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        I sobbed great ugly tears when you left.

        You were, and remain, a spectacular friend.

        This book is for you Emma Oakey.

        Stay away from the sun, the snakes, and the spiders.

        Everything in Australia is trying to kill you.

        (There’s probably a horror novel in that...)

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        Why does the eye see a thing more clearly in dreams than the imagination when awake?

        LEONARDO DA VINCI
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      "He can go whistle himself into his own grave, because I'm not driving there again. I wasted hours last time driving there and back, so he can damn well courier the paperwork. You get hold of him and tell him," Alan Gates dismissed his secretary with the flick of a wrist, muttering to himself about the self-entitled elderly who refused to embrace technology. As if he had time to drive out to the coast to amend the last will and testament of a rambling idiot. The letter had been splattered with paint and addressed to his father, who'd been dead and buried three months now, hardly a professional approach at all.

      Now he was running the family law firm, things would change. No more pandering to the poor and indulging the elderly, this business needed a firm hand and profitable clients. The mess his father had left behind never ceased to amaze him. Fortunately his father had died when he did, while there was something still salvageable in the firm.
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        * * *

      

      Alma Montgomery sniffed her dissatisfaction as she closed Alan's office door. His father would be turning in his grave if he knew how his clients were being treated by his son. Clutched in her gnarled hand was the letter Alan found so offensive. A handwritten letter from one of the firm's oldest clients, Leo Kubin. She'd never met him in the thirty years she'd been answering phones and typing legal documents for Alan's father, and now for Alan himself, but she'd recognised the letter as soon as it had arrived. The faint scent of mineral turpentine clung to the paper and a kaleidoscope of paint droplets smeared the corners of the thick paper.

      She'd always pictured Mr. Kubin as somewhat untidy, as bachelors often were in her experience. Still, his thoughts were clearly expressed in the letter—terminally unwell, he wanted to finalise his affairs. He'd included a sheaf of annotated notes, less paint marked than the letter, but unmistakably from the same hand.

      Alma carefully read through the pages. Each portrait must be crated as soon as it was removed from the wall and not be left leaning against a wall, laying on a table, or boxed with other items. Every portrait must be packaged individually and shipped to the National Portrait Gallery. Of the other pieces in his collection, they were to be sold and the funds distributed to the needy. Given the dubious accounting practices of Alan Gates Junior, she wouldn't be at all surprised if Alan counted himself among the 'needy' referenced in Kubin's instructions.

      Alma removed that final page, the reference to the 'needy'. Nothing good ever came of shredding legal paperwork, but Alan had been insistent they buy a shredder to better dispose of old paperwork. With a wry smile, she fed that one page through the shredder.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Alan Gates Junior closed the newspaper and tossed it onto his desk. He only bothered reading it in case it mentioned any of their clients. Today it had—a tiny obituary recording the death of Leonard Kubin, Artist, aged eighty. No known family. Divesting the firm of the dead and unworthy was an enjoyable hobby and the menial task of shredding their files a highlight. Thus Mr Kubin's file could also be disposed of shortly, once the sale of his house and estate was finalised.

      He called for Alma to bring him Kubin's file, pondering how much of a fee the firm could expect from the sale of the estate. He had some vague recollection of a vast art collection. He'd not paid that much attention at the time, but those reclusive types were more than likely to have squirrelled away a Matisse, or half a dozen long lost Monet oil paintings. His eyes were shining more than the handmade Italian brogues he wore on his feet. It could be a good payday for the firm, yes indeed. Not everything needed to be donated. The man had been old, his mind failing him. Better to sell everything of value and donate the dregs. The potential to slip one or two of the nicer pieces into his own collection also existed.

      After instructing the old biddy about what he wanted arranged for Mr Kubin's estate, he rubbed his hands together. As a golf lover, he'd calculated that soon he'd be able to upgrade to the better club on the other side of town. Membership was at least five figures more than he currently paid, but that wouldn't be an issue soon. He deserved to be mixing with a higher class of person than his father had, that's where the monied clients came from, fresh from the manicured lawns at the Bolton Hills Golf Club, and he could not wait.
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        * * *

      

      Against her better judgment, Alma Montgomery typed the letter to the Nickleby's Trusts, Estates and Valuation Service, requesting their services to catalogue and sell Mr Kubin's estate and left it on Alan's otherwise empty desk for his signature. Clipped to the back were Kubin's comprehensive instructions detailing how his portraits were to be treated. She rubbed her chest, unsure which hurt more, her arthritic hands or her chest. It'd been bothering her for days. Time to retire. There was no joy working for Alan Junior. She'd known him since he was a boy, a boy fond of cruel jokes, snide asides and everything money could buy. No, life was too short, he wouldn't miss her if she left. He'd prefer a malleable young thing in short skirts and heels, flouncing around the office. Not her in her orthotic soles and sensible slacks. She'd tell him tomorrow she'd decided to retire.

      Locking the office, Alma paused to catch her breath. Pressing her hand to her chest, she came over all clammy. The feeling passed and she pushed off, shuffling to the bus stop, not realising she'd never step foot into the office again.
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      If Alan Gates Junior had any emotion about the sudden death of his secretary, no one could tell. He stood to the side of the burial plot, jiggling from one foot to the other, eager to be away. He didn't interact with Alma's adult children, whose own emotional offspring were clinging to their legs. Couldn't they have been left at home, he thought as one of them tugged on his trousers. If anything, it annoyed him that she'd chosen now to die. Here he was, busy trying to grow the practice and clear out the dead wood and Alma, with her encyclopaedic memory of their clients, had left him in the lurch. How was he supposed to remember who they all were, or if they were worth keeping? It never crossed his mind to attend the wake, given that he had to employ another secretary and he had a business to run. Let these little people carry on with their little lives, he thought as he scurried away from the knot of mourners and slipped into his red sports car without any concerns about propriety or respect for the deceased. Music blaring from his stereo as he peeled away from the cemetery, Alma was already struck from his mind.
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        * * *

      

      The office had been in turmoil since she'd died with unopened mail piling up in the doorway and the red message light on the phone system blinking constantly, querying where Alma was and why she wasn't clearing the messages. He'd unplugged the thing since he had no idea how to clear the messages anyway, that'd been Alma's job. If people needed him they could email. Alan scooped up the mail and dumped it on his desk. What a mess she'd left him in, bloody ungrateful woman. And what a waste of his time, listening to that dullard pastor droning on and on about the charitable work she'd done. If she'd had enough time for all of that, she hadn't been working hard enough for him. Someone new in the office would be an improvement.

      Sitting at his desk, clicking his engraved ball point pen, he came across the paperwork Alma had left for him to sign and send to Nickleby's. He read the letter, eyes popping out of his head when he saw the itemised instructions Alma had stapled to the back. There was no need for those to be passed on to Nickleby's. They'd think him stark raving mad if he included them. Who in their right mind would dictate that once each painting had been removed from the wall they were to be boxed immediately. That wasn't the way any sane art appraiser worked. Each piece would need to be examined, photographed, then packed in the most cost effective manner by the experts. The dregs siphoned off to the National Portrait Gallery, and Nickleby's would sell everything else, with his firm taking an appropriate cut of the proceeds of course.

      Alan had been to Kubin's house once, when he first took over the business and on that visit he'd formed the irrefutable opinion that the man was crazy. Talking to portraits on the wall crazy.

      Anyone who spoke with such familiarity to pieces of art should be consigned to the lunatic asylum. He couldn't be bothered wasting any more of his time driving out to the crumbling old house on the coast until it was time to review the value of the art. Undoubtedly a developer would buy it and knock it down. That's what he'd do.
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        * * *

      

      And so it was that Alma's letter, minus Mr Kubin's detailed instructions, arrived at Nickleby's and landed on the desk of junior appraiser Anita Cassatt. An arts student at a mid-range university, Anita had graduated with honours, those honours landing her a dream job with the Art Valuation Department at Nickleby's. Her days were filled with cataloguing art from some of the finest homes and minor works by moderately well known artists passed through her hands every day. The better art was handled by the senior associates. The job a perfect grounding for a new graduate, but there were only so many watercolours by Edwin Fields and John Varley that she could stomach, and she was tiring of landscapes decorated with horses and watermills.

      Like a gift from the gods, a note had been stapled to the letter by her manager, instructing her to appraise and catalogue the collection of portraits detailed in the lawyer's letter. Excitement tickled. An on-location job, out of the office, an obscure collection of portraits with no mention of landscapes or gauche hunting scenes.

      Anita entered the address into her computer and a house standing on its own materialized on her screen. Grey stone walls competing with rocky outcrops, fallow fields falling away beyond the house and an angry ocean attacking the cliffs below. The exterior of the house void of the decor common to most luxury coastal estates.

      The printer whirred into life as she printed out the directions, her excitement dampening any concerns about the remote location of the estate. According to the lawyer's letter, the sheer scale of the estate would require her to stay several nights and arrangements had been made for her to be accommodated at the house for the duration. Bliss, a mini vacation.

      A one-sided telephone conversation with the uppity lawyer finalized her plans. He'd been less than helpful, his snippy anecdotes about the deceased owner completely inappropriate. The poor man was being done a disservice by his chosen legal representative and she'd felt dirty after the conversation, wiping her hands on her skirt after hanging up.

      Despite her unsatisfactory conversation with the lawyer, her enthusiasm for the task bubbled to the surface. The artist had been a rising star in the fifties, exhibiting his portraits in New York to some acclaim, but even the Internet couldn't tell her what had happened to him after that. He wasn't an artist she was overly familiar with and he'd disappeared from the art circuit in the late fifties. Whenever one of his dark portraits came on the market, they'd been purchased anonymously, never to reappear. Nickleby's themselves had only auctioned two in the past fifty years. The images in their old catalogues more haunting given the black and white photography of the day. Few images existed online and she printed out what she could find for comparison with what she might find onsite. You never knew what sort of wifi access would be available somewhere that remote, and Mr Kubin wasn't deemed important enough to be included in any of the reference books she'd stuffed into her briefcase.

      "You all set, Anita?" asked Warren Taylor, her manager, as he approached her desk.

      

      In Anita’s opinion, Warren was a good man — great at his job, knowledgeable and affable. An unheard of confluence of attributes in a manager. Anita knew she was fortunate.

      "I'll be okay, honestly."

      "You're sure you're okay being there on your own for a few days? There's just no one else available to join you till Wednesday at the earliest. I did try the other departments, but…"

      "I'm all good," Anita jumped in. Taking in the concern on his face she added, "I'm a big girl. It's okay really. I'll be fine there. It's just art, what could go wrong?"

      Warren laughed. "Yes, yes of course, well I was just thinking of, well you know what… and you being on your own. Wanted to make sure you felt okay about it, about being there on your own. Anyway, we'll join you either Wednesday afternoon, or Thursday morning at the latest to help finish it off. Frankly, I was amazed at the quantity of art in the house, if the notes from the lawyer are accurate. Can't wait to see the place myself. Make sure you leave something for us to do, don't try and get it all done on your own. Nothing good ever comes from hurrying a job." And off he went.

      Hopefully this collection would be her lucky one. She tried not to dwell on Warren's concerns, nothing good would come from worrying. She would be fine on her own.
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      Following a three-hour car ride with the stereo blaring out the year's greatest hits, Anita struggled through the last hour on a gravel road, with only plumes of dust to show the road behind and nothing inviting ahead. A far too close encounter with an antique tractor on a corner had left her shaken and she'd arrived at Leo Kubin's gothic revival home with her heart still racing, a sheen of sweat on her brow. Perched on the barren windswept eastern coast, the house had no neighbours, bar the wildlife hopping through the fallow fields. Taking a gulp of the bracing coastal air, Anita unloaded her car. Her overstuffed briefcase in one hand, balanced out by her overnight bag in the other, she started the ascent to the heavy oak door.

      Alan Gates opened the door, his dour face lightening as he took in her age and appearance, although it did little to improve his manners.

      "Miss Cassatt, I had expected you somewhat earlier. Sadly I have a prior engagement I must attend, so there's no time to show you around, but I'm sure you can work it out.

      One of the bedrooms upstairs has been prepared for you and there are provisions in the kitchen. I shall be in touch tomorrow to check on your progress."

      Nudging a rusty chain tied to the railings, he smiled, "There was a dog, but it hasn't been seen since the old man died. You probably won't see it, but, you know, best to keep an eye out… now you'll have to excuse me as I really am running quite late for my game." With an obvious leer and without Anita uttering a single word, he struggled into his coat and stepped from the doorway to the driveway and into the only other car there, a high-end low-slung red sports car; the type favoured by men of a certain age the world over. It too looked like it had fought a losing battle on the gravel roads, with a large stone chip on the windscreen.

      Anita watched the pompous lawyer manoeuvre his beast down the drive until it vanished from sight, nerves crowding in on her. Just as unpleasant in person as he had been on the telephone. She turned and entered the house, stepping in front of an audience. An audience of eyes, immortalised in portraits clustered on every wall. Oil paintings, sketches, watercolours, every permutation of portraiture hung on the walls of the foyer. Hung haphazardly, no rhyme nor reason to the display, no cohesion or system.

      Anita allowed the solid door to shut behind her, her breath trapped in her lungs. She turned as if on a carousel, overwhelmed by the task ahead and by the hundreds of pairs of eyes following her every move. Shaking off nudges of apprehension settling on her shoulders, and leaving her bags in the entrance, she set off to explore the house, and, more importantly to find a toilet.

      Every wall she passed was papered with portraits. Some exceptional, most ordinary, a small number childlike in their simplicity.

      Anita peered at the signatures as she explored the house, pausing at one which she knew was a Thomas Fairland. She'd get round to it eventually, but made a mental note to make it one of the first she catalogued. Thankfully the one room devoid of portraits was the old fashioned toilet, her relief immeasurable. She didn't fancy sitting there with a dozen pairs of eyes judging her.

      That bit of business taken care of, she started to unwind, her level of concentration improving now she could genuinely focus on the art surrounding her. Dust motes swam drunkenly on weak shafts of sunlight marking the way she'd come. Back in the entrance hall, she checked her phone, she needed to ring her mother to tell her she'd arrived safely. Her mother hadn't wanted her to come all this way on her own, "I hope they're making this worth your while" had been her exact words. No service. Hardly surprising being this remote, but still she felt a prick of panic. Not being able to use her phone would be a reality check but her mother would never forgive her. They had an unwritten rule she'd ring her mother whenever she arrived somewhere. She frowned as she considered the state her mother would be in now. The lawyer had disappeared before she could ask if there was any phone service at all, or wifi. She'd figure it out and then she'd have to work out a way to placate her mother.

      Deciding that getting settled in before nightfall would be a better use of her time, she picked up her bags and made her way up the ornate staircase, the light layer of dust on the wooden riders the only indication that the house was empty. It had yet to acquire that peculiar smell of decay which envelops an empty home, as if the carpets were composed of stagnant mould and the curtains a haven for desiccated moth carcasses. It would come to this house soon, as soon as the hot water was switched off and the power cut.

      

      Shaking those thoughts from her head she made for the only open door in the hallway, her bags weightier with every step. It was clear it was hers, with towels laid out on the bed and a note addressed to her on the Victorian dressing table. Dropping her bags in the middle of the floor, she cast her eye over the room. The visible patches of wallpaper were old and faded, the corners peeling back from the crumbling plaster. The rest of the wall was hung with art. Not all portraits; it would have made it impossible to sleep if it were. Here in this room at least the majority of pieces were stormy seascapes, with vicious waves plucking hapless ships from the crests of waves, drawing them down into the murky depths to an unknown fate. Not uplifting, but not the stuff of nightmares.

      The note was as succinct as the lawyer, not even a greeting, just straight into an itemised list of things she could and couldn't do, the parts of the house which were off limits and arrangements for the packers and movers. Most of it she'd ignore, she was here to do a job.

      Her eyes slid to the only portraits in the room, a series of four, they'd been hung in a semblance of age order and framed in identical gilt frames. Each showed a child; different children but of the same stock, with bright blue eyes and wheat coloured hair, with the youngest girl slightly different, her eyes a dark brown, her hair less blonde, but a face still cut from the same cloth. Such unusual subjects for portraiture, not the usual sullen faced men in starched suits or military dress. Almost modern in appearance, frames older than the paintings, their faces looked as though smiles were as rare as winter sun and as fleeting.

      The sadness in their eyes had been exquisitely captured by the artist, although Anita wished they hadn't been quite so skilled.

      Turning her back on the portraits, she unpacked her toiletries and sleepwear. Sleep beckoned and the drive had sapped all her energy but she needed to finish her circuit of the house to get an overall feel of the task at hand. It wasn't just the art that needed to be catalogued but the contents of the house as well — the furniture and decorative pieces, although the rest of the team would be here to help with those later.

      The temperature had dived south since she'd arrived as the winter sun set quickly here. She shrugged into a cardigan before investigating the rest of the house. The dust motes had gone, settling into hidden nooks and crannies, gathering their strength for tomorrow. In the half light, the hall appeared longer, the doors more foreboding, reminiscent of back alley entrances to places of ill repute. Anita squared her shoulders, brushing off such foolish notions and grasped the chilled brass handle of the next door, surprised when it turned easily, swinging open, revealing another bedroom.

      The same pastel pink wallpaper obscured by a conglomeration of portraits mixed with landscapes, and yes, even some hunting scenes. Wild eyed hounds racing across an open field, a fox shown in the distance, his terror palpable. Beautifully rendered but too terrifying for most, it would undoubtedly sell well in London. Another made up bed, in preparation for her colleagues she presumed. She didn't envy whoever got to sleep in here. Instead of children on the walls, there were a variety of men. Each portrait capturing a different time; a Victorian stiff upper lip, a Regency era toff, a labourer in the fields, glaring at the artist and daring him to paint his portrait. Their eyes the brightest part of every portrait, capturing the essence of their humanity, more than any public speech could portray, indeed more than the subjects thought they would ever reveal to anyone.

      

      Anita shivered. It was a rare skill to capture someone's essence in a portrait, yet at first glance these portraits had been done years apart, centuries even. Tomorrow she'd examine them, no point jumping to conclusions just yet.

      Easing her way along the hallway opening door after door, each room a cookie-cutter version of the previous one, only the artwork differentiating the rooms from each other. The portraits growing darker in tone and subject. The furniture too changing to heavier pieces, more manly in appearance. Gone were the feminine dressing tables with elegantly turned feet, replaced with functional pieces designed for use, not aesthetics.

      The last door opened not to a bedroom but to a staircase leading up to the turret room she'd spied from the impressive driveway. She expected it would deliver spectacular views of the coast and the countryside surrounding the desolate house. She paused, her hand hovering above the polished bannister. She pulled away and examined her hand, odd that the dust hadn't made it this far. Anita laughed, of course, the lawyer would've been here keeping an eye out for her. Why wouldn't you sit somewhere with a view? That's where she would have waited instead of in one of the formal rooms downstairs, with hundreds of pairs of eyes watching her every move.

      Her stomach rumbled. Turning her back on the staircase she closed the door. Tomorrow she'd drink her coffee there and that would give her something to look forward to during the long night in this old house. And she marched off to hunt out the kitchen to see what the smarmy lawyer had provided. Her expectations weren't high.

      Humming to herself in the kitchen, she neither saw nor heard the turret staircase door open. There was nothing to be seen, not from the bottom of the stairs.
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      After a quick supper, Anita fell into bed exhausted from the long drive and the realisation of the enormity of the task ahead of her. As she slept, darkness dominated the room and the shadows crowded in on her, watching but not disturbing. Morning came as quickly as the night had fallen the day before, so, with the sun cresting, the shadows slunk back to their corners and the frigid air dissipated as the first rays of the sun hit the thin glass. Anita had burrowed deep under the covers, the chilled air caressing her exposed skin, her dreams punctuated with shadows and half seen faces, turning, just as she reached them.

      The dawn delivered a chorus of birdsong and Anita woke with the sun, knuckling the sleep from her eyes, stretching, her muscles sore from the long drive and an uncomfortable night. She hadn't slept well; the house creaking and moaning through the night, every crack sounding like an intruder on the stairs, before creeping heavy-footed along the hallway, pausing outside her room. Still, she must have dozed off, the last vestiges of her dreams slipping velvet-like from her subconscious.

      From the warmth of her feather quilt, Anita's eyes drifted to the children on her walls. Two boys and two girls, the girls younger. The… wait, the youngest child, the girl in the short-sleeved white dress. Had the tilt of her head moved? Her eyes. Now they were looking at her? Anita shook her head, she was imagining things. What an idiot. Today she'd concentrate on these paintings or she'd never sleep tonight.

      Throwing back the covers, she shivered in the morning air, purposely avoiding the frank stares from the children on the wall, she gathered together her toiletries and clothes for the day ahead, the children behind her silently judgmental. Despite them being rendered in oil, she felt uncomfortable disrobing in front of their frozen gazes, so, slinging on a dressing gown, she padded down the hall, her night terrors fading as her adult sensibilities took over.
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        * * *

      

      The bathroom was as dated as the rest of the estate, the bathtub a coffin for moths and midges, their pale grey bodies decaying in the aged porcelain. Of a shower head, there was no sign. Anita rolled her eyes, in this day and age you'd expect every house to have a shower, no one wanted to wallow in their own filth in a bathtub.

      Unlike the toilet, the bathroom had pictures on its walls. She took each of them down putting them out in the hall. Regardless of the potential damage to the art from water and steam, having portraits in a bathroom was peculiar and she wasn't going to get naked in front of a gaggle of strangers.

      Turning the taps rewarded her with a far away gurgle of functional pipes. If hot water failed to materialise, she wouldn't stay here, she couldn't stand feeling dirty. Anita considered herself as average as the next person, but she couldn't abide being dirty.

      Even as a child, she'd driven her mother mad with her insistence that any dirt on her hands be washed off immediately. If tomato sauce dripped down her front, it rendered her clothes only suitable for the washing machine. As she'd aged, she'd tempered her phobias but unfettered access to hot water was still non-negotiable.

      Hanging her clothes on the generous hooks, she tried not to check on the water temperature, her skin already crawling at the thought of working with the filth of the previous day still on her skin. To her immense relief, steam filled the old room, fogging the mirror and the clanging of the old pipes changing to the soothing sound of running water.

      Shrugging off her robe, her skin prickled at the cold, before testing the water with her toe. Satisfied she slid into the rising water, sloshing it over her goose-pimpled flesh. She reviewed her feet wiggling at the end of the porcelain tub. Void of polish, her toes were a pretty accurate representation of her life — basic, sensible, boring. No point in applying polish when there was no one to appreciate the effort.

      She kept the hair on her legs, and elsewhere, tamed, an ingrained personal hygiene habit borne from teasing she'd endured during school swimming sports, for the dark hair protruding from places society dictated it shouldn't. She'd sobbed on her mother's shoulder that night, blood running freely where she'd nicked herself half a dozen times trying to wield a razor to rid herself of her hair. The memory of the blood swirling down the drain as her mother gently washed it away had stayed with her. It wasn't the only time in her life she'd watched blood running from her body, rinsed away by the cleansing water.

      Her toes sank under the steaming water and she turned the tap off. The sudden quiet punctuated by the occasional groan of the old water pipes, their job done for the moment. Steam rose from the still water, swirling on unseen draughts, into corners long forgotten by whomever did the cleaning.

      Anita closed her eyes, this job could be the making of her career. Cataloguing art was more than listing the title and the artist, every sentence she wrote needed to be as nuanced as the art itself. She had to capture the essence of the art in her words, as accurately as the artist had depicted his or her subject. Rarely did she see work by female artists, probably because their efforts were deemed more hobbyist than professional. She'd written her thesis on just this subject, but she still obsessed about it. Where were all the women artists? She tried to attend solo exhibitions by female artists but they were few and far between.

      She sank under the water, immersing herself under the silent waves. Eyes closed, safe, she didn't see the condensation on the brass door handle disappear as if someone had just grasped the handle.
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      Bathed and dressed, Anita made her way downstairs to the generous kitchen. She'd been surprised the night before at the quantity of food the lawyer left for her. The eggs, fruit and fresh bread a welcome surprise. The ancient refrigerator held salami, a quart of milk and a small block of cheese, enough to last the week as long as the rest of her team brought more provisions with them. She wrestled the stovetop into life through trial and error to fry some eggs. She was more a microwave and takeout girl, but the scent of eggs frying always sent her tastebuds into overdrive.

      Her mother hadn’t taught her how to cook and she'd never had the desire to learn, so didn't miss it. You couldn't butcher the frying of eggs. Get-togethers with girlfriends were usually over a Thai takeaway; dinners with potential partners were at restaurants — she hadn't wanted to scare anyone with her nonexistent culinary skills, not that anyone hung around long enough for it to matter. Dinner at her parents was always a Sunday roast which her father insisted he cook.

      Fried eggs were acceptable for breakfast, lunch or dinner. Add some sliced salami, a hunk of cheese and you had yourself a gourmet meal.

      While the eggs were frying she checked her phone again — a habit. Still showing no service, she put it back in her pocket. There'd be somewhere she'd pick up a signal, there always was.

      Hunger sated, she looked for the dishwasher. No dishwasher. Ah well, there had to be a downside to the perfect job. Piling the dishes in the sink, she washed her hands in the sudsy water mingling with the egg smears from the heavy chinaware. She'd do the dishes later, after lunch, or to be honest, after dinner. There was no point doing more washing than she needed.

      Hands clean and dry she wandered around the cavernous halls taking in the art clustered on the walls. There was a hell of a lot more than she'd appreciated last night. Around every corner an occasional table threatened to clip her ankles and rickety plant stands adorned random alcoves, the planters filled with half dead fairy ferns and a botanist's dream collection of rare orchids. Most beyond salvation now but some looked like they could pull through given some water.

      Anita had foresworn caring for any living creature after the prolonged death of her cat and she avoided house plants for the same reason. She didn't want the responsibility. A foreign sense of guilt stole upon her as she passed plant after plant, the guilt sent her scurrying back to the kitchen to fill a jug. She'd water the ones which looked salvageable. She couldn't imagine the lawyer running round the house doing this.

      Pouring a little water here and a dash of water there, she fancied she could hear the grateful sighs of the ferns, akin to the joyous sounds of a marooned sailor catching raindrops on his swollen tongue. She imagined those sounds following her around the house as she refilled the jug.

      Tipping the last of the water into the soil of a long deceased orchid, she left the jug at the bottom of the stairs. Enough of this foolishness, she had work to do, but at the top of the stairs, something caught her eye. A shadow? No, there was nothing there. She remembered she'd promised herself coffee upstairs in the turret room, which would have to wait till later. If the rest of her team were arriving soon she'd need to get on. Mooning over a view she could never afford would not help her career goals. But thinking of the view made her eager for a quick look outside. Clouds the colour of burnt toast hung on the horizon, bringing with them rain or snow, so this might be her only chance to have a look outside.
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        * * *

      

      Using an old-fashioned iron to prop open the heavy front door, Anita could smell the metal tang of rain in the air, just a short walk then. She zipped up her jacket and stepping down onto the gravel drive she chose a direction at random, following a path round to the right. Barren flower beds waited under the windows and the woody remnants of lavender bushes were a faint echo of what was once there. The path petered out at the corner of the house where nature took over — long grass sprinkled with vegetation running riot without the razor sharp blades of the lawnmower to tame it. Skeletal immature trees pushed their way through paving stones and blackberry vines threatened to snag anyone foolish enough to try harvesting the berries hanging tantalisingly close to the overgrown pathway.

      She salivated at the thought of the juicy tartness of the blackberries but stopped when she realised they were well past their edible prime. They had withered on their thorny vines, ignored, even by the blackbirds. The lawns gave way to gardens now an ode to nature.

      Overgrown hedging had spread like wildfire, where it looked like the gardener had upended a mixed bag of seeds, leaving them to take root wherever they fell, regardless of position or suitability.

      Further back, Anita spied a roof, a gardener's cottage or the housekeeper's cottage? This path seemed more worn so Anita felt confident following it. She imagined an older couple keeping the place for the elderly owner, the three of them becoming less and less capable. The garden taking over; the large house and grounds getting away from them all.

      Pushing past a lush weeping maple whose branches fell like a veil, she reached the building she'd glimpsed through the foliage. It wasn't a house and her romantic notions were trampled into the pebble-dash pavers once she realised it was the roof of a small mausoleum. Anita would have turned on her heels and hightailed it back to the house if at that moment the heavy clouds above hadn't opened. Torrential rain raced across the land, pummelling tree tops and flattening the daisy heads decorating the edges of the fallow fields beyond the overgrown gardens.

      Anita dashed pellmell under the portico of the mausoleum where there was space to shelter from the worst of the stinging rain, pressing herself into the doorway as the wind whipped the rain into an angrier assault.

      Crash

      The wooden door disintegrated, plunging Anita backwards into the stone mausoleum, landing on the tiled floor in a cloud of dust. For a moment she sat motionless, before leaping up, aghast at the damage she'd caused and mortified at her location inside a tomb. Stumbling over an assortment of old fashioned gardening tools stored in the crypt she fled into the rain. A little rain hurt no one, but sheltering inside with dead people was all kinds of wrong.

      She tripped, falling flat on the sodden dirt, her shin flaring in pain. Yowling, she sat up grabbing her leg which wasn't bleeding but would soon go a spectacular shade of purple. Pushing her hair from her eyes she tried to figure out what she'd tripped on, there, a concrete slab… a gravestone. Not everyone made it into the mausoleum then. There were a dozen or more gravestones dotted around, well weathered, hidden in the forest which sprouted from the forgotten earth. This one leaned drunkenly to the side, pushed over by the roots of the maple tree.

      Scuttling closer to see the inscription, she couldn't help feeling sad reading the names and ages of three children who'd passed away on the same day. Who had 'Died tragically'. An appalling thing to happen to any family. The gravestone didn't elaborate what tragedy had befallen them but there was nothing worse than losing a child. Not that she had any to worry about.

      Pushing thoughts of grief from her mind she stood up, testing her leg. Not broken, bruised, her ego more so than her shin. Thankful there'd been no witnesses to her tumble, although she'd have to tell the lawyer about the door of the mausoleum, it was tempting to say she'd found it like that and lay the blame at the feet of an itinerant traveler. Limping back to the house, drenched through, she put aside a dreadful sense of unease pummelling her like the rain from the sky.
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        * * *

      

      Cleaned up and dried off, warmed through by another hot bath and an even hotter coffee, she focused on her work. It hadn't taken long to pick a workroom, the dining room well suited to her task. A mahogany table dominated the space, large enough to accommodate the most fertile of families, complete with two dozen chairs standing ready.

      A quilted drop-cloth covering the table, disguising its true charm, would protect it as she worked on its expansive surface. If only every job had workbenches this size her life would be so much easier.

      Retrieving her laptop, she searched for a power point. Although charged, she knew from experience that losing a days worth of work, for want of power was a mistake she didn't want to repeat. The walls were unmarred by electrical outlets of any sort, the bakelite switch the only nod to electricity. Flicking the switch the room lit up with refracted light from a crystal chandelier hanging from the ceiling. That would have to be catalogued unless it was being sold as a fixture of the house, but usually chandeliers were sold separately. Then the future owners of the estate invariably went round purchasing back the original fixtures and fittings, the very ones they could have paid for in the beginning. A merry-go-round of antiquities lining the pockets of everyone involved.

      Opening the curtains showed the inhospitable coast outside, worthy of its own oil painting. Gulls launched themselves from rocky outcrops, oblivious to the wind whipping the breakers far below. Their cries carried above the sounds of the waves pummelling an unseen shore and seeped into the house through sash windows which had never sealed properly, bringing a briny scent into a room overpopulated with heavy woods and an enviable collection of religious portraiture. But still no power point. If she was going to base herself in this room, then she'd start here, followed by the unnerving children in her bedroom. She could no more stand their staring, than she could the pious eyes from the subjects in the dining room.

      Powering up her laptop, she counselled herself to keep an eye on the battery icon at the top of the screen.

      

      She allowed her mind to consider the family who'd eaten at this table. Were their images the ones on the walls? What on earth had possessed them to hang these devout prophet-like devotionals in a room she presumed was for joyous occasions; Christmas feasts, birthday celebrations, marriages even. She doubted she could have sat through a meal here without falling on her knees and confessing her sins. From what she'd seen in the gardens, there had been little joy here, not after losing three children.

      Ever practical she thrust those thoughts away and turned on her camera. She worked her way around shooting photographs of the paintings. Point, shoot, check, take again, or move on. Point, shoot, check. The settings on the camera could be silent, but the old fashioned sound when she pressed the button was innately satisfying. The solid click signified achievement, job done.

      She lost track of how many photographs she took. She had to drag one of the chairs with her, kicking off her shoes to step on the worn leather seat, to shoot the smaller pictures hanging above the larger pieces. Every available space utilised. Being higher than normal gave a unique perspective. The legs of the sideboard matched those of the table. Reflections from the lustres of the chandelier bounced off the age-foxed mirrors of the ornate overmantel. The ceiling rose a tangled wreath of ivy with no beginning nor end. Once covered with paint, faint touches of green now peeped through, giving the plasterwork a touch of verdigris.

      The memory card full, Anita tried calculating how many pieces she'd photographed. Giving that up, she counted instead the number left, seventeen. Scrolling through the images she'd taken, she deleted the double ups, the blurred shots. What she should do, is one of those adult learning courses at the local high school in the evenings.

      

      The quick passing of time came as a surprise. Outside gulls were still stalking imaginary prey, trying to emulate their cousin the hawk. The sky filled with bulging grey swirls threatening the possibility of snow to follow the rain which had tapered off. Unseen waves continued their relentless onslaught on the rocky cliffs, punishing them for standing in the way. Only seventeen more photos, then she could have a break.

      Snapping off sixteen photos, she paused before taking the last shot. This portrait was different. Gone was the formulaic religious iconography, applied to each painting like a paint-by-numbers effort foisted upon art students at college. This one a study of a man in quiet prayer or contemplation, his face in profile, head bowed, posed on a chair his hands clasped in front of him, a third of the picture in shadow. Had the painter run out of time to complete it or had he meant for the man to appear in supplication to the darkness surrounding him? Would taking a photograph disturb him?

      Don't be daft she told herself, raising the camera to her eye, ignoring the sensation of being watched by the man. An elegant man with fearful eyes seated beside an ornate overmantel, the edge of a doorway just visible in the far corner. Peering through her lens and adjusting the focus, finger poised to take the picture, when her breath caught. She lowered the camera, recognising the familiarity of the angle of the overmantel to the doorframe. They were the same. This had been painted here, he'd been in this room.

      She made every effort to ignore the unease creeping up her spine. It made sense for a man who collected portraits to have some painted inside in his own home. He could've hosted artist retreats as a source of income, standard fare for owners of ancient buildings, an accepted means to pay for roof repairs and old electrics.

      Click

      The last photo taken, she let the camera swing idle around her neck, freeing her hands to lift the painting off the wall. Awkwardly she stepped off the chair, cradling the heavy frame. Laying it on the end of table closest to the window, the weak light cast no further clues on what the artist had intended. It only plunged parts of the portrait further into darkness. A trick of the layers of paint applied with the precision of a master craftsman.

      Unnoticed by Anita, the recumbent man tracked her with his eyes as she searched for the artist's signature.

      Inserting the camera's memory card into the external drive, she waited for the program to start transferring the photographs. After another glance outside she stood up, hunger nibbling at her, coffee long gone. Leaving everything on the table she wandered off to the kitchen, oblivious to the fresh shoots from the derelict plants she'd watered hours earlier. Once brown fronds now exhibiting delicate new growth.

      She didn't have the energy to wrestle the ancient stove into life so settled for slices of salami on thick slabs of bread, the sort she hadn't eaten since her mother had stopped making her lunch once she had left primary school. A large glass of milk completed the meal.

      Ivy snaked around the kitchen window, whipping against the panes as a gust of wind tore round the corner of the house. Anita jumped in fright, mistaking the tapping for human knocking. The electric scent of rain forced its way under the door. No point in trying to go for another walk, not until the weather cleared, being struck by lightning an hour from any paved road wasn't her idea of fun.
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