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Chapter One



Copenhagen, 25 November 2024


‘What exactly are you doing?’ Darcy asked as she watched her flatmate type into her phone. She had a growing suspicion that Freja wasn’t, in fact, searching for the weather forecast as she had claimed.


‘Helping you.’ Freja didn’t look up. ‘It’s been three weeks.’


‘Is that all?’ Darcy groaned, tipping her head back and staring up at the cafe ceiling. It was pitched pine, swagged with some bushy faux conifer branches and fairy lights threaded through.


‘You have to get back out there,’ Freja said, both aware of and oblivious to her foamy hot chocolate moustache. She was incapable of eating or drinking anything without somehow wearing it too.


‘Says who?’ Darcy asked, watching as her flatmate bit her lip in deep concentration.


‘Your mother, for one. You’re twenty-six. She wants grandbabies.’


‘She’s got Cara for that.’


‘Cara’s nineteen and white-water river rafting in Thailand.’


Darcy rolled her eyes. Her little sister’s gap year antics were distinctly more fun than anything she had going on in her own life. All she had on her horizon was a rent payment, a hygienist appointment and the next deadline for her thesis. If Lars hadn’t cheated on her, she’d have gone to Stockholm last weekend, she would have been sitting second row at The Weekend concert a week Friday from now, and she’d have had someone to pull a cracker with on Christmas morning. Instead, he’d kissed a girl he’d known for all of twenty-eight minutes in that bar three weeks ago and two months, five days’ worth of emotional investment had been washed away.


Darcy’s finger tapped the small square table. ‘Well, I’m on a hiatus too. I’m going to need another three weeks off.’


‘Permission denied. You might be perfectly fine with spending Christmas alone, but I am not. And if you won’t come back to my parents’ with me, then we’re going to have to find you some company.’


‘Frey, I have a thesis to write. I’m so behind it’s not even funny. If I had time to celebrate Christmas with you, I’d have time to join my own family on their holiday. Believe me, I’d love nothing more than to be lazing on a Thai beach instead of hitting two thousand words a day here.’


‘Which is why you need some downtime with a baddie when you hit those word counts.’ Freja looked across at her. ‘And besides, you’re not getting any younger.’


‘Or wiser, it appears.’


‘They’re not all like him.’


‘No?’ Darcy arched an eyebrow. ‘I thought he was one of the good guys. That was supposed to be his shtick – dull, but solid, dependable, decent job, good prospects.’


‘Well, perhaps that’s the issue. You’re setting the bar too low.’


‘Oh, because you’re the expert now?’


‘Yes, I am,’ Freja said with a smug smile. ‘I have been sleeping with the same man for a whole month and that means I’ve crossed to the other side. Suddenly I can see everything so clearly.’


Sarcasm tittered at the edges of her voice, but even though Darcy guffawed as she reached for her hot chocolate, she was struggling to adapt to this worryingly ‘in love’ model of her flatmate. Freja had never dated anyone for longer than a week – the child of a bitter divorce, she didn’t believe in things everlasting; she couldn’t even keep their houseplant, Miss Petals, alive, which was alarming for a microbiology PhD student specializing in genomics – and their friendship had been formed through bonding over dating disasters. They had met in the loos of a student bar in the summer, when Darcy – newly arrived in the city and hiding from a bad Tinder date – encountered Freja trying to jimmy the tampon machine with a collar-stiffener found in the bottom of her bag. Darcy had given her the change required and Freja had seen off her date in return, telling him she’d found Darcy in the toilets crying over a positive pregnancy test; the guy hadn’t even waited to finish his drink. They’d been partners in crime ever since – or at least, until the past few weeks, when Freja’s latest torrid affair had stubbornly failed to cool.


Darcy looked through the window and watched as the lunchtime skaters glided – or in some cases, wobbled – past on the Tivoli Gardens ice rink. Even though it was the last week in November the giant tree was already up, all the little cabins fully stocked with the soy candles, lavender sachets and wooden toys that would grace stockings this Christmas. The trees were threaded with lights, the park filled with dog walkers and staggering toddlers with gloves dangling on strings. Voices, young and old, carried above the whirr of the fairground rides and the sluice of skates on the ice. It was easy for the festive spirit to come early in a place that wore snow like a scarf and boasted the happiest citizens on the planet. A couple stopped on the far side of the rink and posed themselves for a well-practised selfie, his arm slung over her shoulder, her head angled in as he reached down for a long, lingering kiss.


‘Ugh, revolting.’ Darcy slumped back in her chair as she watched the shameless display of happiness.


Freja glanced up, following her eyeline. ‘See what I mean? All the good men are being snapped up. Right before your eyes.’


‘Then I’ll move to Paris. Or Barcelona. There’ll be plenty there too.’


‘Too late. I officially declare the mourning period over.’


‘But I like mourning,’ Darcy mumbled sullenly, still watching the happy couple. ‘Black’s my colour.’ Her hands rose to her long, light brown hair; the blonde highlights framing her face – which she’d had put in in the summer – were still just bright enough to give her some lift, but the long layers had grown out and her olive skin had no trace of Ibiza tan left.


‘Here’s what we’re gonna do.’ Freja handed the phone back with a triumphant look. ‘Check your homescreen.’


‘What did you do?’ Darcy frowned suspiciously.


‘Open it.’


‘Hm. What am I looking for?’


‘Raya.’


‘Ray–?’ Darcy’s eyebrows shot up. ‘As in, the celebrity dating app?’


‘That’s overblown,’ Freja dismissed. ‘There’s really not that many celebs on there. I mean, there’s a few . . . but what there are, are plenty of professional, successful, high net worth individuals, just like you.’


‘I am not a high net worth individual! I have to split bunches of bananas because I can’t afford the wastage!’


‘But you are beautiful and brainy, and these men all want a woman just like you.’


Darcy frowned. In her experience, men didn’t like a woman being cleverer than them. ‘Isn’t Raya invitation only?’


‘Yes. Tristan referred you. He did it last night.’


‘. . . Tristan’s on Raya?’ She knew Freja’s current squeeze was successful but she hadn’t known he was that successful. She had yet to meet the guy, but Freja – who was doing a work placement as part of her PhD – had told her they’d hooked up after a conference trip. It was supposed to have been a one-time thing but so far, it had been a thirty-one-time thing. To Darcy’s shame, yes, she was counting.


‘He was,’ Freja replied, before quickly catching herself. ‘I mean, he is! He is! He’s just got it on hibernation mode for the moment. He’ll be back out there before you can say . . .’ Words appeared to fail her.


Darcy watched, appalled that there was seemingly not yet an end in sight for her friend’s giddy happiness. ‘Flibbertigibbet?’


‘Flibb . . .?’ Freja winced, the word too arcane for a non-native British speaker.


‘Hm.’ Point made. Was Freja – whisper it – falling for this guy?


Darcy didn’t have time to consider it. Freja reached over and tapped on the app for her. For someone who hadn’t even known she had it on her phone, it was something of a surprise to find she was already logged in and . . . ‘I’ve got an account?’


‘Well, I knew you’d never do it if left to your own devices,’ Freja shrugged. ‘You’re becoming far too cynical in your second quarter.’


Darcy didn’t appreciate the reminder that she had entered the second of the twenty-five-year life stages by which Freja had mapped out their lives.


‘Go on, have a look – they’re a cut above, right? All solid eights for the main part but . . . if you see a four or a five, just know that means he’s rich as fuck.’


Darcy blinked. ‘Rich as fuck isn’t really my thing.’


‘But it can’t hurt, right?’


‘It can if he’s a moose!’


‘So you’re saying you only want looks?’ Freja gasped in mock horror. ‘That’s pretty shallow, don’t you think?’


Darcy laughed at her friend’s teasing as Freja reached across and placed a hand over the screen. ‘Now, before you start going trigger-happy, there are rules.’


‘Rules?’


‘Yes. I want you to choose three and only three.’


‘Reverse psychology? Really?’ Darcy knew her friend too well. Give her a sea of men and then restrict her catch . . . when moments earlier Darcy had been saying she didn’t want any?


It worked. Naturally.


‘Fine. Let’s have a look and see if we can choose only three.’


Freja shuffled her chair in closer, her cheek pressed against Darcy’s arm as she began to swipe on the carousel of handsome faces. All of them appeared to have been caught laughing mid-joke or else staring off moodily into the distance with clenched jaws, seemingly unaware of the cameraphone directed straight at them. Some were playing football or Frisbee in a park, shirts untucked to reveal a snatch of hard stomach; one – seemingly a mountaineer – was grinning from a cliff face; another guy was playing a banjo around a campfire with a soulful expression as the firelight threw a golden glow over his cheekbones.


At first glance they all looked like perfect 10s: happy-go-lucky, fit, accomplished – but Darcy wasn’t falling for it. Somehow, she had to read commitment issues, mother complex or narcissist from a photo. She had to tell the cheat from the liar from the good guys they all professed to be. She flicked through with – yes – a cynical eye: the guy cuddling a dog? She bet it wasn’t his own. Swipe left. The one at a wedding? The dinner suit looked rented. Swipe left. The guy in a Ferrari – who wanted a guy in a Ferrari? Swipe left.


Darcy stopped on a profile. Aksel. Vet. 29. Rubik’s Cube PB 13 seconds. She smiled slightly at the boast. It was ridiculous and silly, and hopefully intentionally self-deprecating.


‘Oooh,’ Freja said in an approving tone. ‘He’s cute.’


‘Yeah. And he looks surprisingly normal. Like I might actually be able to talk to him.’ He had shaggy dark brown hair and rich brown eyes, a seemingly shy grin. She flicked through his other pictures: on a park bench with two friends, seemingly post-run (good legs); at a bar drinking something suspiciously pink; on a sofa with a Bernese Mountain dog twice his size (might be his dog; he was a vet, after all). He seemed genuine enough, but she made herself focus only on what she knew to be true: he was attractive and 1.2 miles away. She swiped right.


‘You want to talk to them?’ Freja teased.


Milas, 30, graphic designer; 6' 2'', it said – but he was standing in a door-frame and clearly not that tall. She swiped left – not because he was short, but because he was a liar.


Calvin, 27, broker: he was playing to type, holding up a couple of magnums of Cristal in a club. She swiped left.


Darcy stopped at the profile of a guy staring straight to camera, not quite smiling but not not smiling either. He looked mildly bemused, as if suspicious of the intentions of the person taking the photograph. Max, 32; Copenhagen. Lawyer. Likes skiing, wine, winning. No time for dating.


To the point, she thought, turned off by the intimation of what he only had time for. It wasn’t exactly the charming, witty bio of the other profiles, but her attention snagged on ‘winning’, and she looked back at his photo again and that direct stare. She could see now there was an arrogance there, bordering almost on contempt. His hair was dirty blond, blue eyes, a chiselled bone structure that suggested his poor mother had had to carve him. He was handsome, but in a cold way, and there was only that one photograph of him – a tight headshot, no backdrop, no narrative, no other moods or angles. Nothing by which to assess him other than that gaze.


‘Hm. No, definitely not,’ Freja frowned. ‘Too hot for his own good.’


‘But I thought talking was overrated?’ Light sarcasm frilled Darcy’s words this time.


‘It is – but he looks like he needs to be humbled.’


‘True,’ Darcy agreed. He had the aura of someone to whom no one had ever said no. She wondered if he regarded every swipe right as one of his precious wins, and she was tempted to swipe left just on principle. She wanted to do it on principle, but her finger hovered, unable to commit to the rejection . . . He really was very sexy. Did she need to like him? She certainly didn’t need to talk to him. He was good-looking and at least he was honest, which was more than could be said for almost every other guy on here. He wasn’t pretending to be nicer than he was and he wasn’t offering fairy tales or happy endings. No woman in her right mind would ever trust a man like him, but at least they’d know what they were getting.


She stared into those cold blue eyes, then against her better judgement, swiped right.


Freja gasped at her recklessness. ‘Why did you waste a go on him?’


‘Because he’s a ten and I really am that shallow,’ Darcy winked. ‘What I see is what I’ll get, I know that.’


Liam, 28, professional polo player. In Copenhagen? A marine city? No.


Ben, 27, architect. The second picture was of him playing the piano with a little girl. She had to hope it was his niece and not his daughter, but she wasn’t prepared to take the risk. She wanted no complications. None at all. She swiped left.


Erik, 29, property developer. Deep tan, whitened teeth, swept-back hair, no socks in the summer. He looked like he spent his summers in Mykonos and winters in Courchevel. His other photographs showed him jet-skiing on water, kite surfing, standing on the grid at an F1 track somewhere . . . Wait – was that Lando Norris?


What the hell. She swiped right.


‘But you hate the Eurotrash vibe,’ Freja said in confusion.


‘Yeah, but I have a crush on Charles Leclerc and he might be one degree removed from him,’ Darcy said, tapping the screen.


‘Or he might not be! You’re really wasting another of your goes for that vain hope?’


Darcy dropped her phone to the table with a smile and a sigh. ‘They’re all a waste of goes, Frey.’


‘Wow, Lars really knocked the stuffing out of you, didn’t he?’


‘No, he just pulled out the last remaining bit of stuffing. I can already tell you exactly how these guys are going to pan out, assuming they match with me: the vet will be soulful and cute, but not looking for commitment, the arrogant lawyer will be a fuckboy, and Mr Eurotrash will spend longer doing his hair than he spends doing me.’


Freja sat back with a loud laugh, pulling her frizzy blonde hair up into a chaotic bun, before letting it fall free again in a wild mane.


‘Tell me I’m wrong,’ Darcy grinned.


‘Oh God, I wish I could,’ Freja chuckled. ‘I wish I could.’


‘Yeah,’ Darcy sighed, watching a figure skater spin in a pirouette. ‘We’ve seen this one before. We already know the ending.’


‘Maybe – but remember, the fun’s in how you get there. And with Christmas coming, you can’t stay holed up in the apartment on your own.’


‘I wouldn’t be on my own if you ever came home!’


‘All in good time. The sex is too good, babe.’


Darcy groaned again.


‘Don’t worry, we’ll go down in flames soon enough. But in the meantime, you need to be out in the world and this is the way to do it. These guys will match with you if they’ve got eyes in their head and a pulse, and you’ll have three hot new guys to date before Christmas. You never know, they may even surprise you.’


Darcy picked up her mug and plucked out another marshmallow. ‘The only thing that would surprise me, Frey, is if they surprise me. You’ll have to forgive me if I don’t bother holding my breath.’










Chapter Two



Darcy was draping her coat over the back of her chair when Ida, Otto’s secretary, peered around the doorway.


‘Ah Darcy, you’re back, good. Otto’s been asking for you. He says it’s urgent.’


‘Oh?’ Nothing was ever urgent in Otto Borup’s world. The head of the fine art department and her thesis advisor, he was a man with a leisured manner who believed that words were often overrated and that as much, if not more, could be conveyed by a well-judged silence. So if Otto said something was urgent, either he was dying or the Royal Academy was on fire.


‘Yes. They’re all waiting for you in Workroom 3.’


‘All?’ Darcy felt a shot of alarm that there was to be an audience to whatever this was.


Workroom 3 was where the conservation team were based. As a PhD student and a theoretical academic, Darcy rarely had reason or opportunity to go in there, but she always felt like a child in a sweet shop when she did venture in.


Had she done something wrong? ‘Do you know what it’s about?’


‘I do,’ Ida nodded, making no attempt to enlighten her.


‘I see . . . Thanks.’ With a gulp of trepidation, Darcy headed for the stairs, walking through the corridor where the faculty offices were set. Otto’s door was ajar, his desk neatly stacked with paper piles and reference books tabbed with Post-it notes; but she noticed his chair was pushed back at an angle, as if he had risen in a hurry.


Was it her thesis? The committee had approved her hypothesis months ago. Had they changed their minds? Could they change their minds?


She walked quickly, with growing dread. The Charlottenborg building, which was the official home of the Royal Academy of Fine Arts, comprised three sides of a square and the workrooms were located on each floor in the central span, the next wing along from here. Long whitewashed spaces, they were usually bright even on the dullest of days thanks to the large graphite-steel windows that ran along either side – but as she pushed on the door into the workroom on the third floor, she saw the black curtains had been drawn so that it was suffused with gloom. Vast tables ran through the centre of the room and workbenches were pushed along each wall. Every surface was piled high with books and papers, a few plaster busts sat on pedestals, canvases were propped on easels and draped with dust sheets. Brushes poked from pots, amber-coloured solutions sat in jars. Stools, chairs, jumpers and bags littered the space, and it smelled of solvents and coffee.


At the far end stood a small group of people clustered around one of the tables. They were standing tightly packed, talking over one another in low voices, but even from here she recognized the redoubtable director of the National Gallery, Margit Kinberg; the Royal Academy’s head conservator, Lauge Bekker; and of course, Otto. Even without the presence of the academy director, currently in New York, it was about as senior a gathering as she could imagine and her pace slowed as she approached. This had been the wrong day to choose to run in. She had been anticipating a quiet afternoon in the stacks. What on earth could they possibly want with her here? Had Ida been pulling a prank on her . . .?


‘Ah, Darcy,’ Otto said, turning at the sound of her footsteps. He was an elegant man, not tall but very lean, bald, with a close-clipped white beard and watchful blue eyes. He made a point of only ever wearing a sober palette of navy, grey or black; his chunky tortoiseshell-framed glasses were the sole glimpse of personality in his uniform, a snatch of the private man beyond the enigma, for his austere reputation preceded him. He wasn’t inclined towards small talk, undue praise or even smiles – but today appeared to be the exception. She felt herself relax a little. He wouldn’t smile if this was bad news, surely? Unless . . . pity?


‘Thank you for joining us. You know Lauge, of course.’


‘Lauge,’ Darcy nodded politely.


‘Have you met Margit Kinberg?’


‘It’s a pleasure to meet you,’ Darcy said quickly as they shook hands. Kinberg was pale, with a dark bob and glasses; she had a formidable reputation as a straight talker and there was certainly nothing soft and fluffy about her handshake.


‘Ms Cotterell, Otto’s been bringing me up to speed with your work.’ She spoke in English, even though they’d been talking in Danish on her arrival. Everyone spoke English to a high standard here – although Darcy’s Danish was impressive too thanks to her Danish mother, who had raised her and her sister as bilingual back home.


‘He has?’ Darcy looked at Otto with an apprehensive smile, not at all sure why the director of the National Gallery needed to know anything about her PhD thesis – ‘Homemakers and Revolutionaries: A Re-examination of Women in the Modern Breakthrough’.


‘Have a look at this, Darcy,’ Otto said, stepping aside so that she could see a painting set flat upon the table behind him; it had been removed from its frame and an ultraviolet lamp was positioned above it. Her heart beat a little faster, for she recognized the artwork right away – it was Her Children, the Johan Trier masterpiece that had been undergoing light restoration ahead of a large retrospective of the artist at the National Gallery in the new year.


Johan Trier was considered the grandfather of the Danish New Masters and Otto had spent the past two years painstakingly negotiating the loans of works from other museums, galleries and private collections to curate this show, the most comprehensive exhibition of Trier’s work since his death, almost exactly fifty years ago. The Ministry of Culture wanted it to do for them what the Vermeer tribute had done for Amsterdam’s Rijksmuseum a few years earlier.


‘Go on – tell me what you see.’


Darcy, seeing how everyone watched her closely, leaned over and peered down at the famous oil. She had seen the painting countless times – it showed a woman standing by the shore, watching as her children waded in the shallows. One hand was perched on her hip, the tip of her chin betraying a watchful gaze over the frothy surf. Her skirt and blouse were pushed back against her body by the strong breeze, the ribbon of her apron flying behind her.


‘This is Trier’s Her Children. One of his most iconic paintings.’ It was famous not because of the expert figuring of the children or the tumbling light in the sky, but because in the precise posturing of the woman – her close, watchful stare counterposed with a relaxed patience – he had captured the fierce complexity and intensity of motherhood.


‘And what do you know about Trier?’


‘Off the top of my head?’ Darcy was a little taken aback. Being interrogated on native artists by someone in Kinberg’s esteemed position was intimidating, to say the least. ‘I know that he was a master draughtsman; he specialized in plein air landscapes, particularly beach scenes later on, although he made his name originally with formal portraits. He was often likened to John Singer Sargent for his renderings of texture in women’s fashions and his use of colour. He was especially well known for his strong use of white, and also pink . . . Um, he was very preoccupied with natural light. He was highly influenced by the impressionists and adopted their technique of impasto paint application and rapid brushwork.’ She looked down at the oil. To be this close to it, to see it as the artist had, without its frame, was a truly rare privilege. It was a jewel in the crown of Danish art.


Kinberg nodded. ‘And now? Tell me what you see.’


Beside her, Otto switched on the lamp and a vivid purple light washed down upon the painting. The image she knew so well remained visible but beyond it, she also saw a face – a woman’s face – staring back at her.


She gasped and pulled back with surprise. Seeing the similarly excited looks from the rest of the group, she guessed they had all had exactly the same response. She looked back down again, as if unable to trust her own eyes, but there it was once more – the head and shoulders portrait of a young woman. The colours and details were indistinct, as if the image was being seen through a muddied window, but even with that, there was clear accomplishment in the tilt of the woman’s head and the directness of her gaze.


‘Oh!’ she breathed. ‘She’s beautiful.’


‘Yes, she is,’ Margit Kinberg nodded, looking down at the portrait too. ‘It was quite a surprise to find her there.’


‘. . . You never knew before?’ Darcy asked.


‘The painting hasn’t been touched since ’59, when a plumbing leak altered the humidity and affected some of the original paint,’ Lauge Bekker said, breaking his silence. ‘The remedial work was done but there were no further explorations and the painting’s been hanging in a stabilized environment ever since, so there was no need to look. It only came in for a light clean ahead of the retrospective.’


Darcy was no conservator, but she knew ultraviolet light, although first used in fine art conservation from the early 1930s, hadn’t become commonplace until the 1980s.


She also immediately understood the importance of the discovery. Johan Trier was Denmark’s pre-eminent painter of the twentieth century; his former home was a tourist attraction in its own right and his brand was one of the country’s greatest exports. He had come to prominence in the 1920s and many of his paintings were recognizable the world over.


‘What a shame he overpainted this,’ she deplored, scrutinizing the ghostly image again. Many painters, obsessed with notions of their ‘legacy’, painted over what they considered to be inferior or lesser pieces.


‘Well, that’s what’s so exciting about this,’ Margit said with a direct look. ‘He didn’t. The portrait is painted on the reverse of the board. It’s not beneath Her Children, it’s on the back of it.’


‘Two paintings in one?’


‘Yes,’ Lauge said. ‘Unfortunately, initial investigation is suggesting the backing is made up of several sheets of board, which have been glued on –’


Glued? Darcy winced. Otto and Margit too.


‘– Meaning the portrait is sandwiched between the board layers.’


‘Is it reachable?’ Darcy asked.


‘That is certainly the great hope,’ Lauge Bekker said. ‘But it’s going to be painstaking work trying to remove it. Clearly we cannot risk any potential damage to Her Children and if it is deemed too risky, we’ll stop. If we have to choose between the two, then of course we’ll choose the bird in hand.’


‘Of course,’ Darcy nodded, staring still at the ghostly outline of the woman shimmering beneath the paint. Her Children was a flagship painting, appearing on postcards in the Academy’s gift shop, but for this portrait to remain trapped – hidden – under boards, would be such a shame too. There was something special about this woman; Darcy could feel it somehow, even though she could barely see her. ‘How long will it take to try to remove the backing?’


‘Ordinarily we’d be looking at a couple of months but with the retrospective coming up in the new year, we’re under extraordinary pressure to move more quickly.’ From the way Lauge’s eyes darted over to Kinberg, Darcy sensed tension between the two on the matter.


‘We’re deciding on a course of optimism,’ Margit said firmly. ‘It’s in everyone’s best interests to work towards the best-case scenario: unveiling a newly discovered Johan Trier masterpiece at the retrospective.’


‘Margit . . .’ Lauge frowned.


‘I know. It might not happen,’ she said, looking back at him sternly. ‘But we will certainly reach for it. We’re going to move as quickly as we can on all fronts.’


She turned the stare onto Darcy. ‘We’re making this a cross-organizational project. While Lauge’s team here work to release the board backings, the gallery’s conservation preparators will be commissioned to design and build a double-sided exhibition mount. We must have a way to display both paintings at once.’


‘Yes.’ Darcy waited with a gathering sense of anticipation to learn what her role would be in all of this. Clearly she hadn’t been called in simply to admire the discovery.


‘Which brings us to you, Darcy,’ Otto said, interjecting smoothly as if he could read her thoughts. ‘You won’t have met Ebbe Busk, our chief researcher – she’s on maternity leave until mid-March.’


‘I know the name.’


‘We’ve got someone covering for her on a part-time basis but they’re already fully occupied with prepping for the retrospective. We’ve put our heads together trying to think who would be next best qualified, as well as available at such short notice, and I thought of you.’


Darcy blinked. ‘Otto, I’m incredibly honoured, but I’m not employed by the Academy. From an insurance perspective—’


‘You won’t be in direct contact with the painting. And given that you are studying for a professorship and you have a special interest in the women artists of the period, you are best placed to take the reins on this.’


‘Is that woman an artist, then?’ Darcy asked, glancing at the portrait again.


‘Probably not, but the fact she was painted by the greatest artist of the day means she’s no unknown either. Patrons and artists move in interconnecting circles. I’m sure she’s only a step removed.’


Darcy swallowed, knowing exactly what was being asked of her here – and it was no small task. ‘But what about my thesis? My next deadline is—’


‘Negotiable. I’m your advisor. I’m happy to do the paperwork to push everything back a little, given these extraordinary circumstances.’


Margit cleared her throat. ‘Not to mention, this could help to boost your profile in the sector. Otto tells me you have already rediscovered a long-lost artist from the Skagen group?’


‘Yes, Katje Lange.’


‘Katje Lange, that’s right,’ Margit nodded. ‘Posterity recorded her as a farm labourer, I understand?’


Darcy nodded. Her entire master’s dissertation had hung upon proving that a small portfolio discovered in a farmhouse loft on the northern coast had been created by Katje’s hand and not her more famous husband’s, as had been the original presumption.


‘Her name would have slipped into obscurity but for your research putting her back on the map,’ Margit said pointedly.


‘And that’s what you want me to do here? Identify this woman, find her name?’


‘Find her name – and then dig out everything you can on her, Darcy. If we’re unveiling a hitherto unknown Johan Trier to the world, then we’ll need to work up a thorough biography. The coverage will be global.’


Darcy swallowed. On the one hand, this was a dream opportunity; on the other, with only a month till Christmas and five weeks till the retrospective, it was a giant headache.


‘At a first look, does the woman in the portrait look familiar to you?’ Otto asked her.


Darcy hesitated as she was put on the spot. She was surrounded by some of the most senior figures in the Danish fine art establishment and they wanted her expertise? There had certainly been no obvious, immediate recognition for her of the subject.


‘No . . . But I could certainly tell you who she isn’t,’ she said. Her thesis was focused on the lesser-known women artists contemporary to Trier, and off the bat, Darcy knew the woman in this painting wasn’t any of them. ‘She’s not Anna Felsing, Ingrid Hjort or Charlotta Juhl. Not Elsa Tobiassen, Dorrit Knudsen or Grete Caspersen. But it’s a very indistinct image at the moment. I would really need to get a higher-res version in order to study her properly . . .’


Otto nodded. ‘The imaging team is already on it.’


‘Okay.’ But Darcy was sceptical about the likelihood of it revealing much. How were they supposed to sharpen up clarity until the backings came off? Without a clear view of the painting, it was impossible to tell even this woman’s hair or eye colour. She was little more than a silhouette, a shadow from the past. How was Darcy supposed to find her when there had never been any record of this portrait even existing?


Margit must have read her hesitation because she cleared her throat, bringing attention back to her again. ‘Darcy, I appreciate that you are only a term into your residency at the Academy and your focus is on your PhD work. But I hope you understand the significance of this find – not only to the retrospective but to Danish culture in general.’


‘Of course. It’s an incredible opportunity. I feel honoured to be asked to be a part of it.’


‘Good.’


Darcy looked down again at the painting. The woman quivered like a mirage until Otto switched off the lamp and she was eclipsed once more, falling back into the depths.


The black curtains were drawn back, daylight falling in with alacrity.


‘Okay, well, now that we’re all up to speed, let’s get to work,’ Margit said, checking her watch. ‘I’ve got a press conference announcing the find in fifteen minutes, so brief your departments to direct all enquiries to the press team if you get any calls.’


Darcy watched everyone scatter, the timer already ticking.


‘Darcy, I’ve got some calls to make,’ Otto said. ‘But come to my office in an hour and we can talk through first steps?’


‘Sure.’


She watched him walk calmly across the workroom floor back to his office; the conservators pulling on their white gloves and lifting the Trier canvas with a care reserved for carrying injured fairies. Her own role was clear. She had one thing and one thing alone to do: identify a random woman who had lived a century earlier.


Give her a name. Give her a life.


Just find a ghost.










Chapter Three



Otto was still on the phone when Darcy knocked on his door sixty minutes later, but he beckoned her in and she took a seat opposite him, listening to him ‘mm’ and ‘mm-hmm’ down the line as someone else did all the talking.


A colour printout of the portrait lay on his desk and he reached over, handing it to her to study as the one-sided conversation continued.


Darcy stared at the image, trying not to feel dismay at the minimal uplift in clarity. The woman’s long hair was, unusually, not worn up in the fashion of the day, but seemed to be simply pulled back; her dress was high-necked and modest, not a society gown; a simple necklace gleamed at her throat. And it was impossible to read actual colours under the ultraviolet light. She couldn’t tell if the woman had black hair or brown; blue eyes or green or hazel. Normal identifying characteristics weren’t available to her and she was going to have to do this blind. No name. No face. And while she was experienced enough to know that if this woman had been painted by one of the country’s greatest painters, then there would be some sort of record of it somewhere, it was nonetheless almost a hundred years old. If the portrait had been hidden for all that time – if no one else had known it existed, even – what supporting evidence might have been destroyed or lost in the interim?


It was another moment before she realized Otto had finished his call and was watching her. Was her concern evident?


‘How are you feeling?’ he asked.


‘. . . Daunted.’ It pained her to give a negative answer, but her area of expertise was lost female artists, not their famous male counterparts.


‘Good. That’s the appropriate response,’ he nodded. ‘There’s no point in pretending it will be easy.’ He reached for the top file on his stack and handed it to her. ‘This is the standard bio we have on file for Trier. I assume you’ll be starting your search through him?’


‘I’ll have to,’ Darcy agreed. ‘He’s the only fixed point at the moment.’ She scanned the material. ‘Born 1895 in Aalborg; died 1974 in Paris, aged seventy-nine. Never married, no known children . . .’


‘That list shows his complete works – or rather, his known works – in chronological order.’


‘Okay. It says Her Children was painted and sold in August 1922, so he would have been . . .’ Darcy quickly did the maths. ‘He was twenty-seven when he painted it. Still pretty early on in his career.’ She looked up at Otto. ‘Logic would dictate that the portrait was painted first, before Children. Trier must have rejected it, turned the board over and then produced Children.’


‘I agree. Which gives us a fixed end date – the portrait was painted before August 1922.’


‘Great. So then, we’ve got our first fact,’ Darcy mused. ‘And would you agree that if the portrait couldn’t have been painted after 1922, it’s also unlikely to have been painted very long before that? Artists are invariably broke or tight. I doubt he’d have let the board go to waste for years and years, taking up 	space in the studio. It was probably painted no more than a few years before Children.’


‘We can’t be as certain of that, but yes, it’s more than likely. You should at least start with that narrow scope and widen it if nothing yields from those dates.’


‘Okay. Well, I assume Margit Kinberg’s involvement means I’m well placed to gain access to the National Gallery’s archives?’


‘The National Gallery?’


‘Yes – they must hold extensive material on Trier.’


‘They will, but actually, there’s somewhere better. Have you heard of the Madsen Foundation?’


‘No.’


‘Bertram Madsen was Trier’s patron back in the day; a rich industrialist. He gave Trier his big break. His daughter was a noted society beauty and he commissioned numerous portraits of his family for their many houses. He introduced Trier to all the great and good here and put him on the map – until they had a falling out, over Her Children no less.’


‘What kind of falling out?’


‘As patron, Madsen had first refusal on all his work. He had set up a studio for Trier at his summer house in Hornbaek, on the coast, and when Madsen saw an early draft of Her Children, he wanted it for the drawing room of his new mansion on Toldbodgade.’


‘I sense a but.’


‘But Trier sold it to a German tourist who was passing by the Hornbaek house – admiring the garden, of all things. Supposedly they got talking and by the time Madsen knew otherwise, Her Children was already across the border and in a private collection in Munich. It remained out of the country for the next thirty years.’


Darcy sat back, intrigued. ‘I never knew any of this.’


Otto shrugged. ‘It ended Madsen’s patronage at a stroke and things quickly soured for Trier here. The upper class closed ranks at what was seen as his betrayal. No more profitable society portraits were commissioned and he eventually ended up moving full time to France, where he lived between Paris and Languedoc.’


Darcy bit her lip. ‘It seems an extraordinarily short-sighted decision, selling Children to a random tourist.’


‘He must have made him an exceptional offer. Artists aren’t usually known for their long-term financial planning.’ Otto shrugged. ‘But perhaps Trier was also tiring of being Madsen’s puppet. Portraits were his cash cow but it was clear from everything he did afterwards that his heart lay with plein air landscapes. Her Children was his key out of those golden handcuffs, whether he had intended it or not.’


‘It sounds very bitter. Will they want to help out now? Especially when it concerns the painting that caused the split in the first place?’


‘Everything’s been long since forgiven. There was a rapprochement of sorts, albeit many years later. It was in the sixties, I believe. Bertram Madsen was long dead by then, but the eldest son, Frederik – I think seeing rising prices for Trier’s work on the international market – established an art foundation. They built a gallery on Stockholmsgade and have spent the past fifty years buying every Trier they can get their hands on. It’s a vanity project, I suppose: they were the original patrons, and with Trier now held in such high esteem in the Danish canon, they want that connection to be maintained. They’re the self-appointed gatekeepers of the Trier legacy once more.’


‘So they hold most of his source material, then? Not the National Gallery?’


‘Yes. They’ve got a very good archivist, Viggo Rask. He’s the man to see. I’ve put a call in already. He’s expecting you there tomorrow.’


‘Wow. Thanks.’


‘Time is against us,’ Otto said simply.


Darcy looked again at the printout of the portrait. Her eye kept falling to an indistinct shape on the woman’s left shoulder. ‘What do you think that is?’


Otto reached for the sheet and studied it too.


‘Hmm . . . Possibly a fox stole? They were fashionable at the time.’


Darcy grimaced. The shape was rounded. ‘So that would be its head?’


He shrugged. ‘They kept everything on back then: paws, head—’


‘Ugh, please don’t.’


‘Different times, Darcy.’ He watched as she slipped the printout into the Trier file and went to hand it back to him. ‘You can keep that, it’s for you.’


‘Thanks. Well, I guess I’d better make a start, then—’ She started to get up but he shook his head.


‘Before you go, there’s something else. Margit’s hosting an event tonight at the National. I appreciate it’s short notice, but you really should attend now you’re on this special project. Do you have plans?’


She hesitated. Erik the Property Developer had wasted no time in being first off the starting blocks and had asked her out tonight; he had to go to Dubai on business on Thursday and wanted to meet her before he left. ‘. . . Nothing firm.’


‘Good. It’s a private Patrons and Friends benefit – just drinks, but it will be a useful networking opportunity. Some of the executive team from the Madsen Foundation will be there, so it’s a good opportunity to show your face.’


‘Okay.’ She began to move again, but once more Otto shook his head.


‘One more thing. You should be aware of the political landscape.’


She frowned. ‘What do you mean?’


‘Things will appear friendlier than they actually are. Everyone will be all smiles tonight, but you should know there’s underlying friction. In any difficult economic climate, arts funding is always the first to be slashed, and the Ministry of Culture keeps announcing budget cuts. Margit’s under pressure to raise funds however she can.’


‘Hence the drinks party.’


‘Exactly. It keeps the benefactors sweet. But of course, the easiest and most effective way to raise a large sum of cash quickly is to sell assets, and Margit is under increasing pressure to compensate for the cuts in her budget. The Madsen Foundation is circling her.’


Darcy’s mouth opened a little as she realized where he was heading with this. ‘She’d sell them Her Children?’


‘Not if there’s breath in her body – so she says.’


‘Well thank God. It’s a national treasure. It belongs to the Danish people.’


‘On that we all agree. But the Madsen Foundation sees anything and everything to do with Johan Trier as theirs, and this discovery of a new painting is really going to get their blood up.’ He inhaled slowly. ‘They’ve worked closely with us on the retrospective, providing access to their collection, but don’t think it’s out of the goodness of their hearts. The parent company, Madsen Holdings, is preparing to float on the stock exchange in the new year, and they want whatever good publicity they can get to boost their list price. When you’re dealing with them, just remember that self-interest lies at the heart of everything they do. Ostensibly we’re all on the same side, but that doesn’t mean we’re on the same team. So tread carefully, and watch what you say. Never forget we have something they want.’


‘God,’ she muttered. ‘I had no idea it was all so cut-throat.’


‘The fine art world is a sixty-eight-billion-dollar market. It’s not just pretty pictures and sipping on champagne. It’s big business.’


‘Noted.’ Suddenly tonight’s drinks reception seemed less appealing. ‘Talking of sipping champagne, what’s the form later? Can I bring a plus-one?’ She didn’t relish the prospect of walking in on her own. Perhaps this could be a good setting for a first date, with the safety of a hundred strangers all around them.


‘Best not. These events can be conservative. An old-money crowd. You know the type.’


She didn’t – not personally – but he clearly meant they were the sort that bankrolled retrospectives, bequeathed gifts to museums and had their own boxes at the opera house. Flirty first dates between Raya matches were not it.


‘We’re only there to work, not have a good time.’


‘Got it.’ She got up at last and headed for the door.


‘And, Darcy – I take it you have a cocktail dress?’ Otto asked behind her, no doubt privately aghast at her mismatched running kit.


‘Of course,’ she lied.


‘Good. I’ll email you the details,’ he murmured, releasing her fully, and she rolled her eyes as she stepped into the corridor. She had nothing fancier to wear than a black tube dress that was distinctly more clubbing than cocktails. She would need to go out later and buy something suitable. It was another job to add to her to-do list, which was growing longer by the minute – and she still had a seminar to teach at four. She walked back down the corridor, past the faculty offices, the squeak of her trainers on the floor at a distinctly faster tempo than on the way in.










Chapter Four



‘Tonight’s not going to be possible, sorry. I have a work thing I can’t get out of.’


She checked the time. Seven twenty? The day had run away from her and it showed no sign of slowing down yet.


‘Do academics have evening work things? Surely the libraries are closed?’


‘Ha-ha. I’ve actually got to attend a fancy drinks reception.’


Did she have her lip liner in her bag? she wondered, rifling through the side pockets.


‘Skip it. Live a little.’


‘Can’t. Important people I have to meet for a special project I’m working on.’


‘How about afterwards?’


‘No idea when I’ll be out.’


She stared at her fingernails: clean, but unshaped and matt. There’d been no time for a manicure.


‘I’ve been to my fair share of fancy work events. They don’t exactly kick off. You’ll be done by ten. We could still meet for a drink after.’


‘I’m not sure. Maybe.’


‘Do you always play so hard to get?’


She sighed. She didn’t have time for a full-blown conversation right now.


‘No, just wary of making plans I can’t keep.’


‘I’m prepared to take the risk of a no-show . . . Besides, you’ll be all dressed up, won’t you? Shame to waste that effort on people you work with.’


She smiled. Female gaze.


‘Well, that is true.’


She stared at her reflection in the dressing-room mirror. Like her old clubbing dress, this one was black and strapless – but it was cut from velvet, not jersey, and had an ivory satin bandeau across the top. It didn’t show too much boob or back, but how short was too short? she wondered, feeling the skater’s hem graze her fingertips. It was expensive – far more than she wanted to spend on a last-minute purchase for work – and she wondered if Freja would go halves on it with her. Plus, if they shared the dress between them, she could get some new shoes too.


‘Where’s the party?’


‘At the National Gallery.’


‘That is fancy. How will I recognize you? What will you be wearing?’


She deliberated a moment, then took a photo of her reflection. ‘This.’


‘Wow!’


‘Thanks.’


‘I’ll definitely be waiting for you outside.’


‘No. I’m working. If I’m late . . .’


‘Then I’ll keep waiting, don’t worry about it. Gtg but I’ll see you later.’


He clicked off before she could argue out of it.


Darcey stared at the text exchange. She’d been on the app for all of half a day and already she had a date. Erik was determined, she’d give him that. Was that what made him so successful? He was decisive, a go-getter; she’d messaged to say she couldn’t see him and somehow he’d converted it into a win. He’d outpaced his competition by a country mile.


She clicked on Aksel the Vet’s latest message. He’d responded quite soon after Erik, but whereas the property developer had launched straight into action, Aksel had struck up conversation. They’d had a brief text exchange before her seminar as she waited for her students to arrive – nothing exciting and certainly not flirty, just the sort of small talk she always hated at dinner parties. Information-gathering exercises rather than genuine connections.


‘Have you ever visited South America?’


Darcy rolled her eyes, feeling herself prickle at the innocuous question. She resented this charade of courtesy, pretending to care about one another’s lives when invariably they both knew things between them would end the same way: once he’d got what he wanted he’d either cheat, ghost her or tell her he wasn’t ready for something serious. Well, neither was she. This project was going to take all her focus in the coming weeks and she didn’t have time to waste on chasing a fairy-tale myth. She would play the men at their own game: take what she needed and reserve her emotional energy for work alone.


She typed quickly.


‘Trekked Patagonia in my gap year. Machu Picchu too. Amazing. Would love to go back.’


That was a lie. It was a matter of once and done, as far as she was concerned. There were too many other places to see in the world to spend time retracing her own steps, but if it moved them along . . . Besides, men said what they thought women wanted to hear all the time.


‘I was thinking of visiting Stockholm in the next few weeks. Any recommendations?’


It was the perfect cue for him to offer to show her around himself. A dirty weekend away with a hot vet with soulful eyes instead of her ex would be all the closure she needed.


Max the Lawyer hadn’t responded. Was he too busy even to match, or was she just not his type? She prickled at the thought of being overlooked by him. There was no doubt he could have his pick –


She put the phone down, forcing herself not to dwell on the thoughts of a man she had never even met. Right now, he didn’t know she existed.


She looked back at her reflection with a sigh. Did she look appropriate for tonight’s grandees? Sexy enough for Erik? It would have to be one or the other; she couldn’t oblige both. She twisted her hair up into a loose chignon and stood on tiptoe. It definitely needed heels.


She texted her flatmate.


‘Want to go halves on this? You’ll need something fancy if Loverboy’s going to be taking you out.’


Freja’s response was almost instantaneous. ‘Love it! Done!’


Time!


She caught herself losing track again and unzipped the dress, throwing her clothes back on. The store would be closing soon and the shoe department was on the next floor up and the drinks reception was starting in ten minutes . . .


‘Shit-shit-shit,’ she hissed to herself, trying to get her arm through the inside-out sleeve of her jumper. She’d have to do her make-up and get changed in the toilets; a cab would only take ten minutes from here, so that should mean she’d arrive only fashionably late. And by then, hopefully, after Otto and anyone else she might know had arrived there.


A notification sounded, and she glanced at her phone as she threw the dress over her shoulder and darted out of the changing room.


‘Nightcap tonight?’


It was from Max the Lawyer. Talk of the devil!


She stopped dead in her tracks, feeling a jolt of euphoria that he had liked what he saw on her profile after all. Darcy had to admit, Freja had done a sterling job of pulling together the most flattering photos of her.


Darcy read the two words swimming before her. It was hardly a seduction, more of a proposition. No ‘Have you been to South America?’ from him; not even the ‘Hello’ Erik had managed, and she remembered the arrogance she’d read in his eyes. That air of self-importance. He was playing true to the form set up in his bio. No games here, at least.


Still, it felt nice to have a little win, and she sent back her own two-word reply – ‘Busy, sorry’ – before sliding the phone back into her bag with a sense of satisfaction and heading for the stairs.


Her new heels clicked on the limestone floor as she walked through the old galleries, in stark counterpoint to this afternoon’s hurried, rubbery squeak. She was a different creature entirely now, her work clothes stuffed into the backpack she had handed over in the cloakroom, her limbs bare, long hair pulled back in a bun instead of a ponytail, a red lip replacing flushed cheeks.


Men in dinner jackets walked past, their eyes travelling over her in silent appraisal as they spoke in low voices. It was well past eight – significantly later than she had hoped, but getting an Uber had proved tricky. The entire city was out tonight, it appeared, the first Christmas parties beginning to swing.


She walked through the Street of Sculptures, a contemporary glass-framed space that connected the original eighteenth-century gallery building to the uber-modern extension at the back. The reception was being held in the double-height events area, set down below a dramatic sweep of steps. It was like being in a Greek temple, everything white, vaulted and pristine, and she stood for a moment, taking in the scene playing out before her: waiters waltzing through the crowd with trays of flutes, guest mingling with apparent ease. The sense of money in the room was distinctive, like a nectar she could taste, a weight like gold. A string quartet was playing in front of the vast glass wall and for a moment Darcy wondered how this scene looked from the outside, as passers-by stared in from the park. Did she look like she fit in here? Could anyone tell this was a brand-new dress and that her shoes still had their stickers on the soles?


She saw Margit Kinberg in conversation with a group of men nearby but Darcy didn’t feel sufficiently well acquainted with her to walk up to her. She scanned the room, trying not to show her growing alarm that she didn’t recognize anyone, then felt herself sink with relief as she found Otto by the steps. His bald head was distinctive even in a room full of seventy-year-olds. Carefully, she picked her way down the stairs and through the crowd towards him. He was standing with a grey-haired woman in a gold jacquard suit and a portly man in glasses.


‘Good evening,’ Darcy said, catching his eye as she approached, but it seemed to take him a moment before he registered her.


‘Darcy,’ he said with surprise. ‘I was beginning to wonder if I’d missed you.’


‘Trouble getting a taxi,’ she smiled.


‘. . . Have you met Mr and Mrs Albert Salling?’


Salling? She recognized the name from a brass plaque in the university buildings.


Otto addressed his companions. ‘Darcy Cotterell is one of our PhD students, on secondment for a year from the Courtauld in London. We’re very lucky to have her in the department. Formidable researcher. She’s a great asset to the team.’


‘PhD, eh?’ Albert Salling said, taking her hand and holding it lightly. ‘Soon to be Professor Cotterell, then?’


‘That’s the plan, although I’ve a way to go yet.’


‘What is your field of study?’ Mrs Salling asked. There was a sapphire bracelet dangling from her skinny wrist.


‘Well, I’ve a particular interest in re-examining the output of female artists at the turn of the last century. So many were just ignored or allowed to fall into obsolescence. I’m trying to shine a light into those dark corners.’


‘How very current.’


Otto nodded. ‘Darcy is especially interested in the contradictions inherent in Danish art at that time when the Modern Breakthrough was espousing the rights of women – but it was men talking on their behalf.’


‘Well,’ Mrs Salling laughed lightly. ‘That’s certainly always been the case in our family.’


‘She has also been appointed as the lead researcher for the new Trier portrait,’ Otto said smoothly. ‘I’m sure you’ve heard about the discovery of the painting – on the B-side of Her Children, if you will?’


‘Indeed. Who could have missed it?’ Mr Salling replied. ‘It turned tonight into a very hot ticket. Will we be hearing more about it this evening? Margit looks like the cat that got the cream.’


‘She does, doesn’t she?’ Otto agreed. ‘But no, there’s really nothing more to see or tell at this point. The conservation team have got their work cut out trying to free the portrait.’


‘Have you had any luck yet?’ Mr Salling asked Darcy.


‘Well, today was only Day One—’


‘Ah, Otto – there you are.’ A manicured hand rested on Otto’s shoulder as Margit Kinberg herself came to join them, her cool smile rising like a moon behind him. ‘Albert. Valerie. How are you?’


Kisses on cheeks were exchanged with the Sallings. Old friends. Warm smiles. Otto swapped a glance with Darcy, as if reminding her of their conversation earlier.


‘Wonderful news on the discovery,’ Valerie Salling enthused.


‘Isn’t it? We’re delighted.’


‘I’m sure. What a thrill!’


Darcy smiled. They all sounded like proud grandparents.


‘We shall definitely have to make sure we’re back from the Bahamas for the opening night now,’ Albert Salling said. ‘What more do you know about it?’


Darcy felt her smile become fixed as the conversation retraced its steps. This was going to be a long evening. A waiter came up, seeing she had no drink, and she took a glass gratefully, resisting the urge to down it. The smile on Otto’s face had become fixed too and she wondered how many of these he had to attend, schmoozing the great and the good in the pursuit of donations and sponsorships. This was the reality, though – art had always been a rich man’s passion, and the deep pockets of people like the Sallings were an essential part of the scene.


Their small group opened up again as another unit of people wandered over to them and Otto was stirred from his inertia.


‘Helle,’ he said, drawing himself up. ‘The very person I hoped to see tonight. I have here the researcher I was telling you about, Darcy Cotterell. Darcy, this is Helle Foss – COO at the Madsen Foundation.’


‘A pleasure,’ Darcy said quickly, shaking hands with a diminutive woman in grey silk and pearls.


There was a pause before Helle Foss replied, ‘You’re very young.’


‘Lively brain, Helle,’ Otto said smoothly. ‘She makes connections quickly, researches thoroughly. Certainly one of the best minds I’ve come across.’


Darcy tried to mask her surprise. If that was true, it was the first she’d heard of it from him.


‘Indeed. Well, there’s a lot resting on your lively brain, Ms Cotterell.’


Margit and the Sallings were deep in conversation about the Venice Biennale, but Darcy saw Margit’s head turn ever so slightly in their direction and knew she wasn’t oblivious to the exchange.


Darcy smiled. ‘I feel honoured to have been tasked with such a great responsibility. I’m taking it very seriously.’


‘As you should. You’re English?’


She was taken aback by the older woman’s aloof manner. ‘Yes.’


‘You speak Danish very well.’ Helle Foss blinked slowly, scrutinizing her through beady eyes. Darcy couldn’t tell whether the woman didn’t like her because she was foreign or because she was dressed up. Did it undermine her professional credentials to look attractive too? Should she have covered her shoulders? Worn a longer skirt?


‘Thank you. My mother’s from here so we grew up bilingual, and of course it meant I was exposed to Danish art and culture from a very young age. It’s why I chose to pursue my PhD here.’


‘I see. Well, it’s reassuring to know that you have some emotional investment in the project.’


‘I do.’


‘And can you do it? Can you identify her?’


‘Yes, if I have access to the archives I need. Johan Trier is the key figure to investigate at this stage.’


‘Then the Madsen Foundation is entirely at your disposal. Have you met Viggo?’


‘Not ye—’


‘Rask!’ Foss tossed the call over her shoulder, and a man standing in the next group along turned. He was Darcy’s height, five foot six, with a thick grey beard, and unlike almost every other person in the room, he had genuinely friendly eyes.


Instinctively, Darcy smiled, but as Rask shuffled towards them, her gaze caught on another man who had been standing beside him. He was close to her own age – far closer than anyone else here – and so handsome, it came as a shock. Her smile died on her lips as their eyes locked.


Was that . . .?


‘Good evening,’ said Viggo Rask, coming to a stop in front of Darcy and drawing her attention away. He had a slight stoop, and was looking at her with open curiosity.


‘Viggo, this is the young academic who will be leading the research into the identity of the woman in the Trier portrait,’ Helle Foss said.


‘Darcy Cotterell,’ Darcy said, holding out her hand. She was acutely aware of the younger man’s gaze still upon her.


‘A pleasure to meet you, Professor.’


‘Oh, I’m not a professor – not yet,’ she said quickly, her eyes flitting in Otto’s direction. He didn’t stir.


‘Otto called me earlier. I understand we’re going to be seeing quite a lot of one another, you and I, in the coming weeks.’


‘Yes, it appears so.’


‘Viggo was the apprentice to the archivist who personally catalogued all our artefacts when the Foundation was established in 1961,’ Foss said. ‘Whatever you are looking for, he can find it for you.’


Darcy smiled and nodded. She just wished she knew what she was looking for. ‘Brilliant, thank you. I thought I’d make a start with you tomorrow?’


‘I’m there from seven,’ Viggo replied.


‘Seven? Wow, okay.’ Darcy still slept like a teenager and mornings were merciless to her. Getting to the library for nine felt like an accomplishment.


‘Once you get to my age, sleep becomes more a succession of quiet interludes than full-blown oblivion,’ he said, seeming to read her mind.


Darcy smiled, feeling relieved that he, not the formidable Foss, would be her principal point of contact. She looked up again to find the younger man still openly staring as his group carried on their conversation around him. She felt a hard buzz of static as their eyes met again across the room, excitement rippling through her at this unexpected flirtation. It was the last thing she had been expecting from this evening. Was she blushing? She wasn’t used to such obvious interest.


Reluctantly, she faced her companions again, reminding herself she was here to work.


‘How’s Lauge getting on?’ Viggo was asking.


‘They’ve made a start.’ Otto shrugged. ‘He’s not thrilled by the time pressures. You know Lauge.’


‘Indeed I do,’ Viggo chuckled. ‘I’ve seen how long it takes that man to finish a beer.’


Everyone chuckled with him, even Darcy, though her mind was not remotely on the conservation.


‘And where are you intending to start your investigations, Miss Cotterell?’ Viggo asked, turning his attention to her again.


‘Well, until we can capture a higher-resolution image of the portrait and take a clearer look at her face, I think my time is best spent investigating Trier in the few years before Her Children – identifying his social circle, his movements, that sort of thing.’


‘We have a great many of his letters and diaries, which may prove helpful – preparatory sketches and the like.’


‘That sounds ideal. I can’t wait to get started. It’s going to be a fascinating challenge,’ she said, glancing back in the direction of the handsome stranger – but he had gone.


Disappointment filled her at his sudden, glaring absence, and she scanned the room in search of him. The spark of excitement he had brought to the evening had lifted her momentarily, but now she found herself crashing back down to earth.


‘I assume there have been no similarly exciting new discoveries at the Madsen Collection?’ Otto was asking Helle.


‘Any more hidden paintings, you mean? Sadly not. We’re putting them all under the scanner to double check, but what are the chances?’


‘Well, if he did it once, why not again?’ Otto said in a reasonable tone, but Darcy caught the look on his face as he spoke and recognized the rivalry that flowed between them.


The conversation drifted onto other topics and Darcy found herself discussing the record recently set at Christie’s for a pair of Canalettos and the shift in the general art market from public auctions to private sales. People drifted in and out of their bubble, names exchanged and pleasantries passed, and the minutes began to slide past. Her glass was regularly refreshed, though she took only the barest of sips. When Viggo unapologetically checked the time on his old wristwatch, she was surprised to see it was almost ten.


‘Well, it’s time for this old man to get to his bed. It’s been a pleasure, all,’ he said to the group collectively, taking his leave. ‘And I’ll see you tomorrow, Ms Cotterell.’


‘Darcy, please.’


‘Darcy,’ he nodded.


She watched him go, feeling relief that she’d got through the evening successfully. Small talk wasn’t her forte; she wasn’t a political player. She liked a small social circle and meaningful interaction, but work demands increasingly meant that sometimes she had to step out of her comfort zone – as tonight.


‘I should head off too. I need a clear head for hitting the ground running tomorrow,’ she said to Otto, and he nodded his approval of her departure. She looked at Helle Foss. ‘It’s been a pleasure meeting you.’


‘Ms Cotterell,’ Foss nodded.


‘As you’re going to be at the Madsen for the rest of the week, let’s regroup in my office on Monday, our usual time,’ Otto said. This meant nine thirty, over coffee. He took his coffee, like his art, very seriously and wouldn’t dream of drinking from the vending machine. It was Ida who had given Darcy the details of his favourite coffee shop and how he liked it, and they now had a routine in which she would bring their coffees on the way in to the meeting.


‘Great.’ She was aware of eyes upon her as she ascended the steps and headed towards the Sculpture Street. The reception was beginning to break up, and a few people were already wandering around the statues as they slowly meandered towards the exit.


‘Darcy Cotterell.’


Turning her head in surprise, she saw the handsome stranger sitting on one of the benches between the statues. He put his phone away and got up, walking towards her with the same steady expression he’d worn downstairs.


‘Yes.’ She swallowed, trying not to betray the effect he had on her as he approached. It was like waiting for a tiger to come out from the trees, his confidence seeming to strip her of hers. ‘Have we met?’ she asked, seeing how he slipped his hand into his trouser pocket. His suit was expensive; well cut, and he moved with a self-assured manner. Was he another rich patron? Used to owning everything he wanted?


‘Not yet.’ He stopped in front of her. Even though she wore heels, he was several inches taller than her. ‘You were very popular this evening.’


‘I wouldn’t have said so,’ she demurred.


‘I would. These things are usually like death. You brought the average age down by at least twenty years.’


‘As did you.’ He couldn’t be more than a few years older than her.


He shrugged, holding the eye contact, and she felt the tension between them tighten. On the one hand, it felt odd that they were talking as though they were picking up a conversation that had been interrupted. On the other, it didn’t feel strange at all. ‘Leaving?’


‘Yes.’ But she wished she wasn’t.


‘I’ll walk you out.’


She wished he wouldn’t. Suddenly she wanted to stay.


‘. . . So what brought you here this evening?’ she asked as they fell into step, his hand resting lightly on the small of her back so that a blush of goosebumps bloomed over her arms.


‘Business.’


She swallowed. There was always a distinction to be made between those who did business and those who merely worked. ‘And what is it you do?’


There was a pause. ‘I push paper around at Madsen Holdings.’


She glanced at him in surprise, catching an excellent view of his profile. His bone structure was admirable – heavy dark brows, hooded blue eyes, a fleshy mouth. But for his pale skin and dirty blond hair, he could have been Greek.


‘Oh! I was just talking to—’


‘Helle and Viggo. Yes, I saw.’ A smirk twitched on his lips. ‘I’m afraid she hates you.’


Darcy was shocked at his bluntness. ‘Why would you say that?’


‘Because you’re young and beautiful and clever, and she’s only ever been one of those things.’


‘Young?’


‘No, clever.’ He caught her eye with a sly look. ‘I swear she was born sixty years old.’


Darcy gave a sudden laugh and he looked pleased by it.


‘Anyway, she’ll get over it. She’ll have to, seeing as you’re going to be a regular visitor now.’


She frowned, hating being on the back foot like this. ‘How is it you know so much about me?’


They were walking through the old galleries now: dark-painted rooms with glass roofs, the historic masterpieces moodily lit, uniformed security guards standing at their posts. Her heels tapped on the stone floor, steady and regular.


‘Like I said, you were popular this evening. Everyone’s talking about the new find and that’s put you in the spotlight. All eyes are on you. Daunted?’


She swallowed. ‘Yes.’


She hadn’t intended to be honest; the admission had just fallen from her, and she felt the pressure of his hand increase on her back slightly. ‘You’ll do it.’


For reasons she couldn’t explain, his confidence seemed to reassure her.


They walked in silence for several moments and she wondered what was coming next. Because if he led her straight to his car, she would get into it. There was something about him that tore down her usual reserves. A current that ran between them, threatening to pull her feet out from under her.


She didn’t believe in love at first sight, but lust . . . That she could go with.


Her heart began to pound in anticipation of his next move. He had clearly been waiting for her, and his body language broadcast the illusion that they were together. They walked over to the cloakroom desk and she handed over her ticket. While the attendant disappeared to get her coat and backpack, she turned to look straight at him, only to find he was already watching her.


‘Are you going to tell me your name?’


‘Do I need to?’ He blinked slowly. ‘When you already know.’


She felt the heat come into her cheeks as confirmation was given. So it was him. She hadn’t been entirely sure. She looked back at him, recognizing that cocksure stare that had antagonized her on screen. She had sensed arrogance and it had riled her, and yet, in his presence, it came off differently. Confidence, self-assurance . . . ‘Max the Lawyer?’


He smiled, bemused at the title.


At what point, she wondered, had he recognized her? Almost immediately – as for her? – or had it only come as her name had carried on the crowd? ‘But you said you work at Madsen Holdings.’


‘Yes. I’m a corporate lawyer there.’


‘Oh.’


‘Oh,’ he echoed, his gaze falling to her lips. Subtlety wasn’t his strong suit and she found she didn’t care. In fact, she liked his directness. It was everything Lars – evasive, non-committal, deceitful – hadn’t been.


‘Miss?’


The moment was broken by the attendant coming back with her coat and bag. ‘Thank you,’ she murmured, looking away from Max.


‘Want some help with that?’ he asked, as she looped her jacket – the turquoise puffa she wore for running – over her arm. His eyebrow arched fractionally at the sight of it. It was an incongruous pairing with her cocktail dress but little did he know how her day had unravelled. She had been on the fly since her lunch with Freja.


‘No, thanks . . . I ran in this morning,’ she said, by way of explanation of the coat.


He nodded. ‘Still, it’s cold outside and you’re not wearing very much.’ His gaze fell to the sweep of her bare shoulders before coming back to her again.


‘It’s fine, I’ll catch a cab,’ she said, heading for the doors but already waiting – hoping – for his next suggestion to share a car with him.


It came.


‘Or we could get that nightcap – now you’re no longer busy.’ He held her gaze and she remembered her abrupt response to his equally short message. Perhaps they were as bad as each other?


The door was opened by one of the porters. ‘Good night,’ the man said as they passed out onto the steps. Immediately the northern chill asserted itself and she shivered.


‘Here.’ He went to shrug off his jacket. Gentlemanly. Seductive.


‘Darcy!’


The voice rang out from somewhere in the darkness and she looked down to see a man standing beside a taxi, waving at her.


Oh, God. She had completely forgotten. She looked back at Max, but in that single moment, his jacket had already been shrugged back onto his shoulders.


‘But you’re still busy, I see.’ He held her gaze for a moment and she saw frustration, irritation even, in his eyes.


‘I . . .’ She couldn’t think of what to say. She wanted to tell him it was nothing, that she’d never even met that man before, that she didn’t want him – not over Max. She wanted to tell Erik to sling his hook, but Max was already stepping back and reaching for his phone, a distant smile on his lips.


‘It was a pleasure meeting you, Darcy. Have a nice night.’


She watched him turn and go down the steps, his phone against his ear.


It all happened so fast. One minute she was in his orbit, the next, flung out with dizzying speed.


‘Kristina?’ His voice was low, already distant, but she swore she heard him say the name as he headed towards a waiting black car, a driver opening the glossy passenger door as he neared. In the next instant he had disappeared inside, gone from her sight, and she felt again as she had when he had left the party earlier: deflated, as if the sun had been plucked from the sky.


‘Darcy!’ Erik called, waving frantically again as the car pulled away into the night. ‘Over here!’


‘Fuck,’ Darcy said under her breath, shrugging on the running jacket after all and heading down the steps towards her dreaded date.




OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
.' . e e
40 0 i S SUNDAY TIMES > .
S 4 - BESTSELLER . °°" ° " o)

-}.' a r 6 n .. ; ..

All l \X/ant FOr
Chrlst;mas

...,‘ ..0.

;-/' . A maglcal c1ty A date For the holldays

SANTA MONTEFIORE

»v Beautlfully told by one oF our most talented writers' ""

]





OEBPS/xhtml/toc.xhtml






		Cover



		Title page



		Contents



		Dedication page





		Chapter One



		Chapter Two



		Chapter Three



		Chapter Four



		Chapter Five



		Chapter Six



		Chapter Seven



		Chapter Eight



		Chapter Nine



		Chapter Ten



		Chapter Eleven



		Chapter Twelve



		Chapter Thirteen



		Chapter Fourteen



		Chapter Fifteen



		Chapter Sixteen



		Chapter Seventeen



		Chapter Eighteen



		Chapter Nineteen



		Chapter Twenty



		Chapter Twenty-One



		Chapter Twenty-Two



		Chapter Twenty-Three



		Chapter Twenty-Four



		Chapter Twenty-Five



		Chapter Twenty-Six



		Chapter Twenty-Seven



		Chapter Twenty-Eight



		Chapter Twenty-Nine



		Chapter Thirty



		Chapter Thirty-One



		Chapter Thirty-Two



		Acknowledgements



		The Last Summer

		Chapter One







		About the Author



		Also by Karen Swan



		Copyright page











Guide





			Cover



			Title page



			Contents



			 Chapter One













		iii



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		270



		271



		272



		273



		274



		275



		276



		277



		278



		279



		280



		281



		282



		283



		284



		285



		286



		287



		288



		289



		290



		291



		292



		293



		294



		295



		296



		297



		298



		299



		300



		301



		302



		303



		304



		305



		306



		307



		308



		309



		310



		311



		312



		313



		314



		315



		316



		317



		318



		319



		320



		321



		322



		323



		324



		325



		326



		327



		328



		329



		330



		331



		332



		333



		334



		335



		336



		337



		338



		339



		340



		341



		342



		343



		344



		345



		346



		347



		348



		349



		350



		351



		352



		353



		354



		355



		356



		357



		358



		359



		360



		361



		362



		363



		364



		365



		366



		367



		368



		369



		370



		371



		372



		373



		374



		375



		376



		377



		378



		379



		380



		381



		382



		383



		384



		385



		386



		387



		388



		389



		390



		391



		392



		393



		394



		395



		396



		397



		398



		399



		400



		401



		402



		403



		404



		405



		406



		407



		408



		409



		410



		411



		412



		413



		414



		415



		416



		417



		418



		419



		420



		421



		422



		423



		424



		425



		426



		427



		428



		429



		430



		431



		432



		433



		434



		435



		436



		437



		438



		439



		440



		441



		442



		443



		444



		445



		446



		447



		448



		449



		450



		451



		452



		453



		454



		455



		i



		iv











OEBPS/images/logo.jpg





