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	A Crack in the Varnish

	
Chapter 1

	Norfolk, April 1991

	As if weary from a long day and too many visitors, the manor house had fallen silent, dozing in the fading light of an early spring evening. The paying public had left and the staff had long since finished for the day. Even the Gyllam-Spences had retreated into their private sanctuary. Carrie was alone, working late.

	She left the dining room and walked into the exhibition room, flicked the light switch on and paused, savouring the peace. She liked being here after everyone else had gone. From the moment Ranling Manor opened to the public at ten each morning, a constant procession of people wandered through the rooms, pointing and commenting, asking questions and jostling for position. But Carrie preferred it like this: silent and still. The extensive art collection which the old manor housed – and which she had been employed to curate – was hers alone. She could pause and consider and simply think without interruption or distraction.

	She twitched the protective fabric cloth back over one of the glazed cases housing watercolours and drawings, then headed for the far wall. Earlier that afternoon, she had replaced a painting with a fresh one from the storeroom. Now she checked the new hanging looked right and that the alarm cord was securely attached to it, then consulted her watch. It was after six-thirty already and she was tired. She’d had an argument with another member of staff that afternoon and still it lingered in her mind, leaving her restless and uncomfortable. And it had been such a petty thing. She glanced round the room once more and left, switching off the lights.

	The oak-panelled hallway was empty. All day long a guide stationed by the big front door welcomed visitors, offering plans of the house and advice on the route used to view it. But now there was no-one. Carrie made for the door beside the old staircase which gave access to the private rear vestibule, then a soft groan had her stopping to look round and up the stairs. Nothing.

	‘Don’t worry about the noises you’ll hear,’ Mortimer had said conspiratorially to her when she first arrived. ‘The house talks to you sometimes. Just listen. Think what stories a house like this has seen, what secrets it could tell you. There’s a lot of wisdom in an old house.’

	Mortimer had a way of coming out with these strange remarks. He was the current Gyllam-Spence who owned and managed the estate, a seemingly pleasant but definitely odd man. Carrie listened anyway, but if the house had some wisdom or a secret to impart, it wasn’t doing it tonight. At least not to her.

	She put her key in the partition door but found it unlocked again and sighed with frustration. In the short time she’d worked at the manor, she’d been astonished at the lax security and no matter how often she mentioned it, Mortimer just laughed it off.

	Letting herself into the workroom off the rear vestibule, she gathered her things together, picked up her notebook and bag and had just found her car keys when she heard another noise. But this one had definitely come from the huge storeroom next door where all the art works not currently on display were kept, and sounded like a book falling to the floor with a slap. But nobody should be in there at this time of night. Or at all: the storeroom was her responsibility.

	She stood transfixed, straining to hear. Suppose it was a burglar who’d come in through the back door? That was often left unlocked too. Suppose he realised she was there? Barely able to breathe and scared to move, a threatening sneeze had her raising a desperate hand to her nose and her car keys dropped, falling with an ear-splitting clatter onto the stone floor. The echo hung in the room and she froze again. A few minutes later she heard the distinctive creak of the back door opening.

	She cautiously opened the door onto the vestibule and peeked out. The back door to the outside was closed and the only light came through a long slit of window each side of it which offered a dull, insipid glow, enough to show that there was no-one there. Edging further out she found the storeroom door ajar and the room in darkness. She’d have sworn she’d closed and locked the door; she always did.

	She sidled up to it, hooked a hand round the frame and flicked the light on. There was no-one inside but the old inventory book with the details of the collection had been moved. That was probably what had fallen. It should have been on the shelves and had now been put on top of the plan chest.

	She glanced through its pages but there was no way of knowing what the intruder had been looking for and she pointlessly scanned the room. Did they find it, whatever it was? Some of the collection was tawdry and uninspired but there were real gems too, worth a lot of money. The only way to know if anything was missing would be to painstakingly check through every art work, piece by piece.

	For a couple of weeks now she’d suspected that something was wrong but she had doubted herself. She’d blamed the uneasiness of starting a new job, the unfamiliar location, the breakdown of her marriage and its emotional fallout. But there was no doubting what had happened here tonight, nor was she imagining the air in this room: it had been disturbed. The usually stuffy, stagnant space still held the indefinable energy of whoever had been there.

	And what disturbed her most was that the only people who knew about the position and mechanics of this obscure internal room – and who had access to a key – were the people she now worked closely with every day: the Gyllam-Spences and Alan Foxhall, that slippery, two-faced man. It couldn’t have been an outsider; that didn’t make sense. Her worst suspicions had been correct.

	Someone here was tampering with the collection and stealing from it. But who would believe her? She was the newcomer and she wasn’t family, they had made that clear. If something went missing, she would be blamed.

	*

	Mortimer sat behind the desk in the manor office, his gaze resting on Alan who was telling them about a school visit planned for later in the week. Alan Foxhall was responsible for ‘events’ at the Manor, anything that could give them good publicity or, more importantly, some valuable extra income. He had been with them a couple of years and seemed to be good at his job, although Mortimer couldn’t honestly say he liked the man, though in truth he hardly knew him. Alan didn’t make idle conversation and, for all that he was the only member of the administration team who wasn’t family, he exuded an irritatingly condescending manner.

	‘…And I’ve received several enquiries about wedding receptions this last week,’ he was saying. ‘Most of the couples were asking about this summer, but two were planning ahead for next year.’

	‘Good, good,’ said Mortimer. ‘They need to come up with firm dates if it’s for this year. I mean, we’re in March already. Tell them we’re booking up quickly. Are we?’

	Alan produced a pained smile. ‘It’s April now, Mortimer. The third. And we’re not really booking up yet but yes, I told them we were.’

	It was their weekly Wednesday morning meeting, a chance to catch up and coordinate.

	‘Shouldn’t we be putting our fees up this year?’ said Toby. Toby was Mortimer’s younger brother and seemed to think that their visitors could be endlessly squeezed for money. Probably because he spent so much of it himself.

	Mortimer didn’t reply. He’d noticed that he’d fastened his cardigan buttons in the wrong holes again and he started to unfasten them, one by one, and change them over.

	‘Mortimer, are you listening?’ Toby’s voice had gone up a notch, cross and impatient.

	‘Shouldn’t we be putting our fees up,’ said Mortimer distantly. ‘Yes, I heard.’

	‘And what about ticket prices? Inflation is running high. We mustn’t get left behind.’

	‘We haven’t.’ Mortimer managed to fasten the last button in the appropriate hole and looked up at his brother. ‘I do keep a check on these things, Toby. We can’t afford to price ourselves out of the market. They’ll go elsewhere.’

	‘Well I keep a check on it too and I know of a couple of places that charge more than we do.’

	Mortimer ignored him. Toby was all mouth. He supposedly managed the ticket office and did the publicity but seemed to do precious little of either. The estate worked in spite of him, not because of him.

	‘Remember I’ve got a couple of conservators arriving tomorrow to work on some pieces from the collection,’ Mortimer said.

	‘What pieces?’ demanded Toby. ‘You never said.’

	‘I think I did,’ said Mortimer mildly. ‘They’ve been booked for a while. Anyway, you wouldn’t know if I told you, Toby. You never have anything to do with the collection.’ He looked over at Carrie, their new curator, a rather diffident young woman. She had arrived late to the meeting, looking flustered and ill at ease. There again, she often did. ‘I’ll meet them first and sort a few things out but perhaps you’ll go through the necessary work with them, Carrie? Explain the ins and outs of what needs doing?’

	Carrie appeared distracted. She kept glancing round the room, studying people’s faces. He frowned.

	‘Is that all right, Carrie?’

	‘What, oh yes, the conservators. Sorry. Of course, I’ll see them. Yes.’

	‘But why are they coming here?’ complained Toby. ‘It must be more expensive than sending the artworks away.’

	‘I’ve told you before: I’m not doing that again. The last time I sent a painting away, I never saw it again. And the insurance money doesn’t compensate: they never give you what it’s worth. Anyway I negotiated a deal with the man who runs the restoration business, Timothy Blandish. They’re staying at The Boatman in the village and he promised they’d be discreet. And quick. Can’t remember their names off hand but I’ve got them here somewhere…’

	He ferreted through a teetering pile of papers on the desk in front of him, sending several fluttering to the floor, grabbed one of the remaining sheets, peered at it, then looked round for his reading glasses.

	‘They’re on top of your head,’ remarked Sid.

	Sidony Pettiver was Toby’s ex-wife. She was in charge of the house guides, training them and organising their rotas. She was calm and efficient. Someone needed to be.

	He offered her a grateful smile, disentangled them from his hair which he wore long and tied in a ponytail, and perched them on his nose.

	‘Hannah Dechansay and Nathan Bright. So there we are. Hopefully they should get here by lunch-time.’

	Mortimer glanced round the room over his glasses. Rosamund, his niece who worked in the office fielding phone calls and answering general queries, had got up and was picking up the errant papers one by one and replacing them on the pile.

	‘Thank you, Rose,’ he muttered.

	‘Where are the conservators going to work?’ Sid enquired with her familiar challenging glare. ‘We aren’t closing any rooms off are we? I hate having to do that.’

	‘No, no. In the workroom, I thought.’

	‘The workroom?’ queried Carrie. ‘My workroom? But…’

	‘I didn’t know it was your workroom,’ said Rose waspishly.

	‘No, I know. I meant…’

	‘I realise it’s where you base yourself Carrie,’ interposed Mortimer, ‘but I don’t know where else would be suitable. You’ve got work tables in there and some natural light. They asked for both of those things. It won’t be for long.’ He shrugged, not remembering too clearly now how long that Blandish chap had said it might take, only the price tag. ‘You can squeeze in here for the duration, can’t you, when you’re not sorting through the collection? Plenty of room to go round, isn’t there?’

	He looked expectantly at Rose and Alan who both had a desk in here and generally seemed to tolerate each other. Neither voiced any support however.

	‘Is there any other business?’ he asked loudly. ‘Problems?’

	He wished he hadn’t asked that. He didn’t want to know about any problems, not this morning.

	‘Are these conservators only working on those pieces you mentioned to me last week?’ asked Sid. ‘Nothing’s coming out of the show rooms, is it?’

	‘No,’ said Carrie, ‘but I did change that painting we discussed from the exhibition room yesterday: the Watteau for the Ingres. And I wrote out some information about the replacement for the guides. Rose was going to type it out for them.’ Carrie pointedly looked across at Rose.

	‘Yes, yes, I’ll do it this morning,’ Rose said impatiently.

	‘Good. Right. Time to get on then.’ Mortimer rose to his feet and gathered up his sheaf of papers, ready to take them back into his study next door. There was a general scraping of wood on the stone floor as chairs were moved and put back in position.

	Rose joined him before he could reach the door and put a hand on his arm, making the bangles on her wrist jangle.

	‘What are these people like, Uncle Mortimer?’ she asked breathily.

	‘I’ve no idea, Rose. Why?’

	‘I just wondered, you know, since they’re going to be among us for, what, days on end.’

	‘Weeks, dear.’

	‘Really? That long. So didn’t you ask?’ She shrugged. ‘I mean. Are they old or young, you know, that kind of thing? They don’t sound married.’

	He offered an indulgent smile. Rose was always on the lookout for eligible men. Any man really. He blamed her father. When Toby wasn’t ignoring her, he was heavy-handed and critical. It had made her prickly and insecure.

	‘I don’t know. We’ll find out soon enough, I imagine.’

	‘Oh Uncle Mortimer, you are hopeless.’

	‘Yes, my dear, so you’ve said.’

	Rose turned away as Carrie came up.

	‘I’m sorry about the workroom, Carrie,’ he offered. ‘Can’t be helped, I’m afraid.’

	‘No, no, it’s fine. I’ll manage. Mr Gyllam-Spence…’

	‘Do call me Mortimer. You make me feel so old.’

	Carrie produced a weak smile.

	‘In fact, you look rather tired yourself,’ he remarked. ‘Something bothering you?’

	‘I didn’t sleep well last night. In fact, I wondered if I could…’ She broke off and glanced sideways towards Alan who was watching them a little too closely. ‘Actually no, it’s fine. I’ll make sure I’m around when the conservators arrive tomorrow.’

	Mortimer regarded her pensively as she left the office. She was very diligent. Perhaps too diligent for her own good, he thought.

	*

	Late that afternoon, in the reception area of the Blandish Fine Art Conservation studios in Oxford, Hannah Dechansay and her colleague Nathan Bright were sorting out the final arrangements for their visit to Norfolk. Their huge ‘Blandish’ trunks, carefully packed with all the equipment they expected to need, had long since been picked up by the carrier and were already on their way.

	Although Timothy Blandish had set up his base and workshops in Oxford, his business specialised in offering a more personal service. If someone was nervous of parting with a piece of art or preferred a discreet, private service – and could afford it – then a member of the team would be dispatched to work on site. Timothy sent his restorers to all parts of the UK and across western Europe, wherever the client was. Indeed he went to some trouble to seek out and cultivate exactly the right clients.

	Usually only one member of the team went on an assignment however and Hannah wasn’t happy that Nathan was going to tag along on this one. He had worked for Timothy for more than seven years and Hannah for only one which Nathan seemed to think gave him seniority. But they were both the same age – thirty-nine – and her CV was as good as his. Better, well, more varied anyway; she had moved around a lot. The point was: she liked working alone. She didn’t welcome interference.

	Daphne, company receptionist and Timothy’s long-suffering secretary, was now in the process of recounting what she knew about the manor. Hannah liked Daphne: she was kind, straightforward and efficient, with a store of useful information, especially about the wealthy and well-to-do whose lives she followed in the pages of the glossy magazines.

	‘Interesting family,’ she was saying. ‘There have been Gyllam-Spences at Ranling Manor since the late eighteenth century. Their wealth was built on a thriving trade in wool, then the family diversified into shipping and started collecting art and fine things. It went from there, each successive generation adding to the collection. Apparently it’s quite varied: paintings and drawings, plus a few bronzes – some well-known artists, others more obscure. And of course it’s open to the public – the half of the house that houses the collection and a chunk of the grounds. Six days a week.’ Daphne’s tone became wistful. ‘Sounds like a lovely old place and a wonderful setting, right at the heart of the Broads with beautiful gardens and a stream meandering around the boundary. You do get to visit the most amazing places.’

	‘We do,’ agreed Hannah. ‘I’m sorry we can’t take you with us.’

	‘So am I. You’re booked into the inn in the village of East Ranling. It’s called The Boatman and it’s about two miles from the manor.’ Daphne dropped her voice. ‘I’m afraid they’re the cheapest rooms. Timothy didn’t want too much expense. He was hoping they’d put you up at the house but no joy there, I’m afraid.’ She shrugged and affected a brighter tone. ‘And here’s a map of the layout of the place and where you should park. I made two copies.’

	‘Ah, thought I heard you.’

	Timothy’s shrill voice assaulted them as he emerged from his office.

	‘All set for Norfolk? Mr Gyllam-Spence has agreed to my costing but wants to be informed if there’s any unforeseen expense. He’s a man after my own heart: believes in economy. Do some quick assessments when you get there and let me know what you find. He’s keen to get the work done quickly and I don’t want to give him any reason to complain. Nathan has experience with drawings and you can concentrate on the oils, Hannah. That’ll keep it snappy.’ He looked from one to the other. ‘Keep me informed of progress, won’t you? Lots more jobs waiting when this one’s over.’

	‘Yes Timothy,’ said Nathan.

	Hannah simply nodded.

	Timothy returned to his office and closed the door. There was silence.

	‘Says the same things every time,’ remarked Hannah, softly aggrieved.

	‘We’d be disappointed if he didn’t,’ murmured Nathan.

	Hannah flicked him a long-suffering look then turned back to Daphne.

	‘What do you know about this Gyllam-Spence man?’ said Hannah.

	‘His name’s Mortimer. He’s fifty-eight and single and widely considered to be eccentric. No wife but there are other Gyllam-Spences living and working with him there. Oh, and he has a thing about trains.’

	‘Trains?’ queried Nathan.

	‘Model ones, you know.’

	‘Ah.’

	Hannah grinned. ‘Sounds like fun.’

	‘Well, don’t have the kind of fun you had in Provence last year.’ She looked at them both severely. ‘Behave yourselves and don’t get involved in any trouble.’

	‘Where’s the pleasure in that?’ Nathan raised one quizzical eyebrow and left, making his way back up to the workshops on the first floor.

	Hannah met Daphne’s gaze and rolled her eyes.

	‘I can’t believe Timothy’s put us to work together again,’ she muttered.

	‘He did say he would.’

	‘Yes but Nathan. And stuck in Norfolk with him.’

	‘Oh he’s all right. It’s just, you know, he’s got…’

	‘Issues,’ finished Hannah. ‘Yeah, I know. His brother, Sam.’ She leaned forward on to the reception desk and dropped her voice. ‘Does he ever talk to you about it?’

	Daphne shook her head. ‘Not really. He’s a man. What do you expect? If you want my opinion, you’d be better off not poking that particular wasp’s nest.’  She raised a warning finger. ‘And just make sure you keep out of trouble.’

	‘A manor house in the depths of Norfolk. Come on, Daphne, what kind of trouble could there be?’

	
Chapter 2

	It was just after one in the afternoon when Nathan arrived at the manor only to find Hannah already there, sitting in her little red Mini in the private parking area round the back. He’d taken a wrong turning in Milton Keynes, forcing him to make a short detour, and had been obliged to follow a tractor for the last two miles. Hannah raised her eyebrows as his car swept in alongside hers and offered a wry grin. She said nothing when they got out but he could read the amusement in her eyes which was worse. He should never have bragged about his map-reading skills, oh and did she need any help to find her way there?

	Their instructions were to come round to the main entrance of the house. Ranling Manor had been built in the seventeenth century, a large, elegant two-storied property set in ten acres of equally elegant grounds. The front gardens were laid to lawn either side of a path while the public access and parking were discreetly placed on the western side, screened by trees. The front door was heavy, wide and imposing. And open. Though still early in the year, a constant trickle of visitors was filing in. Hannah and Nathan followed on.

	In order to open it up to the public, the house had been neatly divided either side of its central hallway into show rooms on the left and residential quarters for the family on the right. The same had been done on the first floor. The broad main staircase still stretched from the entrance hall to the public bedrooms but the private quarters had its own winding run of stairs at the rear, allowing the two sides of the first floor to be completely self-contained. Downstairs the office, the hub of the day-to-day administration of the estate, lay to the right of the entrance hall and, with a door at each end, worked as a stepping stone between the public and private rooms.

	Mortimer Gyllam-Spence was all smiles when he met them.

	‘You’ve found us then. Well done.’ He beamed and shook their hands. ‘A bit out in the wilds aren’t we but that’s all part of our charm as I’m sure you’ll find out. So, a quick overview. This is our nerve centre, so to speak. Rose here runs the office. If you need the phone or the fax or maybe just information, she’s your girl.’ A young woman with blonde hair smiled in their direction, looking up at them through her eyelashes. ‘Alan seems to have wandered off, I’m afraid.’

	Mortimer surveyed the office as if Alan might suddenly materialise.

	‘Anyway, we’re open six days a week, closed on Mondays. There’s a wide range of fascinating art works to see and we’ve tried to keep the furniture and décor as authentic as possible. The grounds are delightful too. I’m sure there are maps somewhere for you to see what’s what.’

	He explained a little more about the running and layout of the manor, briefly introduced them to Sidony, a woman in her fifties who scrutinised them with a searching gaze, then took them down the main hallway and through a door to a room at the back.

	‘And this is Carrie, our curator,’ he said. ‘Hasn’t been here long but she’s doing a grand job, sorting us out.’ He offered Carrie an apologetic smile. ‘We’re a bit… well, disorganised, aren’t we? Anyway, I think I was supposed to be somewhere else ten minutes ago. She’ll explain about the pieces you’re going to be working on and all the other things I’ve forgotten.’

	Carrie was fine-boned and pretty, her golden-brown hair fastened in a solid plait down her back while odd wisps escaped fetchingly around her face. She wore a long, loose, printed cotton dress with puff sleeves and flat, slip-on shoes. She seemed out of place somehow, as if she’d been transported through time from the sixties. Nathan could imagine her with flowers in her hair, maybe with a guitar hanging round her shoulders, singing songs about love and peace. But he quickly realised he was being fanciful. However ethereal she might appear, Carrie was business-like and efficient.

	The room they were going to be working in was what Carrie called the ‘workroom’, right at the back of the house, a few paces from the rear door. She had put the work out ready for them and now gave them a list of the pieces and the issues she had identified as their problems.

	‘I’m having another key made to this door,’ she added. ‘Please lock it when you finish each day. I’ll get one for the door from the entrance hall to this rear vestibule too. It should be kept locked to stop the public from wandering but often isn’t. People forget. There’s a washroom across the hall under the stairs for you to use. The door next to it gives access to the rear of the private quarters.’

	‘Mortimer said we’d be given a key to the back door,’ said Hannah.

	‘Yes, it’s the quickest route to our car park through the private gardens. I’ll chase that up for you too. Mortimer’s a bit, shall we say, absent-minded? If you’ve got any queries, just ask. I’ll be around or in the office.’

	She offered a brief, hesitant smile and left them to settle in. Their trunks had arrived and had been moved into the room, ready. They unpacked some basic kit and spent the rest of the afternoon assessing the work.

	It was five-thirty by the time they drove to the village and found the inn. A pub more than a hotel with just six letting rooms, The Boatman was double-fronted and built in a decorative pattern of small red bricks. It was old and quaint with a faded, traditional décor but boasted a delightful position facing the river. Most of the village in fact seemed to stretch out on a long loop of the River Ant.

	In early April demand for the inn was low and it was still closed for the afternoon. A bored-looking young woman with a froth of curly blonde hair answered the bell and showed them their rooms which were upstairs at the rear, side by side, and shared a communal bathroom.

	Hannah and Nathan exchanged a look.

	‘Food’s served from seven,’ the girl added in a flat, disinterested voice and left.

	They arranged to meet downstairs for a meal and separated to unpack.

	The lounge bar had half a dozen people in it by the time Nathan bought himself a pint of bitter and grabbed a table by one of the front windows. On the other side of the lane in front of the inn a couple of boats were tied up on the long stretch of quay where a number of tables and benches stood empty. A chill wind and the suggestion of rain in the air had driven everyone inside. Nathan’s thoughts wandered, far ranging, drifting back to a past he had chosen not to think about in a long time. It occurred to him that he'd been naïve not to realise this might happen.

	‘Penny for them?’

	He frowned and looked round, dragging himself back to the present. Hannah had put a glass of white wine down on the table and was slipping her slim frame into the seat opposite. Her short, spiky dark hair, still wet from the shower, had been towel-dried and roughly fingered up into floppy peaks.

	‘Hi. Room all right?’

	‘Yes thanks. Basic but clean. Yours?’

	‘The same. I’ve stayed in a lot worse.’ He glanced out of the window again. ‘I was just thinking about holidays. Family holidays. We used to come here a lot when we were kids. Not to this village exactly but to the Broads. It’s such a network of rivers and lakes, we used to love it, me and my brother.’ He nodded, unconsciously smiling as the memories began to play again. ‘Dad would hire a boat and we’d mess about for hours on the water.’ He looked away abruptly, picked up the two menus propped up in a wooden holder on the table and handed her one. ‘Let’s order, shall we? I’m starving.’

	They spent a few minutes in silence studying the menus then Nathan went to order at the bar. He returned with a wooden order marker, shaped like a sailboat, resumed his seat and picked up his beer.

	‘So… here we are. Again.’ He took a mouthful and sat back, looking at her across the table. ‘Hopefully it’ll be less eventful than our stay in Provence.’

	‘I hope that’s not why he’s put us together again: so you can keep an eye on me.’

	‘Don’t be absurd. It’s just basic job planning.’ He shrugged and took a pull of beer.

	‘I won’t be watched and spied on, Nathan.’

	‘Don’t flatter yourself, I’ve got better things to do.’

	There was a charged silence.

	‘Timothy seemed to think it would be eight to ten weeks work,’ said Nathan. ‘From what we saw this afternoon, that’s probably fair.’

	‘Maybe. Though a couple of the paintings look as if they might be time-consuming.’ She took a sip of wine. ‘Timothy doesn’t judge so much on the time he thinks it’ll take as the time he’d like it to take.’

	He gave a wry grin. It was true. ‘What did you make of Mortimer with that grey ponytail and a cardigan that looks like it was knitted for a seven-foot giant? It nearly came down to his knees.’

	‘I liked him. Living in a place like that all your life might make you a bit odd.’

	‘I’m not sure. I think maybe he likes the image. His eyes look alert enough to me. I suspect he doesn’t miss much when he chooses.’

	They were both silent again. Nathan reflected that they hardly ever agreed on anything.

	‘You know the best places to go then,’ Hannah remarked. ‘I’ve never been to Norfolk before.’

	Nathan pulled a face. ‘Not any more I don’t. It’s been years.’

	He saw Hannah planning to respond and he guessed what she might ask next. He regretted ever mentioning his brother and those family holidays. He didn’t want to talk about it.

	‘Carrie seems to know her stuff,’ he said instead. ‘I thought she was quite impressive.’

	Hannah grinned. ‘I’ll bet. And it helps that she’s pretty.’

	‘Is she?’

	‘Oh come on, don’t pretend you hadn’t noticed.’

	‘OK, yes, so I’d noticed. But I was more struck by something else. Didn’t you see it? Something was bothering her.’

	‘What?’

	‘How should I know?’ Nathan tried to find the best way to describe his impression of her. ‘She looked edgy. Preoccupied. Maybe Mortimer isn’t as easy-going a boss as you think he is.’

	‘You’re imagining things.’

	‘I might have known you’d say that.’

	‘Maybe she’s done something she shouldn’t have and keeps thinking she’ll be found out.’

	Nathan shook his head. ‘Nah. It wasn’t guilt. It was more like she was scared or confused… Oh good, here comes our food.’

	The conversation lagged and they never returned to it. But, going to bed that night, the young curator drifted back into Nathan’s thoughts. Of course she was pretty. But it was the expression in her eyes that had stayed with him. Hunted, he realised, that was the word that described it. She looked hunted.

	*

	There were four oil paintings and eight drawings needing attention. On the Friday morning Hannah and Nathan picked up where they’d left off the previous afternoon, assessing the work involved, taking photographs and making notes. With their trunks open beside them, hinged vertically like a door, they had access to a wide range of equipment. The workroom was a good space: large and rectangular with two decent-sized tables and one west-facing window. Hannah had chosen the table nearest the window, claiming her greater need for natural light since she would have to colour-match any infill painting. They both had lamps in their kit but she wanted to take advantage of the daylight and, for once, Nathan didn’t demur.

	Hannah appreciated both the airiness of the room and its position. It was in a kind of no man’s land, off the rear vestibule and away from the noise and bustle of the public rooms. And Mortimer had encouraged them to use the door under the staircase to access the family kitchen.

	‘Make yourself hot drinks when you want them. Netta won’t mind. She’s our housekeeper and cook,’ he’d added fondly. ‘Been with us for years. Very accommodating. I’ll introduce you just now.’

	He hadn’t introduced them – he’d probably forgotten as soon as he’d said it – but, half way through the morning, Hannah found her way to the kitchen and made coffee for Nathan and a mug of tea for herself. There was no sign of Netta and she took the drinks back to the workroom to find Carrie there, talking to Nathan. He was smiling idiotically back at her as if he’d just been promised his all-time dream holiday.

	Carrie looked round, suddenly awkward.

	‘Oh, hi Hannah. I’ve just brought the keys for you.’ She gestured towards a small ring of three keys, lying on Nathan’s table. ‘And I was asking if you could make sure you draw the curtains before you leave so no-one can see what’s in here.’

	‘Sure.’ Hannah set Nathan’s mug of coffee down.

	‘Mortimer’s kind of… well, he doesn’t always consider security.’

	Carrie produced a forced smile and slipped back through the door. Like a sylph, thought Hannah: insubstantial and soundless. It wasn’t hard to see why Nathan liked her: she was charming and vulnerable with her floaty dresses, her pale skin and wistful expression. She was the sort of woman every man wanted to fuss over and protect. A perfect model for a Pre-Raphaelite painting.

	‘See,’ said Nathan. ‘Edgy.’

	Hannah shrugged and regained her seat.

	‘Come on, it’s hardly surprising that she worries about security. I mean, just look at what I’ve got here.’ She gestured a hand to embrace the work put out for her. ‘Perugino, Rubens, Bazille, Guardi. What about you?’

	‘Ottavio Leoni, Giovanni Battista Tiepolo, Turner, Ruskin, and many more.’

	‘Exactly. Quite a responsibility.’

	‘I suppose. She was just filling me in on the family. You know Mortimer’s brother Toby that we met yesterday? The publicity man? He was married to Sidony, the woman organising the guides. They’re divorced now. And that young woman in the office, Rose, is their daughter. And they all live here too. Cosy, huh?’

	‘Sounds like a recipe for trouble to me.’

	By late that afternoon, they’d finished their assessments and, while Nathan faxed them through to Timothy from the office and made a call to order the mountboard he needed, Hannah took the opportunity to have a look around.

	The front door was closed and the guide had gone. She picked up one of the house plans from the guide’s welcome table, glanced at it and wandered into the library opposite. Two leather, wing-backed armchairs were angled towards a neat tiled fireplace, and glass-fronted bookshelves lined two of the walls. She turned to study a painting on the wall to her left, a stern-looking man with impressive mutton chop whiskers. The floor was carpeted and she didn’t hear Mortimer coming to stand beside her.

	‘My grandfather, Edward Gyllam-Spence.’

	Hannah smiled an acknowledgment. ‘He looks… forbidding, if you don’t mind me saying so.’

	‘I think you’re right. A man of ambition. He knew what he wanted out of life and wasn’t afraid to go in search of it. But a philanthropist too, though he didn’t have the means he’d have liked with which to do it. Not like his own father.’ He moved a couple of steps further along the wall. ‘And this is my father, Henry. He tried to live up to his father’s ideals. I suppose we all do.’

	Hannah studied the picture only briefly. Like the first, it was a run of the mill portrait by a proficient but not exceptional hand. She looked at Mortimer instead. He was studying the painting with a curious expression on his face which quickly evaporated when he realised he was being watched.

	‘Is everything all right, Hannah?’

	‘Fine, thank you. Nathan’s in the office, faxing our first assessments to Timothy.’

	‘I see. Any special problems?’

	‘Nothing we can’t sort out. Would you mind if I take a look around the collection?’

	‘No, no. In fact, let me show you. We’ve got the place to ourselves after all. Come next door. There’s a couple of pictures in here I’d like you to see. By the way, I’ve just remembered where I’ve heard your name. You’re not related to the artist Eric Dechansay by any chance?’

	‘He’s my father.’

	‘Really? Lives in Paris I believe, yes? Quite a pedigree, my dear.’

	He led the way into the drawing room and to a full-length, gilt-framed portrait of an elegant woman, her long dark hair fastened up on her head, a serene expression on her face.

	‘My great-grandmother, Cecilia. A handsome woman and a strong character.’ Mortimer took another step or two. ‘And here’s her husband, my great-grandfather. Another Mortimer. Both painted by…’

	‘John Singer Sargent. Wonderful.’

	He turned to look at her and smiled. ‘Of course, you’d recognise the hand at a glance, I dare say.’ He returned his gaze to the portrait. ‘My great-grandfather believed he’d made it when he commissioned these portraits. But he never got a title, sadly, and that was what he really wanted.’ He became pensive. ‘That was sort of how the whole collection started. My wealthy forebears wanted to be accepted into polite society. They wanted recognition. Trade and fortune weren’t considered enough, you see.’

	‘And you,’ said Hannah, ‘would you like a title?’

	‘Me? No.’ He quickly laughed the suggestion off then regarded her shrewdly. As if deciding he had maybe already said too much, he took her arm. ‘Come with me, there’s a rather fine Holbein over here which you might like. It’s only small but excellent, I think.’

	He proceeded to take her on a tour of the rooms, pointing out features of which he was particularly proud. As he did so he became someone else, she felt, less personal and more of a performer, a ringmaster perhaps presenting his best acts to an expectant public. In the exhibition room he showed her a Friedrich, a Fantin-Latour, a Watteau and a Rossetti, as well as the drawings currently on display on a table under glass and a number of small bronze figurines. He pointed out the original seventeenth century oak wall panelling and winked when he told her that some of the rooms had a secret compartment hidden behind it. The kitchen, pantry and utility rooms had been kept, he said, as they were in Victorian times. Then he took her upstairs. All the rooms, up and down, housed a range of fine wooden furniture of different eras: Georgian, Late Regency and Victorian.

	They returned to the main hallway just as a man of perhaps thirty or thirty-two came out of the office, shrugging on his coat. He had a fair complexion and sandy hair, already thinning at the front, and he was frowning, his mouth set in a tight, impatient line. He looked surprised to see them and stopped short.

	‘Ah Alan,’ said Mortimer. ‘You weren’t around yesterday when I introduced our restorers. This is Miss Dechansay.’

	‘Hannah,’ she corrected, and considered offering the man her hand but something in his manner stopped her.

	‘Alan organises all our events: weddings, celebrations of one kind or another, and coordinates school trips. That sort of thing.’

	Alan nodded at her, barely changing expression, but his eyes examined her intrusively. ‘Yes, I’ve just met your colleague. I hope you won’t find it too difficult working here. We’re quite a close-knit unit, aren’t we?’ He embraced Mortimer with a look. ‘Used to our own little routines. Anyway, I’m running late. Sorry, must go.’

	He walked briskly away and through the door to the rear vestibule.

	‘Well, yes…’ agreed Mortimer. ‘…we aren’t…

	‘I see we’re all working late tonight.’ Sidony joined them from the office. ‘Excuse me for butting in. Mortimer, Rose is going to the post. Have you got any letters waiting to go?’

	He hesitated. ‘Do you know, I think I might have.’

	‘I’ll be off then,’ said Hannah. ‘Thanks for the tour.’

	She found Carrie in the workroom again, installed in her chair, while Nathan leaned against his work table, arms folded. They stopped talking as she came in and Carrie jumped up.

	‘I’m in your place.’

	‘It’s not a problem. I was just going to get my bag and go. I’ll probably start work in the morning, get the ball rolling, if that’s all right?’

	‘Of course.’ Carrie looked surprised. ‘I don’t usually work weekends but the house will be open as usual.’

	‘Hannah’s a workaholic.’ Nathan cast her an amused glance. ‘Though it might be a good idea to get started.’

	He’s trying to impress her, thought Hannah. Or just annoy me.

	‘I should be going too,’ Carrie said. ‘Don’t forget to lock the door when you leave.’

	Nathan offered her a quick smile as she left.

	‘Getting quite pally,’ remarked Hannah.

	Nathan shrugged. ‘Just talking. Where have you been?’

	‘Mortimer’s been showing me round, telling me about his grand forebears. He even told me about his model train set-up. He’s got a den in the garden with it in. I’ve been invited to take a look some time.’

	‘Now who’s getting pally? Did he offer to show you his etchings too?’

	‘Oh come on, it wasn’t like that.’ She grabbed her shoulder bag from the back of the chair. ‘In any case, he’s old enough to be my father.’

	Nathan grinned but she ignored him and left him to do the locking up.

	*

	Carrie paused by the front gate of her rented cottage and looked back over the road to the river. The cottage was a small semi-detached dwelling on the edge of the village, adjacent to a large boatyard. Beyond the two cottages, the road wound inland and a narrow private lane gave access to three or four other properties further along the river: grand houses with large gardens and waterside frontage. Carrie thought of the two little cottages huddled side by side as the poor relations but didn’t care. Lane End No 1 was all she needed at the moment, precious for being all her own space.

	A boat motored past, a cruiser she had been told it was called, but there wasn’t much traffic on the river yet. ‘Wait till the season starts,’ her neighbour, an elderly widow called Joan, had told her. ‘Then you’ll see the difference.’ On the far side of the water lay a nature reserve where footpaths wound between stands of trees, round marshy ground and swathes of reedbeds, all hugging the banks of a lake known as Ranling Broad. Now, in the weak late afternoon sunshine, a variety of bird calls piped and whistled to her on the breeze. It was all new to Carrie, both fascinating and at times rather eerie; she was a city girl.

	She turned back to the house and opened the gate. Joan was standing at the window next door as usual. She appeared to spend much of her life in silent watching. She waved now and Carrie lifted a hand in acknowledgment as she walked up the path. A letter was waiting for her, dangling by one trapped corner from the letter box in the front door. At a glance she could tell it was from Nigel, and she put it down on the side and put the kettle on. She needed to soothe the day out of her system before she could face that.

	It wasn’t until the mug of tea was half drunk that she plucked up the courage to read the letter. It was like so many that had gone before.

	Darling Carrie,

	I miss you. I know I’ve done some stupid things but I never wanted to hurt you. I’ve changed, please believe me. There is no-one else, only you. There never was. I don’t know what I was thinking but the affair didn’t mean anything. It wasn’t even an affair – that makes it sound more serious than it was. It was a fling, started in a moment of stupidity and weakness – my vanity, I suppose, puffed up by her attention. Perhaps it was insecurity, I don’t know, but I’ve learned my lesson now. It didn’t make me feel better, only worse.

	So I’ll say it again – there is only you in my life. This separation was supposed to be a trial. Well, it’s proved to me what’s important and I know I want to be with you. Please say you feel the same way and come back. It’ll be different this time. I promise. Get in touch, please?

	With all my love,

	Nigel

	Carrie put the letter down and gave a long, shuddering sigh. She felt tears on her cheeks and brushed them away with the back of her fingers. She wanted to believe him but finding out about his affair had rocked her world too violently and it still hadn’t come back to rest. How do you believe someone who has repeatedly lied to you? How do you get the trust back? Is it even possible? She kept asking herself the same questions but never came up with the answers.

	She finished her tea and sat, a knot of scenes from the past twisting through her mind. She got up with a sudden need to respond, found some letter paper and sat down again to write.

	Dear Nigel,

	She stared at the paper for several minutes. How to explain how she felt? She didn’t even know herself, it was so confused and raw, such a mixture of longing and hurt and weariness. Perhaps she should just tell him to stop. Stop these constant entreaties. Leave her alone. But was that what she wanted?

	She threw the pen down. She didn’t know. She was desperate to be allowed to embrace this fresh start but a small part of her did still want to go back to him and try to recapture their early days together. Nigel used to be the person she’d go to when something bothered her. He was good at listening, at helping her to get things in proportion. Like this thing with the intruder in the storeroom. If she could only talk to him about it, see what he thought, just get it out there and off her chest.

	It had rattled her. Ever since she’d half expected someone to approach her about it, to explain, or maybe to warn her not to mention it. They must have known that she was the person in the workroom next door – it was her space. It was of no importance, they might have said, and she would have been reassured. Maybe. But no-one had said anything which made it feel more ominous. She had the sensation that she was being watched, tested to see if she would toe the line and keep mum about it.

	On the Wednesday she had spent a long time looking through the collection in the storeroom and it had only confirmed her suspicions. She ought to tell someone but didn’t know who. Who could she trust? Nathan came into her mind. She hardly knew him, but she had chatted to him a couple of times already and he’d been easy to talk to. It had started with a shared interest in Old Master drawings and gone on from there. She was surprised and a little embarrassed that she’d already told him about Nigel’s affair, about her separation and how nervous she’d been starting this new job. Hannah, on the other hand, with that spiky hair, quick manner and those big, inquisitive eyes, she was less sure of.

	She grabbed a chocolate bar, put on jeans and a pair of trainers, and set off for the nearby bridge which gave access to the reserve. Joan had told her about a rare bird called a crane, which had recently been seen there. It danced apparently – some sort of courtship ritual that even the young ones practiced as they were growing up. It’s a wonderful thing to see, Joan said. So Carrie had looked them up and found out that cranes mated for life and were a symbol of longevity. She had been quite taken with the idea of seeing one and had started going over to the reserve after work each day. It was a new routine, a way of switching off and doing something different – part of this fresh new start she was determined to have.

	As she walked, she resolved to speak to Nathan alone when the opportunity next presented. She would tell him about the intruder and canvas his opinion. He could be trusted, she decided, and, for the first time in days, she felt a spark of optimism.

	
Chapter 3

	The first few days Hannah and Nathan worked at the manor were uneventful. Nathan started work on a sheet of drawings by John Ruskin, nature studies of different leaf forms in graphite on white wove paper. It was one of the more straightforward jobs waiting for him, requiring the image’s removal from an old soiled mount. The tape used to attach the sheet to the mount was acidic and had caused the paper to stain and discolour, though fortunately the sketches weren’t yet affected. Hannah had chosen a less problematic piece to start with too, the Frédéric Bazille, a view in oils of Montmartre in Paris, which she’d said simply needed a good clean.

	They settled into a routine of sorts, carefully keeping to their own personal space. They had worked in the same room at times back at the Oxford workshops but not this closely. This more intimate environment needed boundaries, though Hannah always worked with a personal cassette player pumping music in her ears anyway; she said it blocked out distractions and helped her concentrate. Nathan glanced across at her sometimes. She would be nodding her head to some unheard beat or rhythmically waving a hand while pausing to lean away and study the painting as a whole.

	She was a curious woman. She didn’t give much of herself away which was unusual in his experience. Her work was good and he liked that, liked her passion for it too. After

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	