before we’ve agreed how,” Eleri said gently. “She was anxious that her account might be treated as a complaint made behind your back. It may help if you tell her you know she has spoken with us and that she has not prejudged anything.”

“I can do that.”

A quiet knock sounded at the library door, but no one entered. Margaret glanced towards it.

“Mr Kersey?” Owen asked.

“Probably.” She stood. “I shall tell him the sale file can wait until after you have seen the gallery.”

When she went out, the door closed softly behind her. Eleri turned to Owen.

“We have a portrait, a notice, a claimant’s letter, an absent buyer, and an agent who wishes to manage every route through the house.”

“An economical collection.”

“You’ve already decided the notice is suspicious.”

“I’ve decided it contains a written remark that may matter. Suspicion is not a finding.”

“Good.”

He looked at her, one eyebrow raised. “You thought I needed reminding?”

“No. I was admiring your progress.”

“I’ll try not to become complacent.”

Eleri’s gaze lingered briefly on his mouth before she made herself look at the bookshelves. She remembered the first kiss, his patient pause before he answered her question, the way he had let the moment belong to her as much as to him. Nothing in the library required them to speak of it now. Nothing required them to decide what came next.

Owen followed her gaze. “The portrait first?”

“The portrait first. Then the records, if Mrs Vale permits us to see them in place.”

“And Kersey’s sale file.”

“And the buyer’s written offer.”

“And the origin of the notice.”

“And no conclusions before we have something to compare.”

He closed his notebook. “You have made it sound almost straightforward.”

“I have a museum. I’m accustomed to things being less straightforward once they are labelled.”

The door opened. Margaret returned, alone. “Mr Kersey will meet us at the west gallery after luncheon. He has the key, as he said. I will bring the solicitor’s letter here afterwards and show you the correspondence. You may examine the portrait and the family records, provided nothing is removed or altered.”

“Thank you,” said Eleri.

“And Nia may remain in her position while we look into this,” Mrs Vale continued. “I have told Mr Kersey that I have made no decision about her employment.”

“Have you spoken with her?”

“I have not yet. I wanted to hear your account of what she said first.”

“She showed us the dated notice,” Owen said. “We haven’t verified who wrote the addition or whether you authorised the typed part.”

Mrs Vale’s face drew tight. “I will ask Mr Kersey about both.”

“Please do not ask him to produce anything before we have seen the sale file,” Owen said. “We don’t want to interfere with records or give anyone reason to change their account.”

“That seems fair.”

Mrs Vale turned to Eleri. “Will you take the commission?”

Eleri looked at the woman’s tired, composed face, then at the neat stack of papers on the table. “Yes. I’ll examine the portrait and what records you permit us to see. I’ll be clear about what I can and cannot establish.”

Owen inclined his head. “I’ll examine the notice, access, and sale arrangements. We’ll compare accounts where possible and keep our own notes.”

“No title opinion,” Mrs Vale said.

“No title opinion,” Owen agreed.

“And no assertion that the portrait is cursed.”

“Not without evidence,” Eleri said.

“Even with evidence,” Owen added, “we would need to be precise about what it showed.”

“That is a less comforting answer than I hoped for.”

“It may be more useful.”

Mrs Vale considered him, then nodded. “Very well. You may begin.”

Outside the windows, the rain eased enough to reveal the dark line of the hills beyond the lawn. Somewhere in the house, a clock gave a small, uncertain chime. It sounded less like a warning than a mechanism struggling with its duties.

Eleri gathered her gloves and case. The invitation had been read; the terms of the inquiry had been set. Nothing had been decided about the inheritance, the sale, or the nameless woman in the portrait. No report had been written, no evidence removed, and no conclusion sent beyond the room.

There was, for the moment, only a house full of locked doors and people who had given different reasons for wanting one of them opened.
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Chapter 2: The West Gallery
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The west gallery was colder than the rest of Vale House, though the fire in the library had been burning since breakfast. Eleri felt the change as soon as Jasper Kersey opened the door: a draught moving along the passage, carrying the smell of old varnish, dust, and rain-wet stone.

“Mind the threshold,” he said. “The boards are uneven.”

Owen glanced down. “They appear to have been uneven for some time.”

“That is what makes them dangerous.”

Kersey’s tone suggested that he considered the distinction self-evident. He turned the key, pushed the door inward, and stood aside to let Margaret Vale enter first.

The gallery ran the length of the western side of the house. Its tall windows admitted a watery afternoon light that failed to reach the shadowed ceiling. Portraits in dark frames occupied the walls, with a few landscapes between them. The furniture had been arranged in the manner of a room expected to be viewed rather than used: narrow chairs set at intervals, a cabinet of porcelain, a table with a small gilt clock. A rug lay down the centre, faded almost to the colour of tea.

Eleri stopped just inside the door to let her eyes adjust. She had brought a notebook, a small pencil, a measuring tape, and a hand lens in its case. The lens would help if a detail could be seen without touching the canvas; it would not turn a first inspection into an examination. She had no intention of handling the portrait, its frame, or anything else in the room.

“Does the gallery always remain locked?” Owen asked.

“Usually,” Kersey said. “There is little reason to open it except for visitors, cleaning, or to show a particular piece.”

“Or to inspect the windows,” Margaret said.

Kersey inclined his head. “Of course. The windows are checked as part of the regular household routine.”

“By whom?”

“Nia, when she is asked to do so. The housekeeper used to manage it.”

“Then it is not quite true that the gallery is rarely entered,” Owen said.

“I said there was little reason. That is not the same thing.”

“No. It is not.”

Margaret looked from one to the other. “Can we begin with the painting?”

Eleri nodded. The portrait hung midway along the north wall, between a broad landscape of a wooded river and a small oval image of a child. It showed a young woman in a high-necked dark dress, seated with one hand resting on a carved chair. Her face had been painted with restraint. She was not smiling, but there was no severity in her expression; she seemed to have been interrupted while listening to someone just out of sight.

A pale ribbon lay at her throat. The painted folds of her dress were finely observed, as was the narrow lace at her cuffs. The frame was heavy, carved with small leaves and curling stems, its gold dulled in places. At the lower edge, a small metal plate remained fixed to the wood. It was blank.

Eleri approached as far as she could without crowding the picture. The portrait itself was set behind a glazed cover. Dust had settled along the upper ledge of the frame and in some of the carved hollows. A fine crack in the gilding ran down the right side, stopping well short of the painting. The glass reflected the windows and the dim line of Eleri’s shoulder.

She moved half a pace to one side. The reflection shifted, and the sitter’s face emerged more clearly.

“Is that the name plate?” she asked, indicating the small plate with a movement of her pencil.

“Yes,” Margaret said. “It has been blank for as long as I remember.”

“Do you know whether it was once engraved?”

“No. My grandmother told me that it had been scraped clean, but I cannot say whether she knew that firsthand.”

Kersey crossed his arms. “The family stories disagree. One says the name was removed, another that the plate was never engraved. There is a third, which claims the name faded by itself. I’ve heard all three.”

“And which do you believe?” Eleri asked.

“I don’t believe any of them. A brass plate does not ordinarily lose its lettering through melancholy.”

“An admirable standard,” Owen said.

Kersey’s mouth tightened, though Margaret gave the faintest breath of amusement.

Eleri wrote down the description of the plate without interpreting it. The metal looked dull and discoloured, but the lighting was poor, and she could not distinguish at this distance whether the surface showed wear, old cleaning, or merely the effects of age. She noted the location and the fact that the frame remained in place. Her pencil moved slowly, leaving enough space for corrections.

“May I examine the frame more closely?” she asked Margaret. “Only visually. I won’t touch it.”

“Certainly.”

Kersey shifted nearer. “I should warn you that the portrait has a reputation. Several people have found close examination unsettling.”

“Unsettling in what way?” Owen asked.

“An unease. A sense of being watched. The usual account.” Kersey’s eyes moved to the sitter’s face. “One should not invite it.”

Eleri looked at the reflected face in the glass. “I won’t invite anything. I’ll look at the paint and frame.”

“Some would say that is enough.”

“Some would say standing beneath a portrait invites the same thing. Yet the furniture has not been removed.”

Owen’s gaze flicked towards the chairs. “We should perhaps move those before the furniture becomes involved.”

“Please don’t,” Margaret said. “It has enough attention already.”

They all looked at her. She had said it lightly, but there was a tiredness beneath the words. Eleri recognised the fatigue of a person who had spent too long listening to every ordinary choice being described as a sign.

“I mean the furniture,” Margaret added. “It has been there since my mother’s time.”

“I understood,” Eleri said.

She studied the painting from the left, then from the right. The glass made it difficult to judge the surface. At the outer edges, where the reflection thinned, the paint appeared generally even, though age had softened some of the darkest tones. The sitter’s face and hands showed no obvious damage. Neither did the exposed parts of the background. Near the lower centre, however, around the blank plate, the painted area seemed slightly different in texture and colour.

She did not lean in close enough to touch the glazing. She took out her hand lens and held it before her eye at a distance. The glass returned a thin grey reflection. She adjusted the angle, then lowered the lens.

“Is something wrong?” Margaret asked.

“I’m not certain. There is an area of paint near the lower edge that looks different from the surrounding surface. I can’t tell from this position whether it is a later addition, an old repair, or an effect of the glass and light. I would not call it anything more definite.”

Kersey’s arms unfolded. “You mean the blank area?”

“Near it. The plate is attached to the frame. The patch I’m noticing is on the painted surface above and beside it.” Eleri pointed without touching. “There appears to be a narrow band around the lower part of the picture, where the colour is flatter and the brushwork less distinct than the surrounding paint. It may only be a difference in varnish or the way the light falls.”

“Could it be the name?” Margaret asked.

“It could be connected with an inscription, or with a repair, or with nothing of the sort. I cannot identify the sitter or date a layer by looking at it from across a room.”

Kersey looked from Eleri to the painting. “That is precisely why I have warned against disturbing it.”

“I have not proposed disturbing it,” she replied. “A proper comparison would be useful. A qualified paintings conservator could examine it in place and advise whether the variation is in the varnish, paint, or glazing. The inspection should be non-invasive, and the portrait should remain here.”

“You wish to bring in a specialist before we know whether the buyer wants one,” Kersey said.

“Knowing what is there would be useful whether the buyer wants one or not.”

“The buyer is not purchasing a museum.”

“No,” Eleri said. “But a sale does not make a material observation less relevant.”

Owen had been watching Kersey rather than the picture. “Have you arranged any inspection?”

“I have not. I have been told the portrait should be left alone until the sale is settled.”

“By whom?”

“The buyer’s representative, among others.”

“Can we have the name of that representative?”

“I don’t have it to hand.”

“You might be able to find it in your papers.”

“If Mrs Vale wishes me to do so.”

“I do,” Margaret said. “But not until we have finished here.”

Kersey’s gaze rested on her. “I understand.”

Eleri returned to her notes. She wrote: Lower area, around and above blank plate: visual difference in surface/colour; possible later layer or varnish variation; uncertain through glazing. Requires qualified non-invasive comparison. Then she added the date of the visit in the margin and marked the observation preliminary.

She had learned not to trust the quick certainty that could come from recognising a familiar feature. A portrait’s surface was a record, but it could be obscured by varnish, reflected light, earlier restoration, or the expectations of the viewer. She had seen paintings misjudged by people who were certain they knew what the brushwork ought to mean. The woman in front of her deserved better than a guess made in a draughty room.

“Would you like to record the frame as well?” Margaret asked.

“Yes. It appears structurally intact from what I can see. There is wear to the gilding, and the lower right corner may have been repaired at some time, though I can’t verify that at this distance. The glass is reflective but seems to be covering the whole painting. I can’t tell whether it is original to the frame.”

“Can the frame be opened to inspect it?”

“Not as part of this first visit. A conservator could advise whether that is necessary and how it should be done. I would not remove the back or lift the painting without a reason.”

Kersey gave a short, disapproving breath. “The more people involved, the greater the chance of a mistake.”

“That is true,” Eleri said. “It is also true that one person making an unsupported claim can cause a mistake of its own.”

The room settled into silence. Rain tapped faintly against the windows, not hard enough to drown the small ticking of the gilt clock on the table.

Owen stepped to the painting’s right, careful to remain outside Eleri’s line of sight. “Could the dark band have come from the frame covering the edge?”

“Possibly. If the image was reframed, an earlier painted margin could have been concealed. The edge might be darker from dirt or discoloured varnish. Or it could have been altered. I can’t decide which from here.”

“Could the blank plate tell us anything?”

“Not without examining it properly. Even an inscription, if one had existed, would not by itself prove who the sitter was. We would need independent evidence.”

“Letters, inventories, household accounts,” Margaret said.

“Possibly. We should start with what is already here.”

Kersey gave the painting another glance. “There are no records that will identify her. The house has been searched before.”

“By whom?” Owen asked.

“By members of the family. There are old accounts, though nothing conclusive.”

“Have they been searched by someone familiar with portrait inventories and household papers?”

“I couldn’t say.”

“Then ‘searched before’ is a description of a past activity, not a result.”

“That is a clever way to put it.”

“It is an ordinary way to put it.”

Margaret folded her hands. “The claimant says the woman was an elder daughter. The family story says the portrait has never had a name. I have not known how to connect those things.”

“Neither should be connected yet,” Eleri said. “The portrait may be of a daughter, a niece, or someone not related to the family at all. The blank plate is suggestive, but not proof that a name was removed. We need to learn what the records say before we let the story decide what the painting is.”

Kersey moved to the window, looking out at the wet lawns. “And in the meantime, people ask whether the house is cursed. They ask whether they can view the portrait. They ask whether the family has concealed a scandal. One must manage the practical consequences, Miss Vaughan.”

“Managing them is your work as estate agent,” Owen said. “Establishing what is true is ours.”

“Is it?” Kersey turned. “You have been in the house less than a day. You have heard one caretaker’s complaint, a few family stories, and a claimant’s allegation. You might be as much a part of the confusion as the rest of us.”

“We might,” Owen said. “That is why we are taking notes instead of making an announcement.”

“Could you say what you think the blank name signifies?” Margaret asked.

“Not yet,” Eleri said. “I can say the area near it deserves closer examination by someone qualified. I can also say that I cannot identify the sitter from her face. Even if she resembles a known portrait, resemblance would be a lead, not a conclusion.”

Kersey came away from the window. “And you will not remove the painting?”

“No,” said Eleri.

“Nor open the frame?”

“Not without your permission and a conservator’s advice. I’m not proposing it now.”

“Nor apply anything to the surface?”

“No.”

“Nor take a sample?”

“Certainly not. There is no reason to damage or sample it at this stage.”

Kersey seemed satisfied that the answers were firm, though not that the question had been necessary. “Good. The story says the picture reacts to being disturbed.”

“What does ‘react’ mean?” Owen asked.

“I told you. People have felt uneasy.”

“Has anyone described a movement, a sound, a change in the painting?”

“I have not seen one.”

“Has Mrs Vale?”

Margaret looked at the portrait. “No. I have never seen anything happen.”

“Then we should not treat unease as proof of a curse,” Eleri said. “Nor should we dismiss anyone who has felt uneasy. But the portrait’s condition is a separate question.”

The wind pressed gently at the windowpanes. A loose branch scratched along the outer wall with a sound like fingernails dragged over paper. Owen looked up at it; Kersey did not. Eleri wrote down the time and the fact that the gallery door had remained open during the inspection. It was a small note, perhaps an unnecessary one, but a record of what had happened was safer than a record of what someone later thought must have happened.

“May I take a description of the room as well?” she asked Margaret.

“Certainly.”

Eleri noted the painting’s position between the landscape and the oval portrait, its height above the floor, the distance to the window, the presence of the glass, and the condition of the frame as visible. She did not measure the painting with her tape. That would bring her too near the surface and, in any case, she had no need to measure it yet. She sketched the outline of the frame and the plate, taking care to mark the sketch as approximate.

Owen remained quiet while she worked. When she finished, he said, “We should establish who can enter the room and what has been done here recently.”

Kersey’s jaw shifted slightly. “That has nothing to do with the portrait’s visible condition.”

“It may have. It may not. Access is one of the facts Mrs Vale has asked us to examine.”

“Then ask me.”

“I shall.”

Kersey drew the key from his pocket. “The gallery is locked when there are no visitors. I keep the working key because I arrange viewings and contractors. Mrs Vale has a key of her own.”

“And the household key?” Owen asked.

“There is another, though I do not know who presently holds it.”

“You mentioned one in the butler’s pantry yesterday,” Margaret said.

“I said I believed it was kept there.”

“You also said the former housekeeper returned hers when she left.”

“According to the housekeeper’s account, yes.”

“Is that key in the pantry?”

“I haven’t checked.”

“Then we should not say that it is,” Owen said.

“I did not.”

“You said the gallery was rarely entered.”

“It is.”

“Except for cleaning, window checks, and viewings.”

“Those are occasional.”

“Was it cleaned this week?”

Kersey’s eyes narrowed. “I would have to check.”

“Who arranged it?”

“I generally coordinate the work.”

“Did you arrange the recent cleaning?”

“I said I coordinate the work. I don’t personally clean the rooms.”

“Then we can establish the exact work and date later.”

“Precisely. Later, when there is a proper reason to disturb the staff.”

Owen closed his notebook. “We need not disturb anyone to ask what they remember.”

“That depends on how you ask.”

“It does.”

Margaret turned back to Eleri. “Are you finished with the portrait for now?”

“Yes. I have made only a preliminary visual record. I would like to compare it with whatever inventory or correspondence exists, and then request a qualified, non-invasive assessment. I will not make a technical conclusion based on what I’ve seen today.”

“I understand.”

“Do you want me to ask the specialist?” Kersey said. “I can arrange someone used to dealing with houses like this.”

“I would prefer to know who they are and what they propose before anyone is engaged,” Margaret said. “No one is to touch the painting without my agreement.”

“Of course.”

“And no one is to remove it.”

“Certainly.”
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