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Prologue

	Paris, December 1991

	A dimming pink light filtered through the studio windows. It caressed the brushes, paints and mediums cluttering the tables, glinted sleepily off a glass jar and a palette knife and gave a rosy hue to a primed white canvas drying against the wall.

	Oblivious to the charm of the crepuscular light, Eric stepped back from the easel where he was working and sighed heavily, eyeing up his progress with a critical eye. It wasn’t going well and he hated these short winter days. Before long he’d have to put the lights on and it wouldn’t be the same. Whatever the manufacturers might claim, no light bulb quite replicated natural light – not to his eyes anyway. Especially when he couldn’t quite figure out what was wrong with the damn painting.

	He tossed his brush on the table nearby in irritation, stretched his shoulders back and ran his hands through his thinning hair as he eyed up his canvas resentfully.

	As if his employer’s restive movement had given him permission to talk, Mark, the senior of Eric’s two studio assistants, looked across and cleared his throat.

	‘Angélique has been a long time,’ he remarked.

	Angélique was the junior studio assistant. She had been sent out to get brioches, preferably chocolate. When work wasn’t going well, Eric often had a sudden craving for a chocolate brioche. Then, when he got engrossed again, he promptly forgot about it.

	‘Hm?’ he said now, dragging his eyes away from the canvas. Mark was English but spoke French pretty fluently. Even so, his accent sometimes made him hard to understand. Eric, whose English was very good, often thought he’d follow him better if he spoke in his native tongue.

	‘Angélique,’ repeated Mark. ‘She’s been gone ages. How long does it take to find a brioche in Paris?’

	Eric glanced at the big clock on the wall, pointlessly, because, immersed in his work, he had no idea what time it had been when the girl left.

	‘It’s probably the Christmas crowds,’ he offered, and shrugged. ‘It’s getting crazy out there now.’

	As if to emphasise the point, the sound of a police siren wailed in at them through the open window as the car tried to negotiate its way through the traffic on the Boulevard de Port Royal a couple of blocks away.

	Eric frowned, glared accusingly at the window then turned his attention back to the painting. Neither of them spoke again till the phone rang some twenty minutes later.

	‘It’s for you,’ said Mark, handing Eric the handset with a strange look. ‘It’s the police.’

	‘The police? For me?’

	*

	Angélique’s body was stretched out at the bottom of a short run of steps which ran down to a recently abandoned basement restaurant at the end of a nearby street. Apparently a couple of Eric’s business cards had been found on her but nothing that could identify her, so the police had rung Eric in an effort to establish who she was. She had been covered with a blanket but the police officer in charge told his second in command to pull the top down so Eric could see her face.

	‘You know this woman?’ demanded the officer.

	Eric couldn’t speak, both chilled and magnetised by what he saw. The girl’s face was heavily bruised on one side which only accentuated the extreme pallor of her skin; she looked like a waxwork. Her sweatshirt, marked in places with paint and pastel, was now soaked in blood as was her jacket. He cleared his throat and swallowed.

	‘She’s my studio assistant: Angélique Paumier.’ He paused and swallowed again. He felt slightly sick. ‘She’d just popped out for… to do some shopping. I… Sorry, I’m shocked. What happened to her?’

	The police officer raised his eyebrows as though the answer was self-evident.

	‘She’s been mugged. Maybe she tried to fight back. She’s been stabbed. It was a senseless and savage attack. There’s no purse on her, nothing. Just your cards in her pocket.’

	‘My cards,’ muttered Eric, his eyes still glued on the body as the junior officer replaced the blanket. ‘Yes, yes, I see. My cards.’ He pulled his gaze away and looked round, wild-eyed. ‘But all this for a few francs?’ He spread his arms in disbelief. ‘She can’t have had anything much to steal. I can’t understand why…’

	‘So she works for you?’ The officer picked up the plastic bag which now held Eric’s business cards and read one of them again through it. ‘Eric Dechansay. You’re an artist, I see. Did she live with you?’

	As if every artist slept with the girls he worked with, thought Eric. That’s what everyone thought, wasn’t it? Not that he never had, obviously, but Angélique had been little more than a child. He glanced back down at the shrouded shape. Look at her: such a slight thing. He felt another wave of sickness.

	‘Monsieur?’ prompted the officer. ‘She lived with you?’

	Eric forced himself to concentrate. ‘Non, non, she had a flat which she shared with another girl.’

	‘I see. Do you have the address? Is there a relative we could contact?’ He was direct and business-like. Professional. Eric tried to pull himself together.

	‘I’ve got her address back at the studio. I think her parents live somewhere near Fontainebleau. Her flatmate might know.’

	‘If you’d like to go back to your studio then…’ The officer glanced at the business card again. ‘…we’ll come and see you shortly, see where she worked, find out more about her.’ And you too, his tone implied.

	Eric nodded and moved away, ducking under the yellow and black police tape, escaping. Was he being implicated in some way with this dreadful event? The police always made him nervous.

	A crowd had gathered to gawp ghoulishly at the covered body and the comings and goings of the police and the forensic investigators. As Eric picked his way through the press of bodies, several pairs of eyes followed him with undisguised curiosity. It wasn’t until he was free of them and able to turn for home that he saw the man standing on the corner, motionless, looking his way. Looking directly at him.

	Their eyes met and Eric felt his heart skip a beat. There was something horribly familiar about the man, especially those black eyes, boring into him. Eric remembered those eyes; it was like seeing a ghost. Bad memories playing tricks on him.

	Eric turned his head resolutely away and walked briskly back to the studio. At the time he was too disturbed to see any connection between the man and Angélique’s death. 

	That would come later.

	
Chapter 1

	Paris, March 23rd 1992

	It was just past mid-day when Natalie turned up at her father’s address on a bustling back street in the Latin Quarter. The old double wooden doors, their varnish peeling, were closed, a blank, anonymous entrance squeezed in between a tabac and an electrical goods shop. She ignored the intercom and the security keypad on the wall, turned the handle on the right-hand door and slipped inside. The doors were never locked anyway.

	Immediately the noise of the city fell away. The archway supporting the apartments above led her to a rectangular courtyard, paved with small stone slabs. Two four-storey blocks faced each other and looked out on casual seating, stone troughs and an array of ceramic pots where greenery and flowers enjoyed the weak spring sunshine. The wall at the far end of the courtyard was blind and covered with Virginia creeper. The apartments behind her only looked towards the street. The courtyard was private and secluded, a vestige of a forgotten old Paris, hiding behind a façade of modern buildings.

	The clunk of the gate brought an elderly woman into the doorway of one of the ground-floor flats to her left. She peered at Natalie, expressionless.

	‘Bonjour Madame Février,’ Natalie called out. The old woman nodded and disappeared again.

	There were six dwellings here: three small ground floor apartments and three larger ones occupying the upper floors. Eric Dechansay, Natalie’s father, occupied part of the ground floor and all the upper floors of the block to the right. It was both his home and his studio. Once upon a time these had been convent buildings but they had been reused and remodelled many times over. A successful and well-known figurative painter, Eric had bought his block cheaply years ago when it fell into disrepair and he had slowly adapted it again to suit his needs, renting out one small flat at ground level and using the rest of the space himself. It was a good size by Paris standards; he’d done well for himself.

	Natalie walked to his door at the far end of the block and let herself in, passing the storerooms and utility area on the ground floor and climbing the stairs to the studio. She paused by the door at the top and put a hand to her forehead. She felt fragile and her head ached; she wished she’d moved more slowly.

	She pushed the door open and went in.

	‘Salut,’ said a bright voice to her left. It was Florence, the young studio assistant who had replaced poor Angélique. Beyond her, Mark, the more senior one, fixed Natalie with a warning gaze.

	Natalie glanced across to where her father worked on the other side of the studio. Normally a genial man, he did not like his work being interrupted. And maybe it wasn’t going well today.

	The studio took up the entirety of the first floor. Opened up to make a large, bright space, it had four large windows looking out onto the courtyard below and, in the middle, a low dais for a model. A number of work tables were dotted around the room. Against one wall in the corner a kitchenette had been installed next to a small cloakroom.

	On the dais stood Jeanne, Eric’s occasional model and current lover. Today she was dressed, wearing a silk taffeta, high-necked dress in a rich midnight blue, a colour which contrasted strikingly with her amber hair, neatly coiled high on her head. Her body faced a half-turn away, but she was looking over her shoulder towards the artist, chin raised, an enigmatic expression on her face, at once disdainful and yet vulnerable. In her hand she held a single white rose pressed ardently against her chest. She was a good model; her father had often said so. And he was staring at her intently now, as if trying to understand exactly what she was made of.

	Then, as Natalie looked at her, Jeanne winked and Eric immediately turned. He looked at Natalie a long moment before appearing to register who she was.

	‘Natalie. I didn’t hear you arrive.’

	‘Is this a bad time?’ She walked over to join him and they embraced. ‘Am I disturbing you Papa?’

	‘Yes, yes, you are.’ He frowned, looking back at Jeanne and then at his canvas. He squeezed Natalie’s shoulder. ‘Leave me alone for a bit, will you, Nat? Go upstairs and I’ll join you later.’

	‘Where did you find the rose – in March?’

	‘This is Paris. If you know the right people to ask…’ He lightly shrugged one shoulder then waved her away dismissively. ‘Now go.’

	Natalie wandered away but didn’t go upstairs. She had spent the first few years of her life living here until her parents divorced and she still found a certain magic in fingering the art materials and props arrayed everywhere around Eric’s studio: palettes and brushes, tubes and bottles, charcoal and pastels and oily rags. And props, loads of props. And then there was that smell: oil paint and white spirit. Unmistakeable. Part of her father.

	She watched Mark starting the underpainting on a primed canvas on which Eric had already marked out his composition. Mark had been a studio assistant for two years already and was slowly progressing to more responsible tasks; he was even allowed to paint backgrounds sometimes – with Eric’s supervision of course. Her father wasn’t good at delegating.

	Natalie walked to the window and looked down into the courtyard. Her father’s eccentric neighbour Violette Février, wrapped in a huge cardigan, was now sitting having her lunch at the little table outside her flat. The sound of piano music drifted up from the flat Eric rented out below.

	‘You’ve been through my things again, haven’t you?’

	Natalie turned to see Mark standing by a chest of drawers, one angry finger pointed at Florence.

	‘No, of course not. What do you keep in there that’s so important anyway?’

	‘I think you already know. And they’re my things, my materials and my art work. My personal stuff too. You’ve got your own cupboard. Stay out of mine.’

	‘I haven’t touched it.’

	‘There’s a tube of cobalt blue missing.’

	‘So? It’s nothing to do with me.’

	‘For God’s sake,’ shouted Eric. ‘Will the two of you stop it? How can I concentrate with you bickering like six-year-olds?’

	‘Are you sure about the cobalt?’ remarked Jeanne mildly. ‘Maybe you used it Mark, and forgot. Is there anything else missing?’

	‘Stop moving, Jeanne,’ Eric protested. ‘You keep fidgeting.’

	Jeanne promptly left her pose and walked across to him. Beneath the long, elegant dress she was barefoot on the boarded floor. She studied the painting a moment then sniffed, leaned in and gave him a kiss on the cheek.

	‘I’m fidgeting because I’m getting tired and you’re taking forever. Anyway, I need a pee and a coffee.’

	Eric threw his brush down in a fit of temperament. ‘Fine, fine. If no-one can concentrate, let’s take a break.’ He looked up at the clock on the wall. ‘In fact, since Nat’s here, let’s make it a lunch break.’

	Jeanne walked away, already undoing the fastenings of her dress. She stepped behind a folding wooden screen where her own clothes had been tossed in a pile.

	Natalie came back to her father’s side.

	‘Can we go out for lunch? I need to talk.’

	‘Talk?’ Eric frowned. ‘We can have lunch upstairs and talk there. I’m working, Nat.’

	The first floor was given over to sleeping accommodation and a bathroom but the top floor housed a kitchen and an open-plan eating and living space with a small balcony. There was a tiny cloakroom up there too. Eric insisted that they eat before any talking. He liked his food and objected to being distracted from it. They sat either side of a big oak table eating dried ham with crusty bread and salad.

	When they’d finished, Natalie cleared the table while he made coffee.

	‘Maman is driving me mad,’ she said, leaning against the kitchen unit and facing him.

	‘Why, what’s she doing?’

	‘What she’s always doing: criticising, interfering, giving advice I don’t want. I mean, I’m twenty-four now. I think it’s time I had my own place. Don’t you think so?’

	‘I thought you were planning to rent somewhere with Philippe?’

	‘Not any more. I finished with him. It’s over.’

	Eric watched her face. ‘Why?’

	‘We had a row. I mean a serious row.’

	‘About what?’

	‘Everything. It kind of snowballed.’ She shrugged. She didn’t want to talk about it. ‘Anyway the thing is, Papa, apartments are so expensive to rent. Nice ones anyway. And the restaurant doesn’t pay a lot. I thought if you could see your way to giving me a helping hand I’d manage to find something. Just to start me off, I mean.’

	He blew out impatiently between pursed lips. ‘Ciel, Natalie. I’ve given you so much money over the years and it just disappears: clothes, holidays, nights out and I don’t know what. You never save. How do you manage to spend it all? You’ve got to learn to budget. And I’ve said before: you could get a better paid job than a restaurant. What about trying the big hotels?’ He poured the coffee into two small cups and handed her one. ‘I’m not made of money. I have expenses too you know.’

	‘I know,’ she said peevishly, ‘like white roses for your models.’

	‘Don’t be childish. That’s my work. The work that you are so keen to profit from.’

	Chastened, Natalie fell silent. Eric led the way through to the salon and sat on one of the two sofas which faced each other across a low cherrywood table.

	Natalie sat on the other, pouting. ‘But I like my job. It’s a smart restaurant with a cocktail bar and music. You know that. It’s special. A hotel wouldn’t be much fun.’ She brightened. ‘Perhaps I could come and stay here with you for a while instead?’

	‘No.’ Eric’s incisive reply came almost before she’d finished speaking. ‘No, that won’t work. I… I keep odd hours. You’d affect my work. And Jeanne spends a bit of time here too. No. You’ve got to learn to manage Nat. Anyway, I’m cranky and I’m getting old. You don’t want to be living round old people.’ He grinned suddenly and his face lit up. ‘Did I tell you about the old guy I did a commission for once who insisted I paint him wearing a Roman toga and a laurel crown? God, he looked a sight. He was eighty if he was a day with skinny ribs and legs like a chicken. Strange things can happen when you get old. Though I haven’t started walking around the studio wearing a toga yet.’ He chuckled.

	Natalie smiled in spite of herself. She drank a gulp of coffee. It tasted good though her head still hurt and she automatically put a hand to her forehead and rubbed it.

	‘Heavy night again?’ remarked Eric blandly.

	‘A bit.’

	‘You really should moderate it a bit, chérie.’

	‘You can’t talk,’ she protested angrily. ‘You like to party too.’

	‘That’s why I know how much it can hurt.’

	‘Look, Papa, I’m due some holiday. You couldn’t see your way to lending me a bit of money just to tide me over to the end of the month, could you?’

	‘You should ask your mother. I am not a bottomless pit of money, Natalie.’ He knocked his coffee back. ‘I need to get back to work.’

	She sighed.

	Back in the studio, Jeanne was smoking a cigarette by an open window. Now in her early forties and not quite as much in demand as she’d been in her youth, she was still a striking woman with a good figure. ‘I haven’t had children,’ she’d once replied to Natalie when asked how she managed to look so good. ‘Not for me, girl. Anyway, children make life complicated. And a girl’s got to make a living while she can.’ She’d paused and looked at Natalie meaningfully. ‘I haven’t had a husband either. You can’t rely on men.’

	Standing there now, her carefully coiled hair and large pearl earrings looked oddly out of place with her sloppy sweater and jeans. When she saw Eric and Natalie re-enter the room she quickly extinguished the cigarette in an ash tray on the window sill and went behind the screen to change back into the silk dress.

	Natalie went over to join her.

	‘Hi Jeanne,’ she said lugubriously.

	‘Hello Nat.’ Jeanne studied the girl’s face. ‘What’s the matter?’

	Natalie glanced round the screen to where her father stood staring at his canvas again. She dropped her voice to a murmur.

	‘I wanted my father to lend me some money but he won’t.’

	‘Lend you?’ Jeanne murmured back with a smile.

	‘Well, you know...’

	Jeanne stepped into the dress, pulled it up and shrugged her arms into the sleeves. It fastened up the front with a line of tiny silk-covered buttons and she began slipping the loops over them.

	‘Perhaps you chose the wrong moment. He’s very preoccupied with this painting. You know how he gets. Though I do wonder if there’s something bothering him. Not that he’s said anything.’ She paused half way up the buttons, beckoned Natalie closer and dropped her voice to a barely audible whisper. ‘But he’s been getting letters.’

	‘What kind of letters?’ mouthed Natalie.

	‘I don’t know. He’s had two that I’ve seen. Just short notes they look like. He reads them, then gets an odd kind of expression on his face and rams them out of sight.’

	‘Rams them where?’

	‘In his back pocket, folded up. I think he took them upstairs.’

	‘Are you coming to do some work or not?’ shouted Eric impatiently from the other side of the room. ‘You’ve been smoking again, haven’t you?’

	‘I’m coming.’ Jeanne quickly finished fastening the buttons, examined her reflection in a mirror on the wall and, with another wink at Natalie, padded back to the dais.

	‘Letters?’ muttered Natalie to herself. What kind of letters? But there was no point asking him. Eric could tell entertaining stories till the cows came home but he never gave much of himself away.

	Maybe she’d come and have a poke about another time and see what was going on. When he was out. Inquisitive by nature, she hated to feel excluded. And she knew where he kept the spare key.

	*

	At the Oxford base of Blandish Fine Art Conservation, Hannah Dechansay, one of the small band of restorers on their staff, came down from the first-floor workshops and into reception. It was just after eleven on the Tuesday morning, the twenty-fourth of March.

	Daphne, who was both secretary to Timothy Blandish and receptionist for the small independent business, sat behind the reception desk, grappling with her new computer. Hannah put her elbows up on the counter and leaned forward to look down on what Daphne was doing.

	‘How’s it going?’ she asked.

	‘Slowly. I thought these things were supposed to make life easier.’

	‘I still can’t believe you talked Timothy into it.’

	Daphne sat back, always happy to have an excuse for a chat. Timothy, the owner and director of the business, was not a bad employer but he was both penny-pinching and demanding. The atmosphere was always more relaxed when he wasn’t there.

	‘I persuaded him it would make us more efficient. At this point, I’m not convinced.’

	‘You’ll figure it out.’ Hannah hesitated. ‘Daphne, you said Timothy was away. When do you expect him back?’

	‘Not till Thursday. He’s up in Scotland, assessing a potential restoration job. Some big, imposing castle or other. Why, did you want to see him?’

	‘No. I want to keep out of his way so he doesn’t give me any more work before my holiday starts. I’m trying to eke out my present job to finish neatly on Friday.’

	‘Are you going away?’

	‘I’m going to stay with my sister for a few days in the first week. I don’t see her very often.’ Hannah grimaced. ‘But even that might be too long. I think I’ve mentioned before that we don’t have much in common.’

	‘Elizabeth, isn’t it? And she’s older than you?’

	‘Three years. And thinks that gives her the right to point out all the inadequacies of my life.’

	‘Ah.’

	Hannah turned to go.

	‘I haven’t seen much of you lately,’ Daphne said quickly. ‘Is everything all right?’

	Hannah turned back. ‘Yes, fine. Why?’

	Daphne examined Hannah’s face solicitously.

	‘You and Nathan. Are you still dating? Are you still, you know...? Only you don’t seem...’

	‘No, we are not dating. We never were dating. Not really.’

	Nathan Bright was the senior restorer. He was also a thorn in Hannah’s side.

	‘But I thought...’ began Daphne. ‘...you know, that you were. And he was taking you out for your birthday, wasn’t he? Just before you went on that job in Yorkshire? I’ve hardly seen you since you got back and you never told me how that went.’

	‘Really Daphne,’ Hannah said crossly, ‘I don’t have to give a blow-by-blow account of my love life, do I? Not that you could describe it as my love life. We had three dates. Three, that’s all. That doesn’t count. They didn’t mean anything. I suppose we were at a loose end or something.’

	Daphne was silent. She looked wounded and Hannah felt bad. Daphne was a genuinely caring person. She didn’t deserve to bear the brunt of Hannah’s spleen.

	‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘That was unfair. It’s just that it was... Look, I’d rather not talk about it. You do understand?’

	‘I do. It’s all right, Hannah. But I’m sorry too, I mean sorry that it didn’t work out for you.’

	‘Yeah, well... You should never date someone you work with. Everyone knows that.’

	Hannah walked slowly back up to the first-floor studio and the painting by Watteau which was waiting for her. Her examination of it had suggested it was going to be a straightforward cleaning job; it was in remarkably good condition. She rammed the earplugs of her portable stereo in her ears, switched it on and allowed Beethoven’s fifth piano concerto to wash through her head. Music generally helped her concentrate, but as she picked up a clean cotton swab, wrapped it round the tiny stick and dipped it in the cleaning solution, the conversation with Daphne still lingered in her mind.

	And so did her brief romance with Nathan. The first date they’d gone on – the first proper date and not some convenient meal together because they happened to be working in the same place away from home – had gone well. After the two years of bickering they’d indulged in from the moment she’d started working in Oxford, everything seemed to have finally clicked into place. They’d been on the same page. The attraction they’d both tried to deny had finally blossomed. Or so she’d thought.

	And the next date had been good too: a good meal, a good atmosphere, laughter and a lingering spine-tingling parting. Neither of them had wanted to rush into spending the night together. Perhaps because they’d both been there before and knew that getting too intimate too soon just piled on the pressure. They’d been taking it slowly.

	Then it had been her fortieth birthday and Nathan had insisted that he’d take her somewhere special to celebrate it. But there had been something in his manner from the outset, something taut, pulled tight as if one more stretch and it would give. And it did.

	Looking back now it was easy to see how it had happened. Their first proper date had been just before Valentine’s Day. On the day itself she had received two cards in the post along with a couple of bills, post which, as usual, she had grabbed before leaving the house and not opened until she got to work. One of the cards had been a valentine from Nathan; funny, sweet, signed with his initials and a kiss. The second card had been a valentine from an ex-boyfriend, someone she’d dated for a long time before it all went wrong and she’d moved to Paris to work at the Louvre. Inside, a message had been elegantly, and not a little ostentatiously, hand-written:

	Never got you out of my heart even after all this time. Hoping you feel the same.

	I find I’m living your way now. Time to try again? I hope so.

	Nick

	Of course Nathan had seen her reading it and wanted to know who it was from. He’d wanted to read it too so she’d handed it over, thinking nothing of it.

	‘Who’s Nick?’ he said, looking up.

	‘Someone I knew years ago. I can’t imagine how he got my address. But he was always resourceful, knew how to meet the right people and get on.’

	‘What does he do?’

	‘He’s a graphic designer.’ She took the card out of his hand and replaced it in the envelope.

	‘He’s given you his address and phone number, I see. Seems a confident kind of guy.’

	Hannah snorted. ‘Oh yes, he’s not short of confidence, Nick.’

	There’d been a pregnant pause.

	‘Will you ring him?’ said Nathan in a low, prickly voice.

	‘Ring him? Why on earth would I do that?’ She’d rolled her eyes at him, got on with work and immediately forgotten about it.

	But a card had arrived from Nick the day before her birthday and again she had opened it at work, not really thinking about it. This time a letter had fallen out. It had winged down and sideways, like a paper aeroplane, coming to rest on the floor not far from where Nathan was working. He bent to pick it up and recognised the writing. It was distinctive; Nick prided himself on making his script part of his creative output, as he put it – an advertisement for his graphic skills.

	‘It looks like Nick again,’ he remarked, handing it back to her. ‘Persistent, isn’t he?’

	‘Yes,’ she said with a sigh. ‘That’s Nick.’

	She read the letter then, smiled at some of the things he’d said – Nick, for all that they had often fallen out, had a way of making her smile – and put it away with no further comment.

	And she and Nathan had been sitting, enjoying a super meal at a smart Italian restaurant, when the whole Nick situation finally got out of hand. Maybe she should have seen it coming but she hadn’t.

	Nathan gave her a present – a pretty gold necklace – but he was quiet and introspective. Over the meal he kept looking at her then would look away when she caught his eye. By the time they finished their main course, she’d had enough.

	‘So what’s the matter?’ she said.

	‘Nothing.’

	‘But there is. Is something worrying you?’

	‘No.’

	‘Good.’

	Nathan drank a mouthful of wine and put the glass down very particularly as if it required all his attention.

	‘So what did Nick have to say yesterday?’ he said.

	Hannah frowned, paused and sat back. ‘In his letter? Nothing special. Usual Nick stuff.’

	‘Meaning?’

	‘Meaning...’ Her frown deepened. ‘Meaning why are you asking? It’s not important.’

	‘Because you seem reluctant to talk about it. I noticed the words on the phone in his letter. Did you ring him?’

	‘So you even read some of my letter? You do understand the principle of privacy I assume?’

	‘I did not read it. I just noticed the words.’

	‘As you were scanning it.’

	‘I don’t see why you’re being so secretive.’

	‘Secretive?’

	‘Yes, secretive. You get a valentine from him. Then you phone him. Now he’s written. At length it looked like. Of course I’m curious about him.’

	She stared at him, completely taken aback.

	‘I told you it was nothing,’ she said.

	‘So why won’t you talk about it?’

	‘Because it was nothing and I expect you to trust me. I could tell you that yes, he rang me. I guess finding Dechansay in the telephone directory isn’t hard. And yes, he referred to that conversation in the letter. Does that make you feel better? No, of course not. You’ll want to know exactly what was said and I’m not going there, Nathan.’

	He had accused her of wilfully blocking him, of keeping a secret life. She had retaliated, accusing him of behaving like an adolescent. The argument had spiralled out of control and they’d both said things in anger. Foolish things.

	He’d called for the bill and refused Hannah’s attempt to pay her share so she’d stalked off and rung for a taxi. They’d hardly spoken more than a handful of words – all work-related – since.

	She glanced across at Nathan now. He’d watched her return from her conversation with Daphne downstairs and for a moment she’d thought he was going to speak but then he’d turned away, his attention fixed on the Constable oil sketch perched on the easel in front of him.

	She longed for her holiday and to get away. She needed to think through where her life was going. Maybe it wasn’t here. Yes, maybe she should be glad that she’d got out of the relationship before she’d got trapped.

	*

	Eric Dechansay was a mercurial man. Passionate about his art, he could also be stubborn, funny, difficult and charming. But for all his artistic traits, he was a creature of habit: he mostly worked daylight hours on his paintings; he usually gave himself at least one day off a week; and he always let his studio staff have the weekends off.

	And on a Wednesday evening, just before seven, he would get a metro to the Place d’Italie then walk the short distance to his friend Jacque’s apartment in the thirteenth arrondissement where four of them would spend the evening playing poker, drinking and putting the world to rights. Would he do it tonight? Bound to. Natalie had an evening off which gave her the ideal opportunity to do a little exploring.

	At seven o’clock, she let herself into the courtyard and walked calmly to his door, paused and looked around. Lights twinkled in a few windows but on-one appeared to be watching. She tipped one of the flower pots arranged outside and felt underneath it. Nothing. She tried another one, found the key and let herself in.

	She’d brought a hand torch to avoid putting the lights on. It wasn’t the first time she’d called when her father wasn’t there. She thought she had a right – she used to live there, after all – but as soon as his ex-wife Virginie had moved out, taking Natalie with her, Eric had become protective of his personal space. He welcomed his daughter’s visits and he often took her out for a meal, but he didn’t like her nosing around the apartment and he refused to give her a key. He especially didn’t like her reporting back to Virginie.

	She climbed the stairs to the first floor and paused by the door to the studio. So where would these mysterious letters be? Jeanne thought he’d taken them upstairs. Would he have put them in his bedroom? More likely in the salon, in his bureau where he kept his bank statements and bills, photographs and general paperwork. She carried on up to the top floor.

	Eric didn’t care much for fashion. There was nothing here of the sleek pale sophistication of so many Parisian apartments. His furniture was old and didn’t match. If he liked it, he bought it. The secrétaire â abattant – the drop-leaf bureau – in the salon was a prime example. It had been built out of flame mahogany back in the late eighteenth century and boasted a two-door cupboard at its base and a glazed-front shelving unit at the top. Separating the two was a deep drawer. It had been knocked and scratched over the years but that only made Eric love it more. ‘Lived in,’ he called it.

	Natalie pulled on the fake drawer handles and the drop leaf came forward and down to reveal an ink-stained leather writing surface and a range of pigeon holes and shallow drawers. He’d written cheques for her here. She could see his cheque book in one of the pigeon holes now. There were five ten-franc notes there too. After a moment’s hesitation she pocketed two of them.

	So, the letters... She rifled through each section in turn and eventually found two folded sheets of paper, pushed together and slightly crumpled. She unfolded the first one. It was handwritten in ball-point pen on cheap white paper.

	Feel you’re being watched? You are. You can’t run away from your past, Eric. No-one can. It’s a long time ago but you still owe me. You know you do.

	It wasn’t dated and it wasn’t signed. Natalie stared at it, frowning, then unfolded the second sheet.

	You’ve done well for yourself. I suppose you thought no-one would find out what you got up to all those years ago. But if you don’t play ball, they soon will. Don’t go anywhere.

	Natalie could make no sense of them. They were threatening, there was no doubt about that, and something to do with her father’s past. The time he spent in England maybe. Her mother often made waspish remarks about his ‘other family’ and ‘old allegiances’; she resented the fact that he kept in touch with one of his children from that previous life, made worse, she claimed because he was so secretive about it. In Natalie’s mind it had become a dark time, something that was never talked about. So what had happened exactly?

	After a few minutes’ reflection, Natalie pulled a couple of envelopes out of one of the pigeon holes. She searched through the pictures till she found what she was looking for: a photograph of a woman with a young girl either side of her, one a little taller than the other. The clothes were old-fashioned, probably dating back to the fifties. The next picture was of a young woman of maybe twenty with short dark hair and big challenging eyes. Over a red check shirt she wore denim dungarees, her hands pushed deep into the pockets. On the back, written in pencil, was Hannah, 1977. Natalie had met this woman once. Going with her father for lunch – she’d been maybe nine or ten – they had bumped into Hannah by chance. She’d been working at the Louvre at the time. A picture restorer or something. The brief encounter had been tense, with Eric clearly reluctant to prolong it. And Hannah? Natalie remembered those big eyes, examining her.

	She picked up her father’s address book and found the entry for Hannah Dechansay. She was the only one Eric kept in touch with as far as Natalie knew. There was a barely legible address in Oxford and a phone number, scribbled in to replace a previous one, which he’d labelled work. Natalie wrote it down on a piece of scrap paper and put it in her pocket.

	
Chapter 2

	‘Hannah, you’re wanted on the telephone.’

	Daphne’s voice crackled through the ancient intercom system on the Friday morning, prompting all heads to lift. There were three of them working that morning in the first floor Oxford studios. Nathan had been called out somewhere on a job. Hannah was glad.

	Daphne was waiting for her, holding the handset of the phone and covering the mouthpiece with her other hand.

	‘Sounds like someone French,’ she mouthed to Hannah. ‘A woman. But she spoke in English.’

	Hannah frowned as she took the receiver. ‘Hello. Hannah Dechansay speaking.’

	There was a pause, long enough for Hannah to wonder if whoever had rung was still there.

	‘Oui, yes. ’Ello. My name is Natalie,’ the voice said in highly accented English. ‘Natalie Dechansay. My father is Eric Dechansay.’

	Hannah hesitated. ‘Yes?’

	‘You know who I am? We met once, a long time ago.’

	‘Yes, I know who you are.’ Hannah dimly thought she ought to be more courteous, more welcoming maybe, but found she couldn’t. There was too much going on in her head and she couldn’t process it.

	‘Can you talk?’ said the taut voice in her ear. ‘Je veux dire: does someone listen?’

	Hannah glanced at Daphne who was trying to look completely absorbed by her computer, staring at the screen and tapping occasionally on the keyboard. She didn’t doubt that Daphne was hanging on every word. She was a delightful person and kind to a fault, but Daphne did like to gossip. And Hannah was pretty sure that this was going to be a conversation she wouldn’t want spread around the staff.

	‘Oui. Mais on peut parler en français si vous préférez.’ Yes. But we can speak in French if you’d prefer.

	‘You speak French?’ Natalie said in her native tongue, clearly both surprised and relieved. ‘That makes it easier.’

	‘Makes what easier? Why have you rung me, Natalie?’

	‘Because... because my father has received some strange letters – just notes really – talking about something that happened in his past. I don’t understand them. I thought you might know what it was about.’

	Her tone was accusing and not a little aggressive and Hannah bridled.

	‘Me? Why should I know?’

	‘Because his past, it was in England, wasn’t it? I think perhaps something happened there, something he doesn’t talk about.’

	‘Have you asked him?’

	A hesitation. ‘No. He doesn’t know I’ve seen the letters. He hid them away.’

	‘I see. Well there’s no point asking me. I was eleven when my parents divorced and he’d left us years before that. I saw very little of him. And he didn’t live in England that long anyway. Most of his life has been lived in France. I don’t see why you assume it’s something that happened here.’

	‘Because… because he never talks about England. Because my mother says he’s always been secretive about his life there, that it was clearly a dark chapter that he preferred to forget.’

	‘Oh she does, does she?’ Hannah struggled to keep the sarcasm out of her voice. ‘And yet she knows nothing about it.’

	‘What was she supposed to think when he wouldn’t talk about it?’

	‘Maybe that it was something he wanted to keep private? That he didn’t think it appropriate to discuss his first marriage with her?’

	There was a brief, tense silence.

	‘Perhaps your mother would know what it might be about?’ Natalie said eventually. ‘Would you ask her for me?’

	‘That would be difficult,’ Hannah replied coolly. ‘She died two years ago. And even if she’d been alive, I could hardly have passed on a message from you. She was very upset when my father left her. And then he married someone else.’

	‘Oh. Yes, I see.’ Another pause. ‘I’m sorry.’

	Hannah relented. None of that was Natalie’s fault. ‘Look, I’m sorry I can’t help. I have no idea what the letters refer to. If you’re worried you’ll have to ask him.’ She hesitated. ‘How is he?’

	‘He’s fine. I think.’

	‘You think?’

	‘How can you tell?’ said Natalie. ‘He paints and he jokes and he drinks with his friends. He never talks about how he feels. But I’ve read the letters and they threaten him.’

	‘Threaten him? In French or in English? What kind of threat?’

	There was a noise echoing somewhere in the room behind Natalie. The girl’s voice fell away to a mutter.

	‘My mother has just come back. I’ll have to go.’

	The line went dead. Hannah stared at the handset then handed it back to Daphne.

	‘I’d forgotten you spoke French so fluently,’ said Daphne. ‘But that sounded very earnest. Problems?’

	‘I think French is an earnest kind of language,’ Hannah responded with a smile. ‘Just my half-sister wanting to chat.’

	Daphne looked at her reproachfully. ‘To judge from your expression, that was no ordinary chat.’

	‘No, well, true. But I’m not sure what it was really, Daphne. It was kind of strange. Anyway…’ She produced a smile. ‘…just one day to get through, then two weeks off. I can’t wait.’

	Hannah raised her hands in the air in mock celebration and, before Daphne could pursue it further, went back upstairs.

	*

	It was nine forty-five that evening when Eric left a restaurant on the Rue Mouffetard and started for home. He’d eaten alone that night; Jeanne, when he’d rung her, had claimed a headache and the need for an early night. It was a shame. He’d have appreciated her company this evening. As well as being a smart and pretty lady, she was sensible and practical. There were no histrionics from her, no emotional blackmail. He didn’t doubt she occasionally saw other men; they had a tacit kind of agreement about that: no ties. She’d be OK with him seeing other women too, though he rarely did these days. He liked Jeanne.

	Before leaving, he glanced around the surrounding street and peered into shadows but he’d seen no-one waiting, no-one watching. He felt as alone as you could feel in Paris on a Friday night. Feel you’re being watched? You are. The line from the letter ran through his head again. He laughed at himself. Being watched. It was a wind-up, wasn’t it? One of his friends was having a joke again, trying to get him going. Laurent was the most likely culprit though he was out of town at the moment and the letters had been franked in Paris. He could have got someone else to post them though. Or maybe it was Claude. Either way, Eric was determined to act as if nothing had happened. That was the way to rattle whichever of them it was.

	It had rained while he’d been inside and, though it had now stopped, a chill vapour still lingered in the air and the damp pavements seemed to suck at his footsteps, deadening the sound. Shop lights twinkled in the darkness, cheery and enticing, but he wasn’t one for window shopping and he kept a steady pace. Once or twice, aware of people walking behind him, he looked round but each time they were couples, out for the evening, innocent diners like himself. He couldn’t pretend the stupid letter hadn’t rattled him a little but it was foolish to let his imagination take hold, even for a moment. It’s a game, he reminded himself; don’t let them win.

	He had been taken aback when the first note arrived, he couldn’t deny it. And the second had bothered him more. He’d reread them several times over the last few days. Just checking, trying to feel their weight, their veracity.

	You can’t run away from your past, Eric. No-one can. It’s a long time ago but you still owe me. You know you do.

	It felt very personal but of course it was intended to. Laurent was a writer of thrillers. He was good at this sort of stuff. It must be him.

	The problem for Eric was that he did have a past. But that was foolish too, wasn’t it. Everyone had a past, though perhaps his had been more colourful than most. There were things in it he preferred not to think about.

	You’ve done well for yourself. I suppose you thought no-one would find out what you got up to all those years ago. But if you don’t play ball, they soon will.

	He was good, you had to admit that. Laurent had taken a wild guess, assumed that Eric had been... let’s say, wayward at some time and played on it. Very clever. Of course, they’d all joked when they’d been drinking, he and his friends, describing the things they’d got up to as youths. A lot of it had been hyperbole, alcohol-induced bragging about their exploits, mostly with women. And Eric had done his fair share though no amount of alcohol would ever encourage him to speak of the darker things. And there was no way anyone else could know now. Not here, among his circle of friends.

	He reached the gates to his home courtyard and went inside. A little light spilled under the archway from the courtyard and, after a second’s hesitation, Eric ran a hand round the interior of the post box behind the gate. It was empty. What did he expect? The post had long since been delivered. Still he strolled more happily into the courtyard and across to his door. As usual, he’d forgotten to leave a light on but several windows in the other apartments were lit and it was easy to find his way. He pulled the key out of his pocket just as piano music started up at Gabriel’s. The man wasn’t working tonight then.

	But the key didn’t turn in the lock and when he tried the handle it opened anyway. He must have forgotten to lock it. Ciel, he must be getting absent-minded.

	He flicked the lights on and turned to hang his jacket on a run of hooks by the door, then wandered up to the studio where, inevitably, his feet led him across to his work station and the painting standing on the easel. From a distance and, yes, from close to as well, the image was starting to come together. He nodded slowly, moving to view it from different angles. Definitely. Every time he painted he wondered if it would come out right, would match the image in his head, and when it did he always felt the same relief: he could still do this.

	It wasn’t until he started to turn away that he saw it: a piece of folded paper, propped up on his work table against the jar holding his brushes. An icy hand gripped his stomach. He hadn’t left that there. And there was something else on the table too: a very old tobacco tin. He recognised the brand and his hand trembled slightly as he reached to pick it up. It was empty but still exuded a faint smell of stale tobacco. He picked up the note and read the brief lines of script.

	Salut Eric. A little bit of proof that I am the person you think I am. I’m going to ring you soon and tell you what I want. Be ready.

	Again it wasn’t signed but that tobacco tin was seriously unnerving. What was going on here? Someone had waited until he’d gone out and then let himself in. Eric lifted his gaze and slowly scanned the studio. There was no-one there, yet it felt polluted. It can’t have been long since someone had been in there – Eric hadn’t been out that long. But how had he done it? Did he find the spare key? Could he pick locks? Walk through walls? Eric felt his grip on reality shift a little.

	An image came into his head unbidden: a staring man with dark eyes, standing at a remove from the crowd circling Angélique’s body. Eric looked down at the tobacco tin again and turned it over in his hands, checking that it was indeed solid, that it was real. He shook his head, frowning. It didn’t make sense. That man was dead and how could Laurent have possibly known?

	But this tin was cold and hard. He sure as hell wasn’t dealing with a ghost.

	*

	‘Tomorrow? But I thought you were arriving later today. I was hoping we’d be able to spend most of the weekend together. I’ll be back in school on Monday and I’ve got so much on this week.’

	Elizabeth’s voice in Hannah’s ear was strident, peevish. Hannah pulled the phone handset away from her ear for a second and quelled a sigh.

	‘I told you I wasn’t sure if I’d make it before Sunday,’ she replied. ‘I finished work late last night and I’ve still got things to sort out before I can leave. But I’ll be sure to get there as soon as I can tomorrow morning.’

	‘We’ll be in church probably.’

	‘Never mind. I’ll wait in the car till you get home.’

	‘Nonsense, I’ll leave a key under that stone at the back. You remember the one? I showed you last time. Make yourself a drink and we’ll get back as soon as we can. You’re in the same bedroom. By the way, watch the electric kettle: sometimes steam escapes round the lid and it can scald you. I think we need a new one. Oh and Hannah?’

	‘What?’

	‘We thought we’d eat out tomorrow night and we’ve invited some friends over on Wednesday. You will pack some tidy clothes, won’t you? I mean, you know, normal things.’

	Hannah rolled her eyes.

	‘I wear normal clothes, Elizabeth, just not your normal.’

	‘Well that’s what I mean. You’re so much like your father. Can’t you be conservative for once?’

	‘My father. Really? Has it ever occurred to you that my clothes are just part of me? I’m not the same as you and I never will be.’

	There was a hurt silence.

	‘All right,’ Hannah sighed. ‘I’ll see what I can do.’

	‘Thank you.’

	The call ended. Elizabeth was a teacher and she led a very regulated life. The problem was, she expected everyone around her to live in a similar way. ‘Creative expression’ weren’t words in her vocabulary. And now apparently she had taken to referring to Eric as Hannah’s father. Presumably she had disowned him because he didn’t fit

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	