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PROLOGUE

To the trained eye, Buttermere at Dawn is a modern masterpiece. Subtle in its colour, its tones, even its brushstrokes seem minimal, barely caressing the canvas. It captures so much of an often overlooked wonder of the Lake District in next to nothing. And even the experts are left wanting more.

For everyone else, it’s a part of the cultural zeitgeist. A titan of modern British minimalism, the painting can be found on everything from calendars, T-shirts and tote bags to postcards and tea towels. Not bad for a painting that’s been in the hands of private collectors for most of its existence.

The art world is in mourning this week after the sudden death of Buttermere at Dawn’s creator. The enigmatic and elusive Elvira was as inscrutable as the masterpiece that made her a household name in the late seventies. But who was the woman behind this legend? And has the fabled curse of Buttermere at Dawn claimed another victim?

Like everything else that surrounds Elvira, her own past is even up for debate. Most profilers of the artist agree that she was born Mae Anne Armstrong sometime in 1951, although years have varied depending on who you read. Her mother was a housewife and her father a farmhand who worked the dales of Cumbria after the war. A loner at school, she had always shown a keen interest in nature and the surrounding splendour of the countryside. One biographer in the 1990s noted that the young Mae Armstrong had shown an eye for detail in her art classes from as young an age as five. And friends who were interviewed over the years always said she spent most of her time on her own, wandering the fields and exploring the Lakes.

Although Armstrong was noted as having enrolled in the prestigious Manchester School of Art in the autumn of 1969, when she was eighteen, no further academic notes have been discovered. And there are no records of any student sales by the woman who would go on to be dubbed the ‘monumental talent of her generation.’

Very little of what Armstrong worked on during these years is evident now. Lost to history, her formative experiences and evidence of being a working artist are tragically scant. It’s not until Buttermere at Dawn first sold at public auction that the public learned of this enigmatic talent. But almost as quickly as it was sold, it was sold again. It had already been privately bought and sold before it came under the auctioneer’s hammer, and soon after, the rumours of a curse began to rear their heads. Tabloid tales abounded of ill-fated accidents and the untimely deaths of those connected to the picture. There were even tales of financial ruin brought on by merely being in the presence of the painting.

By the end of the decade, young Armstrong, who had adopted her moniker ‘Elvira’ soon after graduation, was making huge waves, not just in the art world, but the wider cultural sphere. While the likes of Damien Hurst and Banksy are household names now, Elvira was paving the way decades earlier. Interviewed in 1977 ahead of her first major exhibition, a celebration of minimalism at the National Gallery in London, she was asked about her new guise.

‘Vira is a Sanskrit word. It means a brave person or hero,’ said the artist. ‘I’m neither of those things, the opposite in fact. But it’s a mask I wear, like you read in the comic books, or the Lone Ranger. When I paint, when I talk to people, I’m wearing this mask. Elvira, she’s the one who does the painting. She’s a creation, like my work. I’m just the vessel where she lives.’

The exhibition was a huge success. And Elvira very quickly became the hottest name; the must-have artist to hang on the walls of the great and good. That success carried over into the new decade, when a whole new generation of wealthy, art- and asset-hungry fans were gobbling up everything she did – from huge landscapes and distorted portraits to sketches, drawings and signatures on napkins. And yet, the woman behind the brand stayed well away from the limelight. Happy to smile sadly for the cameras at an unveiling or a multi-million-pound sale of one of her works, but the real Mae Armstrong remained an enigma that hid away when she wasn’t needed. No boyfriend, no family, no known fixed abode even. The world knew nothing of her beyond her Elvira act – something that many believed was exactly what Armstrong wanted all along.

The painting that would go on to define Elvira’s career has a chequered history. Buttermere at Dawn had almost no public showings, except for a brief stint in the late 1980s to celebrate Elvira’s much heralded Next to Nothing exhibition in New York before an unfortunate accident ended the show early.

In the ensuing years, Elvira continued to produce work. But it was the same question at every exhibition – what about Buttermere at Dawn? The painting itself retreated into privacy, much like its creator. She even owned it and sold it herself at one point. It even went missing for a few years – nobody knew where it had gone, only for it to appear again in 1996 in a private collection.

Interest waned as tastes changed. And while Buttermere at Dawn was still lauded, it came to be regarded as a piece of art history, rather than at the cutting edge.

Like every great piece of culture, Buttermere at Dawn is steeped in its own myth. And its curse has become the stuff of legend, a piece of melodrama lurid enough to make the painting famous way beyond the art world. One incredible story even proposes that Buttermere at Dawn doesn’t, in fact, show the mile-long Cumbrian lake, but instead is a hellish landscape that foretells the end of the world. Perhaps it is this mystery that has kept us enthralled for so long: the dark hues, the angry hills and yet strangely calm water and sky all allude to something otherworldly, yet grounded very much in reality.

It should be stated that no former owner has ever gone on record to talk about the curse. And yet, with every passing year, not to mention the dawn of the digital age, more and more theories, rumours and whispers are created around it.

With Elvira’s death there has been a renewed interest in her work and, in particular, Buttermere at Dawn. In the past few days campaigns have been launched to have Elvira permanently remembered in her home county, with Carlisle and Penrith councils both flooded with requests for statues, museums and monuments.

Elvira’s legacy will be that of stellar success. And yet the brighter her star shone, the more unknowable Mae Armstrong became. She made no public appearances in her final years and gave next to no interviews since the dawn of the new century.

That reclusiveness merely fuelled her legend. Some claimed that Elvira’s seclusion was a publicity stunt designed to drum up intrigue and raise the price of her work. She was even accused of cooking up the curse as a way of bumping the price tag. As was always with Elvira, she didn’t rise to the taunts, the accusations, or even the plaudits. Instead she stayed quiet and worked. And that work should be a fitting epitaph to a woman who shaped popular culture in her own way, either by design or accident. Who was she really? We’ll never know.

Elvira, artist. 1951–2018










Chapter 1

LUNCHEON OF THE BOATING PARTY

‘What do you mean there’s no stew?’ asked Amita.

‘Stew? Why would we serve stew?’ The question almost sounded like an insult.

‘Why wouldn’t you serve stew? This is a restaurant, isn’t it? People come in here, sit down, eat a meal and pay good money for it.’

‘Amita,’ said Jason.

‘Why would you not have something as staple as stew on the menu?’ she said angrily.

‘Menu?’

‘Amita.’

A long queue was forming behind them now. The whispers of unrest and disgruntlement were beginning to gain in strength. Whispers became murmurs. Soon there was an air of unhappiness hanging over the stifled, stale air of the Emperor Burger chain that was the pride of the company’s presence in Cumbria. Awards adorned the walls: certificates of excellence and congratulations for passing basic health inspections. There was even a team photo, faded from the dappled sunlight bursting in through the huge windows that looked out onto the motorway service area.

Jason knew there was trouble brewing. As a journalist he was never too far away from thinking with his stomach. This was one of the busiest rest areas on the already log-jammed M6. People were, in general, in lousy form when they stumbled and hobbled through the doors of Emperor Burger’s flagship fast food restaurant in Cumbria. The last thing they needed was a seventy-year-old grandmother kicking off at the baffled staff.

‘Couldn’t you just have something else?’ he said quietly, hoping a gentle touch might give Amita something to think about.

‘What? No!’ she shouted. ‘I want a bowl of stew. I haven’t eaten anything since breakfast, I’ve been folded up in the car like an accordion for three hours and I think, being a woman of my age, I’ve earned the right to choose what I have for dinner.’

‘Stew?’ the gormless teenager behind the service desk asked again. ‘But we’re a burger place. Why would we serve stew in a burger place? That doesn’t make any sense.’

Amita gritted her teeth. She wasn’t exaggerating when she said she was in a bad mood. The whole day had been a total washout from the moment she got up. Why they had to travel all the way to Carlisle to pick up a pair of her new running shoes she would never understand. This was supposed to be the twenty-first century, everything was meant to be no further away than a click of a button. And now this.

‘Let me speak to the manager,’ she demanded.

‘What?’

‘Young man, if you’re going to keep asking questions then it’s clear that you’re not qualified to be dealing with my complaint,’ she said, ‘I’d like to speak to somebody in charge before I really lose my temper.’

‘Amita,’ said Jason again, feeling the heat of anger from the crowd begin to singe the hairs on the back of his neck. ‘I really think you should just order something else and we can get back on the road.’

‘The manager please,’ she said, ignoring her son-in-law. ‘Right now.’

The feckless server shrugged. He turned in a long, slow arc and shuffled away into the back of the kitchens, dragging his feet as he went.

‘Couldn’t you just have chips or something?’ Jason pleaded. ‘Or a milkshake?’

‘A milkshake?’ Amita’s voice almost broke it went so high. ‘What age do you think I am Jason?’

‘Something, anything Amita, please,’ he said.

‘I want stew.’

‘They don’t have any stew.’

‘Well I want to know why.’

‘They’re a burger joint, Amita. They serve burgers and chips and half-arsed attempts at salad that taste strangely like burgers and chips.’

‘Why would you have a place like this in a motorway service station? Especially here.’

‘Because people don’t want to think about what they’re eating when they’re driving the length of the country.’

‘Yes, but I’ll bet there are plenty of the elderly community who come through here. Coach trips, folk heading south. I’m sure none of them want to be putting whatever that is into their bodies.’

She pointed at the next till over as a woman took her tray, a mountain of greasy meat and melting cheese dribbling all over the place. Jason silently admitted that even he didn’t fancy it that much. But that wasn’t the point.

‘Look Amita, I get what you’re saying, really I do,’ he said. ‘It’s not perfect, it’s not even ideal. But could you please, just this once, try to play with the cards that are in front of you rather than make a whole big song and dance about changing the world? Because there is a very long queue behind us and they’re not going to stay patient for–’

‘Oi!’ came an angry shout from down the line.

Jason and Amita both turned to face the gruff voice in unison. A tall, sour-faced man with tattoos on his neck and bald head was scowling at them. He looked like a Hells Angel, if Hells Angels wore tartan headbands and spoke with sharp Scottish accents.

‘What’s the hold up here, eh?’ he barked. ‘We’re all starving here and you’re hogging the till.’

A low ripple of agreements went up and down the line, faces frowning.

‘They don’t have any stew,’ shouted Amita loudly.

‘What?’ barked the Scottish biker.

‘Oh don’t you start as well,’ she rolled her eyes.

‘They don’t have any stew?’ the biker asked.

‘I know!’ Amita fired back.

This was getting ridiculous. Jason was about to have his face punched in by a very angry Scotsman all over a lack of well-cooked brisket. Even he couldn’t have written that one.

‘Just get on with it!’ someone else cried from the crowd.

‘No, I want stew,’ said Amita. ‘If a pensioner wants a bowl of stew she should be able to order it.’

‘Order something else!’ cried another faceless voice from the mob.

‘You might want to settle for something else, whoever said that, but I’m not. I was raised in a single room and kitchen in Sheffield, we didn’t have any shoes on our feet. I brought up a family and even caught a murderer once. I shouldn’t have to settle.’

That was it. Jason clapped his hand to his forehead. The ‘I was raised in a single room’ speech had been rolled out. There was no going back now. The whole of Emperor Burger’s chief operating staff could come marching out, wielding the biggest pot of gourmet beef bourguignon ever created and Amita wouldn’t be appeased.

More importantly, the crowd had lost its patience. Amita was fielding arguments left, right and centre. The queue’s neat line had broken down and she was pinned in. Jason had had enough. Thankfully, his phone began to vibrate in his pocket. He pulled it out, half hoping it was the police telling him they were coming to end the siege. Instead it was a mobile number he didn’t recognise. Caught between an angry mob, his rabid mother-in-law and the unknown, the choice was simple.

‘I need to take this,’ he said.

But Amita couldn’t hear him. She was bellowing orders and instructions, arguments and counterarguments and the latest statistics she’d allegedly read from the National Federation of Retired Persons to be bothered with him.

Jason slipped through the crowd. They were beginning to argue amongst themselves now. Maybe it was the hunger getting to them. Or the incessant, indecipherable music that always seemed to be playing in these places. Tempers were frayed, straws had broken camels’ backs. Irritation and disobedience were starting to take over.

Jason hurried towards the front door, keeping his head down. His phone was still ringing but he didn’t want to answer with the fall of Sodom and Gomorrah unfolding around him. A cool, early summer breeze hit him as he stepped onto the forecourt, blowing away the fast food cobwebs. He answered the phone and tried to breathe in some proper air.

‘Hello?’ he asked.

‘Oh, hi there,’ said the voice on the other end. ‘Is that Jason Brazel, the journalist?’

‘Yes, it is,’ he said cautiously. Jason had found that journalists were rarely called for friendly chats. ‘And who might this be?’

‘Good,’ said the man. ‘It’s sometimes pot bloody luck if you get the right number with these companies. I once tried to reach the British consulate in Bermuda and ended up buying a vintage Ford Consul from a bloke in Walsall instead.’

Jason blinked, his head swimming. Images of golden beaches and crystal clear waters interrupted by the theme music for The Sweeney was causing him no end of confusion.

‘Eh… okay,’ he said. ‘Who did you say you were again?’

‘Oh aye, sorry,’ said the man. ‘Forgive me. My name’s Mulberry, Hal Mulberry, I got your number from a friend of a friend of a friend who has access to these sorts of things. Say no more eh.’

‘Hal Mulberry?’ asked Jason.

‘That’s right.’

The name sounded familiar but Jason couldn’t pinpoint it. The shouting from Amita and the mob was getting louder, echoing out from the service station behind him. A full-blown riot wasn’t far off and it was distracting him from nailing down the name.

‘Eh… okay, what can I do for you Mr Mulberry?’

‘Well actually, it’s more what I can do for you, young man,’ he said.

There was a clatter from behind him. Something smashed and there was a large commotion. Like it or not, he should probably head back inside to rescue the biker and mob from his mother-in-law.

‘Right, I see,’ he said. ‘And how do you suppose you can do that then?’

‘Ever heard of a painting called Buttermere at Dawn?’

‘The what?’

‘Buttermere at Dawn, it’s by the world-renowned Elvira.’

‘Elvira? I’ve never heard of him.’

‘Her, young man, her. Elvira is a she, or she was.’

‘Elvira what?’

‘Just Elvira,’ said Hal. ‘That’s all.’

Jason rubbed his forehead. He was hardly a leading art expert but he thought that if there was an artist out there famous enough only to have one name, he probably should have heard of them. He made a mental note to be more culturally cognisant.

‘She was the Banksy of her day – very elusive, very mysterious,’ said Hal. ‘Her stuff goes for a fortune now, serious money. But we’re talking about her masterpiece here. It was done when she was a nobody, fifty years ago. It’s going up for sale and I’m going to buy it and bring it back to its spiritual home here in Penrith.’

An alarm was going off now. Through the sliding doors Jason could see the bodies all pushing around, chairs hoisted in the air, voices raised almost as high.

‘Right, okay,’ he said. ‘Look, Mr Mulberry, I’m sorry, I’m going to have to go as something is unfolding right in front of me that I think the police are going to have a field day with. You’re going to buy a painting?’

‘That’s right.’

‘And bring it home to Penrith, yes?’

‘Correct.’

‘Is it worth anything?’

‘I should say. Sotheby’s have a reserve of two million quid on the bloody thing!’

Jason felt the air leave him like he’d been punched in the chest. Which was convenient as a little old woman did exactly that to the Scottish biker right in front of him as they spilled out from inside the service station.

‘Two million pounds,’ he gasped. ‘You’re paying two million pounds for a tatty old painting?’

‘It’s a masterpiece from a genius at the start of her career. It’s priceless to me Jason and I want you to come with me to London to write the story. Exclusive, nobody else is getting it. You and me, down in the big smoke at the end of the week. I’ll give you everything you need.’

Jason was gobsmacked. He was genuinely speechless. Life, it seemed, had a strange way of pulling the rug from under his feet. Just then Amita appeared, gasping for air and thumbing back at the full blown rammy unfolding inside.

‘That’s it, Jason,’ she panted. ‘I’m never eating in one of these places again. You can’t even begin to have a civil conversation with those people. All I wanted was a bowl of stew. Can you believe that they didn’t serve stew. It’s outrageous. A restaurant that doesn’t serve stew, I’ve never heard of anything so downright preposterous.’

Jason’s mind was made up.

‘When does the train leave Mr Mulberry?’








Chapter 2

THE BLUE WINDOW

The champagne cork popped and the frothy fizz spilled over onto the little table between them. Jason had only ever heard that sound for his own enjoyment a handful of times. More often than not, the bubbly was broken out by the big shots he was reporting on. He was left with the machine Bovril that always had a shimmering film on its surface.

‘There you are my boy! Bollinger! Drink up, drink up, nothing but the best will do! Nil satis nisi optimum as they said in the ancient world.’

Hal Mulberry emptied half the bottle into two plastic flutes. He then took a long gulp from the bottle itself and laughed loudly. He was the type of man who when he laughed, everyone around knew it was happening. Big, boisterous but still strangely likeable, his open, ruddy face lit up the first-class cabin of the train as it sped from Euston Station.

‘Do you know why I drink Bollinger, Jason?’ he asked.

‘Because it’s the most expensive?’ Jason asked back.

‘No, no, no, it’s not. Not by a long shot. It’s because James Bond drinks it. I remember watching Roger Moore in the cinema and he asked for Bollinger and that was it. I was sold. I told myself, as I scoffed down my cheap crisps, that when I grew up that’s what I was going to drink, just like him. And here we are.’

‘Here we are,’ said Jason with a smile.

This wasn’t the first bottle that Hal had loosened off today. It wasn’t even the first in the last hour. A celebratory mood was in the air. The local boy had done good and he was returning home with his prize. He had bought Buttermere at Dawn and was feeling pretty pleased with himself.

Jason, on the other hand, was trying to feel professional. He was, after all, still working. And no amount of expensive champagne and guffawing businessmen were going to distract him from doing his job. Unfortunately, Hal Mulberry was the type of man who made it very difficult to say ‘no’ to. Over six feet tall with a sparkly cheekiness and wicked good fun in his hazel eyes, he seemed to weave a sort of magic wherever he went. Jason liked him. He liked him a lot. Especially when he was picking up the bar tab.

‘I’ve got her Jason. I’ve got her!’ he said, loosening his top button and tugging at his polka dot tie. ‘Do you know how long I’ve been waiting for this moment? Have you any idea?’

‘I’d need to check my notes Hal, but you might have mentioned that it’s been a dream forty years in the making.’

‘Forty-two.’ He drained his plastic glass and went back to the bottle. ‘Forty-two long, hard years of graft, ducking, diving and every-bloody-thing else it takes to scrounge up enough money to buy a masterpiece. But I’ll tell you this, and I want this in your article, it’s been worth every second. Every single second Jason, to be able to call that painting my own.’

Jason politely and subtly pushed his flute away from him, pulling out his tatty notepad and the third pen of the day. He’d been charting their journey since six this morning. Down the spine of the country, through the bustling streets of London and every nerve-shredding, anxiety-inducing moment of the auction itself. Hal Mulberry had regaled him with stories of his meteoric rise in business, a rags to riches story from potless school leaver in the 1980s to a thriving entrepreneur of the dot com bubble in the 90s. Every love, laugh and leer had been described in great detail. Yes, his family had historically had wealth, the Mulberry’s had been generous philanthropists in Cumbria in their day but most of it had been gone by the time Hal was born. So Hal had made his own pot of gold, through hard work and intuition. And as the clock struck six in the evening, Jason felt like he’d lived all of Hal’s fifty-odd years with him. The arts story he had been reeled in with had now turned into an elaborate profile, a look at the ways and wonders of Hal Mulberry in his entirety.

What he still didn’t know, however, was why. Why would a successful businessman, the owner of an international import and export firm, drop two million pounds on a work of art? That’s what he was going to find out.

‘I still can’t believe it,’ said Hal, resting his head on the plush cushion of his first-class seat. ‘The moment the gavel came down and those Sotheby snobs told me it was mine. It was like something out of a film. I can still hear the sound in my head. Can you hear it?’

‘I’m surprised you heard anything,’ said Jason. ‘The amount of shouting and hollering you were doing in that auction room. I thought they were going to throw you out.’

‘They wouldn’t dare,’ Hal grinned. ‘I’d just given them a nice big chunk of change for commission. If they threw me out their bean counters upstairs would have a fit. A positive fit!’

Jason laughed at the thought. He had rarely ever seen such joy on a person before. When the auctioneer had stiffly closed on the sale and Hal’s bid was victorious, he had almost jumped out of his skin from the tycoon’s outburst. The room had been busy, just as Jason had imagined it would be. And there had been plenty of interested parties. This, however, felt like it was destiny. Hal Mulberry was destined to own Buttermere at Dawn, despite it being a little drab and conceptual for Jason’s taste. It all looked more like ink blots and smudges to him, as opposed to the Buttermere he knew. Even the sky, to his mind, should have been at least blue, instead of the grey and charcoal sweeps of the paintbrush.

Now they were winging their way back up to Cumbria on one of the early evening trains. The painting would be waiting for them, specially couriered that very afternoon at no expense spared, Hal had boasted. Jason was glad not to be sat beside it. He didn’t imagine Hal Mulberry carried his own luggage very often. That would have left him holding the very expensive cargo. If his nerves had been shredded by the auction, just holding the painting probably would have finished him off.

‘What is it about this particular painting Hal?’ Jason asked bluntly.

The businessman finished the last of the bottle. He wiped his lips and put it down hard on the table, smiling. The train whizzed through a tunnel and when it emerged again, Hal looked different. He was staring away into nothing, a haze of nostalgia now over him.

‘I told you about Bond and Bollinger,’ he said. ‘Well, Buttermere at Dawn is almost the very same. Almost, mind you, not exactly.’

‘No?’ Jason prodded. ‘Tell me about it.’

Hal steepled his fingers. He was still smiling, although there was sadness there now too. He wrestled his own thumbs, watching them rub back and forth against each other.

‘When I was a young boy, we didn’t have a lot,’ he said. ‘My father worked the land for one of those big houses down near Windermere. Six days a week shovelling horse dung for a pittance. You know the old routine, abject poverty, kids starving, not enough hours et cetera. Funnily enough, Elvira’s dad was the same. We had that in common, me and the artist. Then he got to thinking that he wanted to be his own boss. He quit then and there, did what he could to stand on his own two feet and made a fortune. Lost a lot of it too, mind you. Loved a flutter he did, horses, dogs, you name it. A lot of his money went to pay off his debt when he died. My mum didn’t know anything about it. I might have been born with a silver spoon, Jason, but I didn’t live like it, not when I was old enough to make my own decisions. Every penny I own, I’ve earned it. I’m a rags to riches boy, in a way. But I don’t talk about it.’

Jason held in a scoff at that.

‘The telly was my out, that and the movies. Film stars, TV stars, amazing worlds in your living room, in the cinema, all just there for the price of a ticket. Or free when you’re at home. I watched everything, from Thunderbirds to Wildlife on One, I was hooked. I could sit for hours in front of that box. And when I wasn’t watching it, I’d be wanting to go see the latest big film at the old Odeon. Do you remember it?’

‘Can’t say I was much of a film buff growing up,’ said Jason meekly. ‘I used to be down the side of the sofa writing my own stories while my folks watched the box. Or if they went to the Odeon I’d go to my gran’s. There’s just something about a big, dark room, loud noises and a giant screen that’s never done it for me, I’m afraid.’

‘You missed out. Worlds of wonder waiting for you. They could take you all over the galaxy and have you back in time for tea. And they were a refuge Jason, a real refuge, especially when my old man had had a few too many. Do you know what I mean?’

He softly punched his hand with a curled up fist. It was gentle and he shook his head.

‘I’m afraid so,’ said Jason. ‘Absolutely no excuse for that that. Not then, not now, not ever.’

‘You’d like to think so,’ said Hal. ‘Although there’s still too much of that about. I do a lot of campaigning for domestic abuse survivors Jason, in memory of my old mum and everyone my dad hurt. You should do a story about that one day, I’ll show you. I hate violence – it’s never the answer. Anyway, where was I?’

‘The painting,’ said Jason.

‘Oh aye,’ Hal snapped his fingers. ‘That painting, the painting. It was the most beautiful thing I had ever seen. I was six, maybe seven, or thereabouts, still in shorts, and I don’t mind saying, I was a sad little mite at that time. I’d just lost my dad, Mum was trying to run his business and leaving me in front of the gogglebox alone. Then it comes on the telly. It was a programme about the art scene, all very high brow, BBC Two, that sort of thing, so you knew it was kosher. I was waiting for something else to come on and I flick over to see this painting – Buttermere at Dawn. My heart leapt Jason, it really did. I couldn’t take my eyes off it. Everything else melted away around me. There was nothing but me and the painting on the screen. And for some reason, it just felt familiar. Like it was already a part of me, like I’d already seen it somewhere before, somewhere close. The colours, the shapes, the majesty, the wonder. It was like Cupid had shot me with an arrow. I was dumbfounded.’

Jason was jotting down notes. He wasn’t sure if it was the champagne talking or Hal was growing misty-eyed for the past. Either way it would make good quotes for his piece.

‘Then the camera cut away. It felt like I’d been woken from a deep sleep, a dream,’ he went on. ‘And standing beside it is Elvira. Tall, as fat as a match, as my old mum used to say, dressed in this long, shimmering gown that hung on her shoulders like her hair down either side of her gaunt face. She was being interviewed, as part of this look at young artists.’

‘And what did she say?’ asked Jason.

‘Nothing.’

Jason’s pen stopped, like it had been told to. He waited a moment then looked back up at Hal.

‘Nothing?’

‘Nope,’ he laughed. ‘Not a single word.’

‘So, what, she just stood there?’

‘Yup.’

‘And didn’t say anything?’

‘She was completely mute,’ Hal chuckled. ‘The journalist interviewing her did a fair job I suppose. He kept trying to coax some answers from her but she just smiled at him, standing there beside Buttermere at Dawn. He was full of praise, flattery gets you everywhere, my boy. He said, and I still remember to this day, that she was fast becoming one of the greatest talents to come out of the Lake District, right up there with William Wordsworth. And that was it. I was hooked. That someone alive, from my neck of the woods, could be so good at something, so revered to be spoken about with the greats, it was astounding, thrilling. There she was, just standing there, like she’d stepped off the Starship Enterprise. And she was from Cumbria. From that moment on I was an art lover. Or at least, I loved everything Elvira would do. You see Jason, when you’re that age, you’re very impressionable. When somebody does something that is the most hilarious or shocking thing in the world, it leaves an impression on you, like a fingerprint. And I knew, I bloody well knew that I had to own that painting. One day. Some day.’

He opened his hands out wide towards Jason.

‘Here we are,’ he said, his bottom lip starting to tremble. ‘Here we are, my boy. I’ve made it. I should know that money doesn’t make you happy, and that status can be a trap as much as people chase it. No, forget all that showy stuff. This picture is what tells me I’ve done good.’

At that, Hal began to well up. He blubbed a little before his eyes turned red and he scrambled about the big pockets of his suit for a handkerchief. Jason, thankfully, was able to spring to his aid quicker and offered him a packet of disposable ones he’d had mashed in his back pocket for months.

Hal thanked him as he blew his nose, the whole carriage filled with the snorting. A few of the other passengers looked up then quickly back down again in disgust. Jason didn’t exactly blame them.

‘You should be very proud of yourself,’ he said, feebly trying to offer some encouragement to a man who had spent more money than he could ever earn. ‘You’ve done something very special today. And you’re doing something truly wonderful for your hometown community. Can you tell me some more about what you intend to do with the painting?’

That seemed to snap the tycoon from his funk. He sniffed again and wiped his face.

‘Yes,’ he said. ‘The painting is going on public display in a brand new, state-of-the art facility in the heart of Penrith. I want everyone to be able to enjoy this masterpiece by one of our forgotten local heroes. I want kids to come with their granny and grandad and be as inspired as I was watching it on TV all those years ago. Good art, Jason, should be enjoyed by the masses, by the people. Not locked away in a damp, dusty cellar where the mega rich show it to their equally mega rich pals.’

‘And where is the facility going to be?’ he asked.

‘The old Penrith Village Hall.’

Jason almost punctured his notepad. He swallowed and looked across at Hal Mulberry. ‘The village hall?’ he said. ‘The one close to the castle, beside the train station?’

‘That’s right,’ said Hal, looking around for somebody to serve him.

‘But… but it’s falling apart, isn’t it? I thought it was only a bunch of local community groups that use that place now, don’t they, because it’s cheap and they don’t mind the fact it’s freezing and looks like something from a “before” on a DIY makeover show? And I’m pretty sure some unruly teenagers use the car park as a place to smoke and drink without fear of getting caught at night.’

‘I know,’ he leaned over the chair and waved at a member of the train crew in the next carriage, breezily unbothered by Jason’s alarm.

‘But… but it’s practically a ruin, Hal,’ Jason pressed on. ‘I mean, I would bet that there isn’t even an intact roof on the thing. How can you leave a two-million-quid painting in what’s essentially a hut across the road from some tatty medieval boulders and bricks?’

‘It’s alright Jason lad, don’t panic,’ said Hal as the crewmember arrived, ready to take his order. ‘We’ll get a new roof on it and everything, you’ll see. I’ve bought it.’

‘You’ve what?’ he gulped.

‘It’s not just this painting, I’ve bought the village hall too.’

The train barrelled through another tunnel. And this time it was Jason’s turn to come out the other end another man. This was how the other half lived. Although if he came into untold riches, he wasn’t sure a crumbling village hall would be top of his personal shopping list.

‘And for you, sir?’ asked the crewmember.

Jason gathered his thoughts. Sure, he’d had a run of bigger stories to report on – ever since Amita put him onto some dark goings-on at the bingo club. But recently it was all small fry compared to this. Million-pound painting sales, heartfelt outpourings from one of the region’s top entrepreneurs and now a beloved, if decrepit, village hall becoming a gleaming centre of public art. It was all a bit much.

‘Lager please,’ he said, all thoughts of professionalism now out of the window. ‘Better make that two.’








Chapter 3

THE KISS

Jason was never drinking again. And he meant it this time. The combination of a young family, an ambitious lawyer for a wife and a mother-in-law who had no volume control conspired against him time and time again. He should always listen to that little voice in the back of his head telling him to quit the sauce long before it’s too late. Otherwise suffer the wrath of some very large, very loud voices outside of his head making his life a misery.

He was sitting on the edge of the sofa, face resting in his hands, elbows balanced on his knees. If he could just stay there, perfectly still, and never move again, he might be alright. The living room door opened and Radha came billowing in like a tornado. Dirty clothes in one hand, briefcase and laptop bag in the other, her efficiency put Jason to shame on a daily basis – doubly so when he was hungover.

‘Good grief,’ she said, spotting him. ‘Godzilla has awoken and is looking as rough as the floor of a taxi cab.’

‘Please stop,’ he moaned. ‘I know you haven’t started yet but please stop beforehand. I don’t think I can handle it.’

‘I’m sorry Jason, I had no idea that reality could be so painful for you,’ she smiled. ‘I mean, we can’t all be zooming up and down to London every day, sipping champagne and buying up oil paintings, can we?’

‘Please don’t mention booze,’ he said. ‘I think I may have drunk my own bodyweight on that train last night. How is that even possible in just three hours. I mean, isn’t there some sort of biological law against that kind of thing. Help me out here Radha, you’re a solicitor.’

‘I am,’ she said. ‘And it’s a good job I am too. Because if you and your new bestie, Hal Mulberry, had got further than the station when the train came in last night, there’s no telling what trouble you could have gotten yourselves into. Remind me to run a background check on him, he’s a bad influence on you, Jason Brazel.’

She continued to tidy up around him, piling even more toys, towels and stray socks into her arms. Jason sat perfectly still, hoping that the misery would end soon and everyone would leave him to wallow. He felt dreadfully guilty of course. Radha was so busy at work, the least he could do was look after things at home when she wasn’t there. Instead of gallivanting around on trains with multi-millionaires.

‘Thank you for making sure I got home safe and sound,’ he said. ‘I tell you something, there’s something to this lives of the rich and famous thing. Hal runs into a problem – and snap, buys his way out of it.’

‘Is that a fact?’ she said, turning her attention to the kids’ toybox in the far corner.

‘Did I say he’s bought the old village hall?’

‘The village hall!?’

‘I know,’ said Jason. ‘He’s going to turn it into an exhibition centre for this bloody painting. Honestly Radha, I think he’s got more money than sense. He’s got all these noble notions of philanthropy, but why the hell would you spend even more cash on a folly like that.’

‘It’s a legacy, a temple to the self, that’s what this is about, Jason. Ever heard of the Pyramids?’

She made a good point. Although he’d never exactly thought of Penrith and Luxor in the same breath before.

‘I don’t think he really cares what happens next – men like that, it’s all in the chase,’ she continued. ‘And I bet he’s the kind of man who likes the sound of his own voice above all else – I bet he won’t care if you write a good story about him. Which you’re going to do right?’

‘Oh yeah,’ said Jason. ‘It’s all there. Great quotes, the Cinderella of a working-class hero. Even the breaking down in tears to show a human side of capitalism, it’s got the lot.’

‘He cried in front of you?’ asked Radha, stopping her cleaning crusade.

‘He did,’ winced Jason. ‘You know I reckon there might be more to Hal than the kind of cartoon tycoon you’re painting him as. He’s a blubberer.’

‘Aww, bless, like a big bairn.’

‘A big bairn with a lot of money to burn, it would seem.’

‘Well good on him,’ said Radha. ‘If you say he’s a good egg, I’ll take your word for it. Buying the painting and the village hall, turning it into something that the community will actually be able to use. When’s the piece due?’

‘I need to find an editor who’ll run it first,’ he rubbed his face and instantly regretted the sudden movement. ‘Hal mentioned something about having the ear of a business bod down in London but I can’t remember. I’ll write it up today and take it from there. It’s a total puff piece Radha, but somebody will buy it.’

Radha finished her morning sweep of the living room. Her arms bulging with all the clutter and chaos of family life. She stopped in front of him on her way to the kitchen. It took all of Jason’s effort to raise his head, his brain rattling around in his skull like a dried-up walnut.

She leaned down and kissed him over the pile of dirty laundry and squeaking teddies and diggers.

‘I’m very proud of you Jason Brazel,’ she said, smiling at him. ‘You’re back in the game and doing what you love.’

‘Doing what I love? Drinking too much and hanging around with captains of commerce?’

‘Being a journalist,’ she said, kissing him again. ‘It’s what you were born to do and you do it so well. And I’m always, always, immensely proud of you. Don’t forget that.’

Jason felt a lump form in his throat. For an all too fleeting moment his headache vanished and he felt alive again. Then two screams from the kitchen as Clara and Josh tried to outdo each other on the decibel level brought him back down to Earth with a thump.

Radha glanced over at the door and closed her eyes. She leaned back in and rested her forehead on his.

‘Remember those Saturday mornings where we’d lie in bed until noon, get up and go to the pub just in time for lunch and a night out?’ she asked.

‘No,’ sighed Jason. ‘You’re getting me mistaken with another man, Mrs Brazel. I was never that fun.’

‘True,’ she opened her eyes. ‘And you’re even less fun now.’

He kissed her and she glided away into the kitchen, ready to corral their children. Jason watched her go. He was lucky, so lucky, to have Radha, and the kids. While it didn’t feel much like it right now, his hangover would evaporate. But the love from his family wouldn’t go. He cherished each and every one of them dearly. He would be lost without them. In fact he had been lost, not so long ago, and even then they’d stuck by him.

The wholesomeness of his thoughts gave him a glimmer of hope. He slowly, steadily lowered himself backwards until the sofa provided a much-needed rest. Staring blankly ahead, he let his head settle of its own accord. Maybe he was going to outpace the hangover stalking him. He had gotten lucky.

Luck, however, vanished as easily as it materialised for Jason Brazel. He had no sooner recovered from the taxing order of sitting back when Amita came storming into the living room.

‘Have you seen my keys?’ she asked. ‘My keys, where are they Jason? Have you seen them? Please tell me you’ve seen them.’

The vibrations on the floor, the voice bouncing off the walls, and the day-glo colours of Amita’s outfit were enough to make his stomach churn. His mother-in-law was the very last person to be around while hungover. She should have come with a government warning.

‘My keys, Jason, have you seen them?’ she asked again.

‘Please stop speaking so loudly, Amita,’ he groaned.

‘Why? What’s wrong with you?’ she started pulling the comfy chair by the TV apart, searching.

‘Because I had far too much to drink on the way home last night and now my head is about to pop like an over-filled balloon. That’s why.’

‘It’s your own fault as usual,’ she said, moving on to the flat surfaces. ‘You won’t be told Jason, you can’t be. And the rest of us all have to suffer you suffering because of your foolishness. Behave yourself now.’

Amita bumped into the coal scuttle by the fireplace. It rattled and scraped before finally tipping over. Jason thought it was the end. He keeled over onto the sofa and tugged at his hair.

‘Please stop,’ he begged. ‘I’ll do my penance later, just give me some mercy now.’

‘I assume you had a good time in London. You got enough for your story?’ she said, replacing the scuttle.

‘Yes,’ he said, hiding beneath a cushion. ‘It turns out Hal Mulberry’s wealth is only matched by his generosity, especially when it comes to booze.’

‘Yes, he’s a very generous man,’ she smiled. ‘Always has been.’

Jason took a moment to process what she was saying. He pulled the cushion back and stared at her.

‘You know him?’ he asked. If the fug of alcohol clouding his thoughts had lifted for even a few moments he should have known Amita would know Hal Mulberry. Or know someone who knew someone who knew Hal at least. They didn’t call her the Sheriff of Penrith for nothing.

‘Oh yes,’ she smiled. ‘I’ve met him a few times. He’s helped out with a few groups I’m a part of.’

‘A few groups, Amita? That’s like saying Venice has a few canals.’

‘Yes, well, that’s what happens when you’re an upstanding pillar of the community Jason. You should try it sometime, instead of staggering in at all hours having been out on a booze cruise all day, or whatever they call it.’

‘I’ll have you know that Frank Sinatra once said he didn’t trust people who didn’t drink, because when they wake up that’s the best they feel all day.’

‘You’re not Frank Sinatra, Jason,’ she said bluntly.

‘No, I’m not.’

He kicked his feet off the couch. With a deep breath he hauled himself to his feet and shambled over to help his mother-in-law with her search for her keys.

‘What did Hal do to help exactly?’ he said, rummaging about near the door.

‘I can’t remember it all off the top of my head,’ said Amita. ‘He’s donated various cash prizes and things from his business to raffles for the WI and other places, I know that much. He’s always happy to help.’

‘He seems that way,’ Jason agreed. ‘He was telling me he does a lot for all sorts of charity. Domestic violence survivors and the like.’

‘Yes, that rings a bell,’ said Amita.

‘Now he’s bought the village hall and he’s doing it up.’

Amita stopped dead. Jason searched beneath the couch and the comfy chair for her keys but couldn’t find anything.

‘He’s what?’ she asked.

‘He’s bought the village hall, across from Penrith Castle,’ he said again, wincing as he got back to his feet. ‘He’s turning it into an exhibition place and a kind of shrine to Elvira, the artist behind that painting he’s just got.’

‘He can’t do that,’ she said.

‘Well he’s done it.’

‘But it’s a place for the community.’

‘Don’t kid yourself, Amita, it’s a wreck.’

‘A historical wreck.’

‘And it’ll still be historical, only in a slightly less ruinous state when he’s finished with it.’

‘Oh no, this won’t do,’ she said, fishing her phone out.

‘What are you doing?’

‘I have to tell people,’ she said, scrolling through her endless list of contacts. ‘We have to make some sort of stand against this. You can’t just waltz in and buy up a place of local importance. It’s barbaric.’

‘It’s not Amita, it really isn’t,’ said Jason. ‘It’s the opposite of that. He’s going to turn an eyesore into something the whole community can enjoy again, not just the WI and a few other hangers-on who don’t mind putting up with the damp. The council has been trying to offload that place for as long as I’ve been a reporter here. Personally, I think it’s a great idea.’

‘You would though,’ she said.

‘Yes, I would, and I do.’

Something jingled as he stepped on the rug. Bending down, he pulled back the corner and found Amita’s keys. He picked them up and spun them around his finger in front of her face.

‘You’re worse than the kids,’ he said.

‘This is awful, I can’t believe Mulberry. The gall of the man. I mean, does he have no shame? That village hall has been there forever, it’s for the people, by the people. And what about the area as a whole? That castle has been there since the fourteenth century. Think about what it’s seen, what it’s lived through. And now it’s going to be bombarded with traffic and people who come to leer at that silly painting of his. How are we going to have book groups, or Spanish for Beginners, or chair yoga while people are queuing up to talk modern art, or worse. It’ll be abstract this and life drawing that. All kinds of obscenity before you know it, I bet.’

‘Art is hardly a peep show, Amita, please,’ said Jason. ‘And I’d like to remind you that the whole area has seen better days. I mean I know the castle is a piece of local heritage, but it’s barely a castle these days. More like a load of crumbling walls that will only continue to crumble until there’s nothing left. Who knows, he might even end up buying that too.’

Amita let out a laugh. She started typing away on her phone, sending message after message to the far-reaching corners of the busybody community of Penrith and beyond. Her thumbs were just cooling off when her phone started to vibrate with numerous notes of consternation from people equally appalled.

Jason stopped jangling the keys. Only then did he remember what day it was.

‘Hold on,’ he said. ‘It
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