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Chapter 1

	June 1992

	The remains of breakfast had been pushed aside and Jake’s coffee was going cold. Sitting in the sunshine on the terrace at the rear of Dart’s End house, Monica watched her husband with increasing frustration. He was preoccupied as usual, music and sheets of hand-written lyrics spread out apparently randomly on the table in front of him. He started humming a tune, tapping out a rhythm with two fingers on the table top.

	Monica turned her head and looked away, out over the low stone wall and the sloping, banked valley beyond. From where they sat, despite the stands of shrubs and trees that baffled both the view and the wind, she could still see a sliver of blue sea on the horizon. The grounds looked idyllic in the sunshine, all fresh greens and early summer colour, but they held no magic for her this morning. There was too much on her mind.

	A sudden movement made her look back to see Jake on his feet and already slipping through the patio doors back into the house. He returned a couple of minutes later with an acoustic guitar in hand. She couldn’t contain herself any longer.

	‘Oh Jake, please, can’t we enjoy a quiet breakfast without you playing music for once?’

	He fixed her with a direct gaze, uncompromising, his grey-green eyes boring into her.

	‘But that’s what I do, Monica: I play music. You always knew that. Please don’t start again. I need to play this through. I’ve written a song – a good song – but there’s something about it that’s not quite right.’

	She was disconcerted momentarily and when she spoke again she tried to be more conciliatory.

	‘Of course. I understand. I do. But can’t you do it later, darling? This is one of the few times of the day when we’re actually alone together. There are so many people here...’ She waved an expansive hand to indicate the estate around them, then offered him an appealing smile. ‘...and we need to talk, Jake.’

	He stared at her and frowned.

	‘There aren’t that many people here.’ He glanced round and snorted a laugh. ‘It’s not exactly Piccadilly is it?’

	‘You know what I mean. Please?’

	He sighed, reluctantly put the guitar down and picked up his coffee cup. Taking a mouthful of coffee, he pulled a face.

	‘Ugh, this is cold.’

	‘Of course it’s cold,’ she said impatiently. ‘You’ve been ignoring it for the last half hour. I’ll get Greta to bring some fresh.’

	She jumped up before he could protest and claim the need to go, and strode purposefully into the house, calling Greta’s name. Now she had his attention she was determined to keep him there a bit longer and she was relieved to find him still in his seat when she returned. She resumed her own and offered another smile.

	‘She’s bringing some now. It’ll be nice to have some fresh coffee. Best drink of the day, isn’t it darling? Especially in the sunshine like this.’

	Jake nodded but still looked distracted. He pulled a cigarette packet out of his shirt pocket, patting his jeans for his lighter, then caught Monica’s eye and put the packet back in his pocket.

	‘Maybe it would be easier to give up if you didn’t carry them around with you,’ she suggested kindly.

	Jake shook his head. ‘No. Having cigarettes to hand and not smoking them shows you’re winning. That’s what I read. It’s a marker.’

	He stared out over the terrace and his fingers began to beat a tattoo on the table again.

	They had been married a little over a year – she’d had to remind him about their anniversary just a couple of weeks ago – and it hadn’t turned out to be quite the life she had expected. A famous musician whose band had had three top twenty hits, who had appeared on television many times: how glamorous was that? Meeting him had been one of the most exciting things she’d ever done. He wasn’t like anyone she’d known before. He lived in jeans and tee-shirts; his receding, grizzled hair fell in attractive but unkempt waves to his shoulder; he played music late and didn’t get up till mid-morning. He even employed a gardener and a housekeeper. It had all seemed very romantic to start with. Of course, he wasn’t really famous any more but he still had the band and he did have this rather lovely country estate by the sea in Devon. Could you call it an estate? It ran to about twelve acres all told. To Monica, fresh from her suburban semi, it seemed enormous.

	‘So what is it that we have to talk about?’ Jake said now, breaking into her thoughts.

	‘A holiday. We postponed our honeymoon last year, didn’t we, because you had that last minute tour in Scotland, and then we just grabbed a few days away in the autumn. In the Lake District. It rained. And then we agreed to have a special trip to Italy this September to make up but I can’t get you to fix the details with me. If we want a choice of where to stay, Jake, we need to get on and book it.’

	‘Italy?’ said Jake, frowning. ‘Who said anything about Italy?’

	‘I did. We did.’ She paused, nonplussed. ‘We discussed it, Jake.’

	‘Did we?’ He scratched thoughtfully at the stubble on his face. ‘I don’t remember that. Whatever, I can’t do September, love. I’m going to be in the recording studio in September. I told you I was.’

	‘No, you didn’t.’

	‘Yes I did. With the new album. The studio’s all booked to record it. Those slots are too precious to give up. Anyway, it’s all arranged.’

	‘I thought you said the last album bombed?’

	A tall spare woman with vivid blue-dyed hair and a disappointed expression appeared through the patio doors from the house and walked silently to where they sat. She carried a tray bearing a fresh coffee pot, a jug of milk and two clean cups and saucers. They fell silent as she placed the tray on the table, discharged its contents and reloaded it with the dirty dishes. Before picking it up she thrust a hand in the pocket of her apron and pulled out a wadge of letters which she placed on the table in front of Jake.

	‘The post’s arrived,’ she muttered.

	‘Thank you, Greta,’ he said.

	She left, wordless.

	‘The last album didn’t do well, I grant you,’ said Jake, ‘but this one’s going to be different.’ He nodded with a dreamy smile. ‘It’s going to be seriously good, I’m telling you.’

	‘Well, good.’ She hesitated. ‘Why does Greta always give you the post? Isn’t there anything there for me?’

	Jake flicked through the pile, pulled out two letters and handed them to her, then piled the others back up again. He poured them both a fresh cup of coffee while Monica opened her post.

	‘A letter from my mother and a bill,’ she said dismissively and pushed them aside.

	She poured milk into her coffee and picked up the cup, looking at him over the top of it.

	‘So when will the recording be over?’

	‘I can’t recall the exact date. But after that we’ll be on the road, promoting the album. Alice has got a bunch of dates fixed already.’

	‘Perhaps October then?’

	‘No. I’ll still be promoting the album. Tours drag on; you know that.’

	‘Oh Jake.’

	‘It’s my work, Monica,’ he said crossly, ‘and it’s important to me. I’m not going to keep apologising for it.’

	There was a pained silence. She felt the reprimand and wasn’t sure how to respond, feeling wary of him suddenly.

	‘Sorry,’ she muttered.

	Jake picked up his coffee cup and drank a long mouthful.

	‘It’s Wednesday,’ she said stiffly. ‘The third. You haven’t forgotten that the art restorers are arriving today?’

	She noticed him glance back at his pile of letters. His gaze lingered on the top one.

	‘Jake?’

	‘Yes, I heard. The art restorers. They’re arriving today.’ He dragged his attention away from the post and looked at her. ‘And they’re staying here, you said?’

	‘That’s right.’

	‘Did I agree to that?’

	‘Yes.’ She wasn’t sure he had. They hadn’t discussed details. Anyway, he never listened. ‘I told Greta to prepare the two bedrooms at the back,’ she added. ‘Over the kitchen. Timothy promised me it wouldn’t take long with two of them on the job.’

	‘Timothy. Your ex.’ His eyes narrowed. ‘And you trust him?’

	 ‘He’s many things, Jake, but he’s not a liar. Anyway, I got Finley to put the paintings in the art studio, ready.’

	‘Did you check that with my mother?’

	‘Why? She never uses it any more.’

	‘Oh Monica, I know you don’t get on but just try with her will you? You should have mentioned it to her at least. Anyway, I still don’t know why we’re having them here at this time. It was hardly urgent. The fire didn’t do that much damage to them. It could have waited. And what about the cost?’

	‘I told you: he gave me favourable terms. He owed me that. Anyway the fire did do damage. Have you really looked at them? Those pictures are too valuable to leave the way they are and the insurance will cover it, I’m sure. And what about mine too? They need cleaning.’

	Jake’s eyes flicked to the pile of post again.

	‘Fine. Whatever.’ He knocked back the remains of his coffee. ‘But we don’t know anything about these people, do we? Just make sure they keep to their limits. I don’t want them wandering all over the place and I don’t want them talking to the press. People are always ready to make money by rubbishing someone well-known.’

	‘Oh, I’m sure they wouldn’t do that. They’re professionals.’ In truth she hadn’t thought of that. But Jake wasn’t that well-known anyway. Not now.

	‘I’ll leave it to you then.’

	Jake settled a brief smile on her then abruptly picked up his guitar, his music and the post and left, heading along the path to his music studio.

	Monica watched him go with a sinking heart. She wondered if she should go to Italy alone. It wouldn’t be the romantic delayed honeymoon she’d had in mind but right now she’d love to get away. Anywhere. The saying ‘marry in haste, repent at leisure’ insinuated itself into her thoughts.

	*

	Art conservator Hannah Dechansay wasn’t familiar with Devon though she had visited it once as a child. A friend of her mother had owned a static caravan somewhere near the north coast and they’d spent a week there. She dimly remembered rugged cliffs and windy beaches and playing card games with her sister while rain pounded on the roof of the caravan. But Devon, as she’d learnt from looking at a map before setting out, was a large county with two coast lines and two areas of moorland, while the village she was heading for was in the south on a bulge of land called the South Hams which stuck out into the English Channel.

	She was on the road now, driving to the new job as was Nathan, her colleague, and she wondered how far he’d got. She hadn’t seen anything of him since Oxford but since there was only one motorway which would take them down to the West Country, he must be on this road somewhere. She passed the turning for Bridgwater and started looking forward to the services by Taunton. She needed a break.

	Her thoughts turned to the job. It sounded straightforward enough but she knew from experience that it wasn’t usually the pictures that caused the problems: you could find a way round most conservation issues with thought and a bit of application. No, it was the owners who sometimes caused problems. Living and working on-site could be challenging. And Timothy’s rather cryptic brief about their current assignment had provoked more questions than answers.

	Timothy Blandish was the owner and manager of Blandish Fine Art Restoration, the business Hannah and Nathan worked for. Though based in Oxford, it operated across the UK and much of western Europe. Timothy prided himself on a personal service, sending restorers to the homes of wealthy people who wanted discretion and anonymity, or those who simply refused to let their precious art works out of their sight. He liked to think he was personable, that he knew how to charm people. It was he who cultivated the clients, assessed jobs, and organised them but it was his team of restorers who did the conservation work. His business; his rules.

	He wasn’t a mean man but he was careful. Careful to never waste money on unnecessary equipment; careful to only allocate the minimum hours to a job; and careful to make sure his staff kept to them. Pleasant enough when you didn’t cross him, he wasn’t someone who encouraged idle conversation. Apart from the fact that he had been married – and divorced – twice and had a grown-up daughter, Hannah knew very little about him. So his briefing on the Monday morning had come as a surprise and the interview began replaying in her head.

	‘I need this job to be done swiftly,’ he’d shot at them, standing behind his desk as soon as they walked in to his office. ‘And I do mean swiftly. No hanging about.’

	This attitude was normal, but Timothy’s demeanour wasn’t. A slight man with greying hair and a precise manner, he was always hyperactive, but that morning he’d looked quite agitated.

	They waited.

	‘And the job?’ Nathan prompted eventually.

	‘Some fire-damaged pictures and a couple of recent purchases that apparently need a good clean.’ Timothy sat down and fidgeted the papers on his desk, not looking at them. ‘I haven’t been to look myself on this occasion. I’ll leave you two to do full assessments as usual. It’s at a house in Devon. Daphne’ll give you the details. It’s because I want the work done quickly that I’m sending you both.’

	‘What’s causing the pressure for time?’ queried Hannah.

	Timothy tutted. ‘There’s always a queue of work waiting, you know that.’ He looked up but still refused to make eye contact. ‘Though this is perhaps a little more pressing than usual. The situation is... delicate. The house is owned by a musician who used to be quite famous, I believe: Jake Neele. He was in some band or other.’

	‘The folk-rocker?’ said Nathan. ‘Yes, I know who you mean. What was the name of that band? They had a couple of big hits in the seventies. Good music.’

	‘Hildigge’s Drum. That was their name.’ Hannah fixed Timothy with a look, trying to get him to be more expansive. ‘So what’s delicate about it?’

	Timothy hesitated. ‘You don’t need to know the details but, well... this chap’s wife is my ex. That is to say, she was my first wife, Monica.’

	‘Ah,’ said Nathan and Hannah in unison, then looked at each other.

	Timothy noticed and glared at them.

	‘It’s not important and doesn’t affect you. But we mustn’t get involved, that is I am not going to get involved. Anyway, this Neele fellow is a rock singer. He’s not like one of our usual clients. Who knows what they get up to down there.’ Timothy looked from one to the other. ‘You go in; you do the job; you leave. Keep it simple and, for God’s sake, keep out of trouble. Don’t fraternise. And I’m expecting your discretion about this. I don’t want a load of gossip behind my back. Oh, and keep me informed about the work: assessments, progress, you know the drill.’ He’d dismissed them then with a wave of his hand. ‘I’ve arranged for you to arrive later this week. Fix it all up with Daphne when you go out.’

	So then they’d had to run the gauntlet of Daphne, Timothy’s long-suffering receptionist, secretary and general dogsbody. A lovely lady, kind to a fault, but she did like to gossip and, as soon as they’d left Timothy’s office, she was exhorting them to tell her everything they knew about Monica.

	‘But we don’t know anything, Daphne,’ said Hannah. ‘Honestly. No more than you do. Probably less.’

	‘Still, you will keep me in the loop, won’t you?’

	‘I don’t suppose we’ll be there long,’ said Hannah.

	‘Dart’s End,’ said Nathan, craning over the reception desk to see the address. ‘Strange name. What do you know about this place?’

	‘Not much,’ said Daphne, who usually made it her business to get as much background information as possible. ‘It’s a private place away from the tourist hotspots as far I can tell. This Neele chap hasn’t been in the news much lately.’ She paused, flicking a concerned, probing look between them. ‘Are you two travelling together? Only when you got back from Paris, I thought you seemed...’

	‘We’re travelling separately as usual,’ said Hannah firmly.

	‘Oh, OK,’ said Daphne. ‘I’ll write out the address twice then.’

	Hannah had maybe spoken too quickly and felt bad for it but Daphne was apt to jump to conclusions. What had happened in Paris – and the status of Hannah and Nathan’s relationship – was no-one’s business but their own. And Hannah was determined to keep it that way.

	*

	Back in his music studio, a purpose-built, sound-proofed cabin some five hundred metres from the main house down the narrow valley towards the sea, Jake closed the door behind him, locked it and felt an immediate easing of the tension in his shoulders. This was his place, his sanctuary. There were two easy chairs to chill in, booze and coffee when he needed them, a table to write at, and lots of space for playing music, alone or with company. His first wife, long since left to pursue her own career, had reached a point before she left when she seemed genuinely glad when he shut himself away. They had come to an understanding: they lived separately. It had made the ultimate divorce quite amicable. But Monica? Jake was beginning to doubt if she would ever understand his need to be alone. And his initial sympathy was rapidly turning to frustration.

	He wondered sometimes how their marriage had come about. His proposal had been hasty perhaps. Was it simply the lure of a pretty face? Opposites attracting? Back in those flirty courtship days she had laughed at his jokes, wondered at his stories of his days on the road, had made him feel important and special. She had charmed him. And somewhere at the back of his mind, he supposed he’d always hoped for the companionship and stability of a good marriage. Other people managed it.

	And she was pretty, no question. At forty-nine, she was only a couple of years younger than he was, but that didn’t bother him. Young women in his experience were always so expectant, so demanding. And Monica looked much younger anyway; she had looked after herself and was always well-groomed. Her chin-length hair was dyed a soft blonde which set off her creamy complexion, and her stubby nose turned up rather engagingly at the tip. Her clothes were always immaculate and tailored. When he thought of all the other people who lived and passed through Dart’s End with their frayed jeans and rebellious hair, she really didn’t fit in but none of that mattered. He rather liked her crisp neatness and she always smelt so good.

	It was just that, once they were married, he’d begun to realise that she had no interest in music. And didn’t appear to try to.

	He pulled the cigarette packet out of his pocket again, hesitated with it in his hand, then pushed it back with a sigh. Monica again. She wanted him to give up smoking so he was trying. He’d be healthier, she’d insisted. That may be, he thought, but only if I survive the stress of doing it.

	He found a packet of mints and popped one in his mouth, trying to push his marriage out of his mind. Monica would adjust in time. She’d have to.

	He picked up his guitar again and, over in what he thought of as his composing corner, spread his hand-written sheets of music on a stand, sat on a stool and began to play. The sound of the guitar calmed him. It always did. Back when they’d first started out he’d played an electric guitar mostly, especially when they performed. Heavy, pulsating music, that’s what always seemed to go down well with the public back then. But times had changed and just recently the band had gone more acoustic. He especially loved this guitar. It was a craftsman’s piece, a rosewood body and a spruce top with a mahogany neck. It had a rich, caressing tone with the notes lingering in the air long after you’d stopped playing.

	He glanced at the lyrics to the new song but he knew them by heart already and they weren’t the problem anyway. It was something about the tune that was out. He sang it through, slowly. His voice was still good though the cigarettes had given it a raspy edge and he did struggle to hit the high notes these days. That didn’t bother him particularly; he thought it had character.

	He tried it again with a different chord progression, adapting the tune as he went. That was better. Then he played it again with another variation and quickly got up afterwards, grabbed a pencil and rubber and started removing notes on the manuscript, frantically scribbling in new ones and replacement chords while they were fresh in his mind. He was excited. He’d got it right now. He just needed to play it through again, maybe tweak the rhythm a bit here and there. 

	Another three quarters of an hour passed before he was satisfied. He stretched his shoulders, feeling both satisfaction and relief, and got up to make himself a cup of coffee. Then his eye fell on the table where the pile of letters he’d dumped there had fallen, spilling sideways. And the top letter, still visible and drawing his attention, was the one with the German postmark. It had bothered him as soon as he’d seen it.

	Who would be writing to him from Germany? It brought back memories he’d dearly tried to forget but they were years ago; he was being foolish. Face creased in a frown, he picked the letter up, trying to identify the handwriting, and turned it over to see what was on the back: a scrawled address he’d never heard of. It was probably nothing; why would it be? Still an inexplicable shiver of unease passed through him as he tore it open.

	
Chapter 2

	Dart’s End, built to an art deco design in the nineteen twenties by a wealthy industrialist, stood at the top of a short, winding valley that led down to the south coast. A stream murmured through the grounds and its position, squeezed between farmland and accessed from a narrow country lane, gave it a lot of privacy. Though a desirable site, albeit a little remote, by the fifties it had been left largely unoccupied, the gardens had become overgrown and the house had fallen into disrepair. By the time Jake bought it in the seventies, he’d been able to buy it at a knock-down price; the vendors had been simply glad to get it off their hands. With the investment of some capital and some tender loving care, it had become a comfortable, private and stylish home, tucked away close to the sea. The house was big enough to make a statement yet small enough to still be a family home, and the spacious grounds accommodated two further small residences as well as outbuildings – relics of the original use of the site as a farm.

	Jake had proudly filled Monica in on the history of his home the first time he’d taken her there. Having been brought up on the edge of Dartmoor, he considered himself a Devon man through and through and he’d insisted he couldn’t imagine living anywhere else. He was convinced that the water in the stream which meandered down through its grounds started its journey up on Dartmoor – didn’t all the waterways hereabouts? – and was probably a tiny branch off the Dart river. Calling the house Dart’s End felt appropriate, he’d said.

	Monica had been effusive in her appreciation of the house and its setting and she’d meant it. It was like no home she had ever lived in. With its rolling, well-tended gardens as a backdrop, it was the sort of house you saw pictured in the pages of glossy magazines. That there might be any drawbacks to living in such a place and with such a person had never crossed her mind. This, she came to recognise, had been naïve.

	The expected arrival of the two restorers on the Wednesday lifted Monica’s spirits however. It was a welcome break in the routine, something new, something fresh. It was also a project of her own making and she had enjoyed organising it. And though she had once been married to Timothy for nearly seven years, she had never actually seen a picture being restored. She had had a job back then and had subsequently given birth to a daughter. Juggling work and motherhood had given her little time or interest for Timothy’s work. Now she hoped to find out what it was really all about.

	She pottered round the house, checking that everything was as it should be, but it all looked good and Greta had prepared the visitors’ bedrooms according to her instructions. Jake’s housekeeper might glide round the house like some kind of ghoul but there was no doubt she was efficient at her job.

	When they did arrive at lunch-time, separately but only ten minutes apart, the restorers weren’t quite what Monica had expected. She’d had an image of dusty, studious people, stooped and perhaps prematurely aged from too much close attention to ancient paintings. Whereas the man, Nathan Bright, was straight and pretty tall with alert but serious eyes behind dark-rimmed glasses. With the hair at his temples just starting to grey, she thought he looked a young forty. The woman, Hannah Dechansay, was even more surprising: small and slight with spiky dark hair and vivid blue eyes that bored into you disconcertingly. She wore leggings with flat white canvas shoes and a huge gaudy, oversized shirt. She looked like someone more likely to be making craft items on a children’s television programme.

	Greta had answered the door to them both but Monica quickly ushered her away.

	‘You managed the code for the gate all right then,’ she gushed. ‘And you saw the parking area? Good. We’ve got lunch ready for you in the morning room. You must be starved. It’s only a light bite mind. Or perhaps you’d like to see your rooms first and freshen up? Yes? Of course, I’ll take you up now. I’m Monica by the way. We’re very informal here. Is that all your luggage? Fine. Oh, two huge packing cases arrived this morning for you. I had Finley – he’s our gardener – put them with the paintings in the art studio.’

	‘You’ve got an art studio?’ said Hannah. ‘That’s perfect. With lots of light hopefully.’

	‘Well, it’s just an old barn really. My mother-in-law used to paint in it but, yes, it has had a few windows fitted.’

	‘I hope we’ve not pushed her out,’ said Nathan with an apologetic smile.

	What a charming man, thought Monica. ‘Oh don’t worry,’ she said quickly. ‘She never bothers with it now.’

	They climbed the stairs to the first floor and she led them down a passage. The visitors’ rooms were side by side and she took them in the first.

	‘There we are then,’ she said, looking round proudly. ‘Both rooms are similar and en-suite. You can argue between yourselves who has which. Hopefully there’s everything you need.’ She paused, awkward suddenly as they both turned and looked at her. ‘I suppose Timothy’s told you all about me?’

	‘Er no,’ said Nathan. ‘Nothing.’

	Hannah agreed with a shake of her head.

	‘Oh. I see. Well...’ Monica shrugged one disappointed shoulder. ‘...that’s fine.’ She briskly returned to the door and turned. ‘If you come back down when you’re ready and cross the hall. You’ll see a passage by the side of the kitchen which leads to the morning room. I’ll come and find you there in a bit.’

	*

	The morning room was situated towards the eastern end of the house, was rectangular in shape and divided into two distinct areas. Nearest to the door, a table and chairs stood in front of a window and, as promised, had been laid for lunch. The farther end of the room was a cosy seating area with another, narrower, window, a bookcase and a couple of wingback chairs which faced a fireplace. A small television had been tucked into one corner. 

	Nathan and Hannah sat at the table where the settings had been laid and looked out to the grounds. Nearest the house was a gravelled parterre attractively planted and edged at its farthest side by a low wall. Beyond were shrubs and trees with glimpses of grassed lawns.

	‘Nice,’ said Hannah.

	‘Very.’

	There was a large plate of two kinds of sandwiches on the table – ham and egg – and a bowl of sweet cherry tomatoes. They helped themselves just as Greta padded in, asking if they wanted tea or coffee.

	‘Or juice?’ she added morosely. She was maybe in her late forties and wore a white shirt tucked into wide-legged chequerboard trousers with a small, blue apron over the top. It almost, but not quite, matched her hair.

	‘Tea for me please,’ said Hannah.

	‘Juice would be good.’ Nathan offered her up a smile. ‘Orange if you’ve got it?’

	Greta barely nodded and withdrew, silently returning with their drinks a few minutes later.

	Hannah glanced towards the door and when she looked back at Nathan saw that he had done the same, watching their reluctant waitress leave. Not that she would be far away. There appeared to be two doors which gave access to the kitchen and one of them faced the morning room door. Odd sounds of dishes could be heard. Nathan winked at Hannah and they ate in silence.

	They had finished eating and were finishing their drinks when Monica reappeared. The brief show of despondency which had descended on her when she’d spoken about Timothy had gone and she smiled effusively, perching on the edge of one of the spare dining chairs. She gave the room a sweeping, satisfied gaze as if she’d just finished decorating it herself.

	‘I thought this is where you could eat. My husband, Jake, and I eat in the dining room but I’ve asked Greta to serve you in here. I’m sure you’d prefer your own space. So sandwiches at one and dinner at seven. Greta lives on the premises you see. She has a flat – a sort of annexe – adjoining the kitchen, and she’s here till two and then again in the evening. But she doesn’t work weekends.  There’ll be light snacks you can get from the kitchen – help yourselves – but for a meal I’m sure you’d like to eat out anyway. And of course you can use the sitting area in here if you like in your off-time. There might even be some books in the bookcase over there that you’d like to read. Timothy told me you worked a kind of regular day, nine to five.’

	‘Honestly, we’re a bit more fluid than that,’ said Nathan.

	‘It depends where we’re at with the work,’ added Hannah. ‘If something needs finishing, we tend to carry on. If the light allows.’

	‘Of course. I understand. Shall we go and see where you’ll be working?’

	They left the house through a door under the stairs at the other end of the hallway, and took a stone-paved path which led gently downhill, weaving around stands of shrubs and a couple of trees. Another path branched off to the right a couple of hundred metres along, offering a glimpse of a small stone cottage and some washing on a line.

	‘Matty and Evie live there,’ Monica said, pausing and pointing. ‘You know that Jake has a band called Hildigge’s Drum?’

	‘Yes,’ said Nathan. ‘Are they still performing? I used to be a fan.’

	‘Really?’ said Monica and smiled, apparently pleased. ‘Yes, they do still perform. And Matty and Evie are in the band so I suppose you’d remember them. They were both in it from the early days I believe, though I doubt you’ll see much of them.’

	She seemed reluctant to say anything more about them and started walking again. They tagged along.

	‘Ah, here we are,’ she said. ‘The barn.’ Monica reached into her pocket for the key.

	Beyond them the path turned left and continued out of sight, weaving among the bushes.

	‘Is there anyone else living here?’ said Hannah. ‘In the grounds I mean. I see the path continues.’

	‘Oh, that leads to Jake’s music studio.’ Monica hesitated with her hand on the door handle. ‘There’s a bungalow over the other side of the house where Jake’s mother, lives. Daisy Cottage. Her choice of name,’ she muttered and turned the handle.

	The thick wooden door opened with a creak. But for its high walls, the art studio bore little resemblance to a barn any more. Of a modest size overall, tall windows had been let into the walls on each side and the remaining wall surfaces had been plastered and white-washed. It reminded Hannah more of a schoolroom than an agricultural building. But it was a bright, airy space and just what they needed. One large trestle table stood in the middle of the floor with a chair either side of it and the paintings had been propped up against the walls. The packing-cases which contained all their equipment had been left in the middle of the floor. Against the wall at the far end of the room stood a couple of kitchen base units with a short run of worktop and a stainless-steel sink next to a door.

	‘Here we are,’ said Monica, looking around. ‘There’s a little cloakroom with a loo at the back over there and you’ll find a kettle and things for you to make a hot drink in that cupboard.’ She pointed. ‘I asked Greta to put some milk there too. That door gives you access to a bin and an outside tap. Though I don’t suppose you’ll need that. And Timothy said you needed a table. He didn’t specify anything else. Is this all right?’

	‘Actually we need two tables if possible,’ said Hannah. ‘One each.’

	‘We’re not good at sharing,’ quipped Nathan.

	Hannah flicked him a look. ‘We need to be able to spread our equipment out.’

	‘Oh.’ Monica looked crestfallen. ‘I’ll see if Finley can find another one for you then.’

	‘Please.’ Hannah turned away and approached the nearest paintings, stooping to see them better. ‘Is this a Degas?’

	Monica moved swiftly to join her. ‘Yes. There are two in fact. And a Modigliani and a Braque. Those are all Jake’s. He bought them years ago. I imagine they’d be worth a fortune these days. Well, if they weren’t damaged naturally.’

	Nathan came alongside, bending to look at the works too. ‘I hope you’ve got good security then,’ he casually remarked.

	‘Yes, of course. Well actually...’ She hesitated and they both straightened up to look at her. ‘I don’t think it’s that great. Jake’s a bit lax about things like that. They’re usually in his music studio down the hill. I mean, well away from anybody and he always locks the door of course. Even when he’s in there. And as you know we’ve got the electric gates at the entrance.’

	Hannah nodded, non-committal. ‘And these are clearly the ones that were in the fire.’

	‘At his studio, yes. It was about six months ago. It started in the night but was spotted fairly quickly so it could have been worse. I mean no-one got hurt but part of the studio was badly damaged and these too. Jake had the studio quickly restored but these have been kind of neglected.’

	‘It’s not a good idea to leave fire damage too long,’ said Nathan. ‘It can eat into the surface. What caused the fire?’

	‘Oh, we’re not sure,’ she said lightly but looking guarded. ‘Jake was always smoking and putting lit cigarettes down. He’d get caught up doing something and forget about them.’ She smiled brightly. ‘And these two are paintings I bought myself only last year. They aren’t in great condition so I was able to get them for a good price. One’s a Constable and the other is by someone called Henry Bright. One of the Norwich school of painters apparently and very highly thought of.’ She laughed. ‘Of course you’d know that.’

	Hannah bent over to look at them.

	‘As you can see, they do need attention,’ said Monica anxiously. ‘They’re quite dirty and the Constable has a small tear in the canvas. But you can do something about that, can’t you?’

	‘Yes, we can do something about that,’ Hannah reassured her with a smile, straightening up.

	‘Good. I was so pleased to find them. I’d been wanting to get some, you know, kind of special paintings for a while. Some that were mine. Jake’s tastes are more modern than mine. Anyway, I’ll leave you to get on and I’ll see if Finley can rustle up another table for you. Oh and you can keep the key that’s in the lock but you will lock up before you leave won’t you?’

	‘Of course,’ said Hannah.

	She hesitated, looking concerned. Nathan was still looking at the paintings so Hannah came over to join her.

	‘Is there something else we should know?’ she prompted.

	‘No, not really. I mean I’d like you to meet Jake. But he’s a bit preoccupied at the moment with an album he’s planning. And, well, I think I should warn you, he doesn’t like to be disturbed in his studio. And the other thing is...’

	‘Yes?’

	‘He’s very protective of his privacy. If you could, well, not wander too much. Round the house, I mean.’

	‘All right. I understand.’

	‘Of course, do go down to the beach when you have some time to yourselves. It’s our private beach. Just follow the paths downhill. You’ll need some fresh air and I’m sure he wouldn’t mind that. He’s mostly wrapped up in his studio at the moment anyway. There’s a stream that runs through the grounds down to the beach and a few bridges that allow you to cross it.’ Monica dropped her head forwards conspiratorially, glancing across at Nathan who had carefully picked up the Modigliani and was peering at it. ‘Can I just ask, Hannah. Are you...’ She gestured vaguely towards Nathan. ‘...a couple?’

	‘Us?’ Hannah gave a brief laugh. ‘No. Why do you ask?’

	‘Oh no reason. I just wondered. Only if you were, you see, I didn’t want to say something stupid.’ She straightened up. ‘I was planning to get you a key to the front door for your stay here. I’d better get you two.’

	‘Thank you, yes. That would be better. And a second key for the barn as well.’

	‘Oh. Right.’ Monica nodded and made for the door but before she reached it, a small woman with short, straight grey hair came in.

	‘Althea,’ said Monica stiffly. ‘I was just coming to see you.’

	‘Really? So soon? To tell me how you’ve taken over my studio, was that?’

	‘Just a for a few weeks. Not long.’

	‘It would have been nice to have been told before they arrived.’

	‘But you don’t use it any more,’ Monica said crossly. ‘You know you don’t. It just sits here, empty. And it’s perfect for the restorers to work in.’ She took a deep breath, forced a smile and half-turned. ‘Do you want to meet them?’

	‘No, I want you to stop trying to take over.’

	Monica turned pointedly towards Nathan and Hannah. ‘This is Jake’s mother, Althea,’ she said.

	Althea looked across at them, managed a curt nod, and left.

	‘Stupid old bat,’ Monica said audibly, rolled her eyes at Hannah, then followed the older woman out.

	‘Well,’ said Hannah, eyebrows raised.

	‘Happy families,’ remarked Nathan. ‘Can’t beat them.’

	*

	Finley turned up with another table less than half an hour later. It was an old pine kitchen table with fixed legs, smaller than the trestle, and he negotiated the doorway with skill then stood holding it, looking first at Hannah then at Nathan. He was a big man, square-shouldered with a direct, steady gaze.

	‘Where do you want this then?’

	His voice had a soft Scottish lilt. Nathan wondered fleetingly how he came to be in this little backwater of the West Country. You couldn’t be much further from Scotland without negotiating the English Channel.

	‘You can leave it there, thanks.’ he said. ‘We’ll sort it out. Yes, that’ll be fine. I’m Nathan by the way.’ He stuck out a hand and after a moment’s pause, Finley shook it. He had big hands and a strong grip.

	‘Finley,’ he said. ‘I’m the gardener.’

	Hannah, never one to be left out, came forward and stuck out her hand too. ‘Hello, I’m Hannah. The grounds look stunning. They must be a lot of work.’

	‘They are.’ Finley glanced round the room, added, ‘but I get a bit of help,’ and immediately left.

	Hannah watched him go then turned back to Nathan. ‘I’ll take the smaller table if you like.’

	‘You’ve got to be joking. The way you spread your things out you’ll never get everything on it. I’ll be fine with it.’

	She pulled a face at him. ‘Because you’re so tidy, I suppose.’

	‘Exactly.’

	‘Fine. Then we’d better get on. You go in; you do the job; you leave,’ she added in a fair imitation of Timothy’s nasal twang, and Nathan laughed.

	They sorted out where each of them would work and busied themselves getting equipment out of their respective packing cases and setting up their folding easels. The cases were hinged vertically and opened like giant books, displaying racks of bottles and jars and little drawers, holding – they hoped – all they might need for the job in hand. Glancing across at Hannah’s table, Nathan knew she must have some plan to the layout of it but it wasn’t immediately obvious. She was a haphazard sort of person who ran on intuition it seemed. Still, he’d known her long enough now to recognise that she was a very fine conservator. She clearly knew what she was doing – in her own very singular way.

	After a brief discussion Hannah chose one of the Degas canvases to assess – a horse racing scene – and Nathan started with the Braque. Before doing anything to the paintings they needed to know the full extent of the damage and record it. Examination often threw up issues which weren’t immediately visible on casual inspection. Even without Timothy’s warnings, Nathan hoped there wouldn’t be any unforeseen problems this time. Some of the places they were sent to work at were easy-going households with no edges, no undercurrents. Already this didn’t feel like one of them.

	They worked solidly for an hour or more, checking paint surfaces, using a raking light to reveal problems, looking for previous retouching with ultraviolet light, checking the underlayers with infra-red, and taking photographs. As usual Hannah worked with her portable disc player switched on, ear pieces stuck in her ears. Her head moved occasionally to the rhythm of whatever music was playing. She said it helped her concentrate. Nathan, who found quietness more conducive to his application, wondered how.

	He was the first to straighten up and stretch. The Braque was a cubist interpretation of a man playing a mandolin. Close inspection had revealed considerable heat and smoke damage and assessing it and recording it was painstaking. He needed a break. He wandered to the back of the room, retrieved the kettle from the cupboard and filled it. A couple of minutes later, Hannah joined him.

	‘Good idea,’ she said. ‘I could do with a break.’

	‘Problems?’

	She wrinkled up her nose. ‘Not too bad but not easy. Sticky smoke residue all over and a few places where the paint has buckled. It won’t be easy to be absolutely sure what condition the picture’s in till it’s been cleaned. The frame needs attention too.’ She sighed. ‘I don’t think this is going to be quite as quick as Timothy hoped for.’

	‘Is it ever?’

	‘What about you?’

	‘Much the same. A corner that has some pretty unstable paint.’

	The kettle boiled and Nathan poured water over a teabag for Hannah and over coffee granules for himself. There’d been no need to ask: Hannah never drank coffee.

	‘So,’ he began, ‘I heard you insisting to Monica that we weren’t a couple.’ He stirred the coffee round and round and added a splash of milk.

	‘I did.’ Hannah retrieved the bag from her tea and dumped it in the sink. She added a drop of milk to her mug and turned to look at him. ‘And...?’

	‘And again I’m wondering why. You’re driving me crazy with this. I mean what’s your problem? We’re a long way from Oxford. OK, I can maybe see why you want to keep it quiet at the workshops – all those sidelong looks and pointed remarks – but here? We’re miles away.’

	‘Oh come on, Nathan. We agreed to keep it private. You really think it wouldn’t get back? Of course it would. Anyway I don’t want to discuss our relationship with all these people I don’t know.’

	‘I didn’t exactly agree. I gave in. I honestly don’t care that much who knows.’

	He ignored the still steaming coffee and moved closer, putting his arms around her. She rested her head against his shoulder in a rare show of affection and he was relieved.

	‘The thing is,’ he said, ‘we’re living here – for weeks probably. You can’t expect me to keep my distance all that time.’

	‘It won’t be for that long. We just need to be... careful.’

	‘Careful? Why? What are you so scared of?’

	‘I am not scared.’

	‘Ssh,’ he said, freeing one hand to gently raise her chin. ‘Stop worrying so much. Is this careful enough for you?’

	He bent his head down to kiss her and their lips had just met when the door gave its distinctive creak. He immediately released her and they jumped apart. A young man had walked in and after glancing around, immediately strode towards the nearest work station which was Nathan’s. So fixed was he on the painting resting on the table, he didn’t appear to have noticed the two of them standing at the rear of the room.

	‘Can I help you?’ said Nathan, quickly going to meet him.

	The man looked up and visibly started.

	‘Hi. I didn’t see you there.’ He sniffed and rammed his hands in the pockets of his sloppy denims. He looked from Nathan to Hannah who had now joined him. ‘I guess you’re the art restorers. Monica said you were coming. I’m Tony. I live here.’

	He peered at the Braque lying flat on the table.

	‘You’ve taken the frame off.’ It sounded like an accusation.

	‘Yes,’ said Nathan baldly, already irritated by the guy.

	‘Why did you do that?’

	‘So I could assess it and then work on it.’

	Tony nodded slowly, frowning. ‘So you think you’ll be able to do something with it, do you?’

	‘Yes,’ repeated Nathan.

	Tony grunted. He was fair-haired, probably in his late twenties, and thin with a sallow complexion. It seemed unlikely he spent a lot of time enjoying the fresh air in the grounds of Dart’s End.

	‘Good. I’m glad to hear it.’ Tony suddenly dragged his eyes from the painting and glared at them both in turn. ‘They’re worth a lot of money, these paintings. You’d better make sure you look after them. You understand? There’ll be trouble if anything happens to them.’

	Nathan saw Hannah’s eyes flash as her jaw dropped open. He quickly spoke first.

	‘And what do you think might happen to them?’ he said.

	‘I’m just telling you.’ Tony waved a warning finger at them. ‘You make sure you look after them. I don’t trust anyone here.’

	*

	Tucked away in his studio, Jake was only dimly aware of time passing. Lost in his plans for the new album, trying tunes and accompaniments out and recording some of them to get a feeling for how they would work, the day passed quickly. He’d drunk a silly amount of coffee; Greta had brought him lunch on a tray; and he’d given in and smoked two cigarettes. He’d hardly given another thought to the arrival of the art restorers. In any case, they were Monica’s affair. Though he supposed, when he thought about it at all, that he ought to keep some check on what they were doing. He’d be the one paying the bill after all and, though he’d agreed a price at the outset, he didn’t trust this Timothy bloke not to try and fleece him. Nor did he trust Monica come to that – she seemed to think he was made of money and, sadly, that wasn’t true. Not any more.

	But if this new album took off and they could tour on the back of it, they could really ride high again. The last album did bomb, it was true, but it deserved to. This one was going to be different, special; he could feel it. And that was all it took: one album with some tracks that really caught the public’s imagination. Of course, they’d need the popular radio stations on side as well. No music could be successful if no-one ever got to hear it.

	It was probably time now to really knuckle down with the others and thrash out the final arrangements, get them all playing off the same page. They’d messed about for months on possible material, trying different things out, but now they needed to finalise a proper set. It was always exciting, getting all the instruments involved and thrashing out who would sing what. Though there’d be arguments too. There always were.

	He glanced up at the clock on the wall. Five-twenty. Time for a sit down in his well-worn but comfortable wingback chair with a generous brandy. Going over to pour it, his gaze fell on the morning’s post again and the letter from Germany. He’d opened it and dropped it there on the table, unsure what to do about it.

	He picked up his glass with one hand and the letter in the other and folded into the chair, feeling its familiar contours wrap around him. He knocked back a large mouthful of brandy and read the letter again.

	Dear Jake,

	It’s been a while, hasn’t it? Ships that pass I suppose. You remember that I was going away? I had some gigs in France lined up, only small things in tiny, nowhere places, but I needed the money and hey, it was better than nothing. Then I wandered into Spain for a bit and met this American guy, a singer/songwriter called Dean, and well, long story short, we stayed there a while then spent a couple of years in the US. I was
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