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            To part is to die a little: Gloucestershire, September

            
            
         

         
         
         It wasn’t even my school fête. If I had children, which I don’t, they wouldn’t be at this school.

         
         
         
         
         An obese little girl of about ten looked up at me through round spectacles. Behind her, in a pen of hurdles, an exceptionally dirty sheep met my eye. Its greyish back glistened with moisture. ‘Guess the weight of the sheep, miss?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘What if I get it right?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘You get a leg.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘What of? That one?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Nah, it’s in the freezer.’

         
         
         
         
         I plucked a figure out of the air and handed over my fifty pence, wrote my name and phone number on one half of a raffle ticket and gave it to the child. Across the field, my friend Caroline and a comprehensively mackintoshed woman stood chatting outside the fancy dress tent, where Caroline’s daughters were competing. I threaded my way through the stalls towards them. When I’d told her about Joe, she hadn’t known what to say – the first time that had happened in twenty years of friendship. Condolences? Congratulations? Who whom? ‘When was this?’ she’d eventually asked, cautiously.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Today. He left this morning.’ It sounded completely unreal. Maybe it wasn’t true after all.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Where’s he gone?’

         
         
         
         
         I found this query, harmless enough in itself, oddly annoying – probably because I didn’t know the answer. He’d just said, ‘I’ll be OK’ – something I didn’t doubt and hadn’t asked. He was having his mail redirected. ‘I don’t think there’s anyone else,’ I said, in answer to the question she tactfully had not put. I didn’t believe it, either. I asked if I could come and stay. Just for a little while, till my head got sorted.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Long as you like. I could do with some adult company. David’s away as usual.’

         
         
         
         
         I floated numbly through endless meetings followed by a Hogarthian private view at which all the familiar faces seemed suddenly to transmute into gargoyles. A psycho-chemical bomb took me through the night, its effects last-ing handily until well into Friday morning. Then there were some catalogue proofs to be checked before being rushed off to the printer. And finally I was off, into the Friday evening traffic, inching my way through a solid river of cars. Only when I turned off towards Cinderford and its shabby rows of coalminers’ cottages did the flow finally thin. I slowed down behind a meandering sheep and opened the window, trying to take deep, calming breaths. Then I shut it again. The air here, though pure, was noticeably chillier than London. All those exhaust fumes really keep you warm.

         
         
         
         
         The green hills of the Marches rose all around, and a blue-black western sky promised another spectacular bout of precipitation. The field buzzed with excitement as people bought each other’s pots of jam.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Did you genuinely not have any idea?’ Caroline asked when I arrived. ‘Surely you can’t really have thought it would last. He’s such a bastard.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘A charming bastard, that’s the trouble.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Honestly, Reggie, you are so hopeless about men. I’m always amazed, someone as bright as you.’

         
         
         
         
         It’s true. Who else could have fallen for Joe’s opening gambit? I’m on my second wife, he said the day we met, but I’m looking for a third. What could be more disarmingly frank? And what normally sane person would not have drawn the obvious conclusion – that no sooner would he have found his third than he’d be looking for a fourth, and then, doubtless, a fifth? Yet three months later he moved in. And now I was actually surprised, not to say distraught, that he’d moved out. And, doubtless, on.

         
         
         
         
         ‘I knew things weren’t that good, obviously. But it didn’t seem particularly serious. No more than usual. I suppose I’ve been a bit distracted, trying to get the feel of things at the Gallery.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Of course, the new job. How’s it working out?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Great – I’m really enjoying it. Or I will, once I get back to enjoying anything.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘You will,’ Caroline said firmly. ‘That’s the unnerving thing about you, Reg. The way you get on top of stuff. Look at you now.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘What d’you mean, look at me now? I’m a wreck.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Of course you are. But imagine what I’d be like if David walked out. At my wits’ end.’

         
         
         
         
         If I were married to David I’d be at my wits’ end, counting the minutes until he left the house in the morning so that I could awake from my stupor of boredom. Perhaps that was why Caroline chose to live in the country – it meant he’d be away more often than not. On the other hand, he was a good man. Unlike Joe. ‘Luckily he never will.’
         

         
         
         
         
         ‘I sincerely hope not,’ she agreed gravely.

         
         
         
         
         At least there weren’t any children. When we’d first got together Joe had talked about our possible children. Don’t you sometimes wonder what they’d be like. For a while I almost felt broody. It would still have been possible, just. But in the cut-throat world I then inhabited – I worked for an auction house, it was before I moved to the Gallery – children seemed unimaginable. In any case, even I, in my then state of besottal, could see Joe was not ideal father material. He already had three offspring. He was fond of them, naturally, but it seemed fairly clear even then that the main impetus to procreation as far as he was concerned was the primitive pleasure of peopling the world with Joe-lets. Later, as the years went on and we remained together, I began to think again. But by then he’d lost interest in that particular idea.

         
         
         
         
         To breed or not to breed? As we climbed the career ladder, Caroline in her law firm, me in the auction house, our discussions led so invariably in that direction that it became almost a joke. Then she met David and had Rosie and Lina: pop pop. And David’s lawyerly earnings (by then he was a full partner) meant she didn’t need to work, so she declined the juggling act. Law may be lucrative, but it’s a slog. So, of course, are babies, but at least they’re your own slog. She decided she’d rather look after them herself than hand them over to some alien teenager. My job, on the other hand, was not a slog. It was demanding, but that’s a different thing. By the time Caroline had Lina, I was authenticating and valuing and travelling all over the world. The day I realized the decision was out of my hands was a relief in a way. It was like losing your virginity (in the good old days when that mattered), or getting married. You can stop worrying about that and get on with other things.
         

         
         
         
         
         Other things, other things, where were they now I needed them?

         
         
         
         
         Next time I looked at the fancy dress tent, Caroline had vanished. There was a burst of applause from within: someone had evidently won something. Beside me, a second-hand book stall was piled with what looked to be the results of a house clearance – a tottering mound of sheet music, some battered cookbooks, a 1972 manual of antiques with price guidelines, a collection of postcards. Someone’s grandparents must have died. There was also a heap of old magazines – Life and Picture Post. I glanced through them, caught as always by the photographs, and suddenly there it was: a pamphlet whose black-and-white cover showed an unframed picture leaning against a white wall, overprinted with a legend in bright red mock-handwriting: Partir, c’est mourir un peu, Martyr, c’est pourrir  un peu. Inside, each page contained a photo of the same picture, in a variety of different locations.
         

         
         
         
         
         Impossible. But when I looked again, the pamphlet was still there. I felt that all-over prickling, that sensation of total focus, that occurs when you find it – the real thing, lurking unsuspected. Still disbelieving, I picked the pam-phlet up and turned it over. Surely it couldn’t be?
         

         
         
         
         
         It was. Slightly discoloured, but otherwise perfect: not a mark, not a tear, not a missing page. As incongruous as some brilliant Brazilian swallowtail suddenly caught in a flock of cabbage whites. I flicked through its pages. Lodged in the centre fold was a yellowing press cutting, the paper crumbling at the edges. It was in French, a paragraph clipped from the faits divers:
         



         
         
         
         
         Yesterday, at 72 rue d’Assas, a body was found hanging, later identified as that of Robert de Beaupré, 22. Nearby was a copy of a pamphlet containing photographs of Caravaggio’s ‘St Cecilia and the Angel’, which it may be remembered was recently stolen from the Louvre, together with a short note. M. de Beaupré was a member of one of France’s most respected families. Why such a young man, with his life before him and everything to live for, should have met such an end, is something we shall probably never know. But perhaps his death is a measure of the degenerate influence of some of the so-called ‘artistic’ groups currently at work in our country, whose freedom of action may appear to some altogether excessive.



         
         
         
         
         I slipped the cutting back into the pamphlet and looked for a price, but there didn’t seem to be one. Holding it out to the stallholder, a lugubrious man in a fawn cable-knit sweater that might have doubled as a pregnancy smock, I said, ever so casually, ‘How much is this?’

         
         
         
         
         He reached for it, turned it over unenthusiastically, flipped through it, considered: some weird collection of photos of the same picture. Was it possible you could be in the business and not recognize a nugget like this when you saw it? But perhaps he wasn’t a professional, just a parent dutifully manning his allotted stall. ‘One fifty?’

         
         
         
         
         I wondered whether he meant one hundred and fifty, but didn’t ask. No point putting ideas into his head. Instead, I fumbled in my purse and held out the coins. I could prob-ably have got it for less, if I’d tried. He handed over the pamphlet without even bothering to meet my eyes, reflecting, perhaps, on the amazing things people will pay good money for.

         
         
         
         
         Caroline came up. ‘Something interesting?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Maybe.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Rosie won second prize.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘So shall we go before that sky gets here?’

         
         
         
         
         At Caroline’s I had my assigned roles: godmother, gossip, cook. She turned on the news while I cut up apples. Every year she had this problem with excess apples, and every year, if I visited during apple time, I made her favourite dish – pheasant à la normande, with apples and cream. In the Middle East people were killing each other; in France, black and brown youths were rioting because liberté, égalité and fraternité only extended to those with pink skins. In Britain the government had problems with teenagers, and was considering locking up everyone between the ages of fourteen and twenty.
         

         
         
         
         
         I was browning the pheasant when my mobile rang. My heart gave an almost clinical leap. He hadn’t really meant it, it had all been a terrible misunderstanding.

         
         
         
         
         An unknown voice said, ‘Mrs Lee?’

         
         
         
         
         Actually it’s Doctor, or Ms, but I didn’t quibble.

         
         
         
         
         ‘You guessed the weight of the lamb,’ the voice offered. 

         
         
         
         
         It seemed highly unlikely. ‘Are you sure?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Quite sure. Your leg’s waiting for you.’

         
         
         
         
         I thought about the sad sheep and felt glad it was still, for the moment, intact. I also realized that this was the first time I’d thought about Joe since finding the pamphlet. Caravaggio’s Angel to the rescue. Again.

         
         
         
         
         My hero.

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         2

         
         
         
         
         London, March

         
         
         
         
         ‘How clever of you to have spotted it,’ said the Director. ‘I’m not at all sure I’d have realized, myself.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Oh, well, that picture’s always been one of my favourites.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Really?’ He raised his eyebrows. He didn’t quite say Extraordinary, but I could sense it hovering there. The St Cecilia was popular with customers at the time: commissioned in 1605 as an altarpiece, it caught the eye of other potential buyers, and the artist made two copies, one for the private collection of his patron Cardinal Francesco Del Monte, one for Marcantonio Doria. But there’s no denying it’s one of his more run-of-the-mill productions. Perhaps he got bored, wanted to move on to something else.
         

         
         
         
         
         That was one of the many mysteries surrounding Partir, c’est mourir un peu. Why, out of all the pictures in the Louvre, pick that one? It wasn’t famous or symbolic like the Mona Lisa, which had been so resoundingly stolen from the same gallery twenty-eight years earlier. Far from it. At that time, no one thought much of Caravaggio – not even at his his best. Nowadays, of course, the art world can’t get enough of him. So modern, darling – that astounding naturalism and originality, that sense of theatre. And of course that undisguised sexuality – all those pouting boys. But in 1937 the St Cecilia was a second-rank work by a little-regarded painter.
         

         
         
         
         
         ‘I used to look at it when I went to stay with my grand-mother. My mother’s mother. She lived in Paris.’

         
         
         
         
         My grandmother lived on avenue Foch, and she’s the one I have to blame for my monstrous first name. I think my parents hoped that calling me after her would encourage her to leave me something in her will. And so she did: five hundred pounds, or its equivalent in francs, like all the other grandchildren. I was fourteen at the time – I couldn’t understand my parents’ disappointment. Five hundred pounds seemed like a lot of money to me. But none of us ever saw any actual dosh. She very sensibly spent everything before she died. And more. The apartment only just covered the debts. So I was Regina in vain.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Why don’t we go to the Louvre?’ said my mother one rainy afternoon. ‘I haven’t been there for years.’ And there it was – love at first sight: my first experience of the trans-forming power of art. At that time I had a sort of ongoing romantic serial story that ran inside my head at night before I went to sleep, and from that moment the Angel was one of its chief protagonists (the other, I need hardly add, not being St Cecilia). Of course I knew nothing then about Caravaggio – least of all his supposed sexual orientation. I probably didn’t know such a thing as sexual orientation existed. But whichever way that Angel swung he was a sexy creature. He appears in several of Caravaggio’s pictures, doubtless one of his fancy boys. In this one he is naked to the waist, with pouting lips, gleaming muscular shoulders and macho black-feathered wings. He hangs in mid-flight in the picture’s top left-hand corner, while from the lower right St Cecilia gazes over her shoulder into his eyes. She is dressed as a Roman aristocrat in a rich red silk dress, low-cut and trimmed at the shoulders with white fur, and surrounded by the instruments that denote her identity: in her hands a lute, at her feet a violin and an open music book, behind her a harp. A mysterious ray, possibly the light of holiness, emanates from the picture’s top left-hand corner, suffusing the Angel and bathing St Cecilia in its glow. I remember thinking what a ninny she looked. He was wasted on her. I couldn’t take my eyes off him.
         

         
         
         
         
         Later, when I did art history, I naturally gravitated towards Caravaggio. That’s when I first came across Partir, c’est mourir un peu.
         

         
         
         
         
         Everyone assumed the Surrealists had done it – every-thing about the affair carried their stamp. But they never claimed it, and no one ever knew for sure. In fact it was a while before anyone even noticed it had gone. The thief or thieves left an On Loan sign in the space where it had previously hung, and people thought no more about it. Then three days later two photographs were posted to Le Figaro. One showed the picture, still in its frame, leaning against the wall beneath the On Loan sign; in the second it was unframed but still on its stretcher, propped against the fountain in the Jardin du Luxembourg. Above it a board read: Partir, c’est mourir un peu, Martyr, c’est pourrir un peu, which might be translated as ‘To part is to die a little, Martyrs get high a little’.

         
         
         
         
         Over the next six weeks, fifteen of these teasing photo-graphs appeared. The picture seemed to be engaged in a sort of dance, zigzagging from one side of Paris to the other: beside the canal de l’Ourcq, on a stone picnic table in the forest of Fontainebleau, at St Germain-en-Laye, propped against a baluster on the great terrace overlooking Paris, in front of a market stall in rue Mouffetard . . . By this time, of course, the police were involved. But they never caught the photographer/thief at his audacious work. It was whispered, though no one knew quite where the whisper started, that all the photos had been taken before anyone even realized the picture had gone. There was nothing on the usual art-theft grapevines – the inevitable gossip, of course, but no real information. The insurance company offered a reward for any information leading to its recovery. But no one replied.

         
         
         
         
         And then one day towards the middle of June, it re-appeared. When the attendant arrived, the canvas, no longer on its stretcher but otherwise undamaged, was waiting for him on a chair. Beside it was a sheet of paper. On one side, a typed message said Thanks for the loan; the other bore the familiar punning couplet: Partir, c’est mourir un peu, Martyr, c’est pourrir un peu.

         
         
         
         
         The same day, an anonymous booklet appeared in all the left bank bookshops. On the cover, the mysterious legend was splashed redly over a hitherto unseen photograph of the picture, propped against an anonymous white wall. Inside, without comment, was the sequence of photo-graphs that had been sent to Le Figaro.
         

         
         
         
         
         About a month later, on 12th July, the affair took a further and decidedly sinister turn. That day the body of the Surrealist poet and painter Robert de Beaupré was dis-covered hanging in his studio at 72 rue d’Assas. On the table beside the body lay a copy of the pamphlet, and a note which read: Partir, c’est mourir un peu.
         

         
         
         
         
         After that people assumed Beaupré had stolen the picture, though of course he might simply have co-opted the incident for his own ends. Either way, his death gave the affair a certain poetic completeness. André Breton’s subsequent essay on the beauty of violent death became one of Surrealism’s classic writings, and Beaupré took his place in the Surrealist suicides’ pantheon. As for the book-let, it soon became a collector’s item. Only one hundred were printed, of which most soon vanished, as such things do. The copy I had found at the fête was one of the few that remained.

         
         
         
         
         At the auction house, that would have been the point: rarity equals cash. But I’d got tired of the money bit. Surely there had to be more to art than what it was worth? From where I presently stood, in a dingy office with a view of rooftops and drainpipes and unimpeded aural access to the soundstage that is now Trafalgar Square, my pamphlet possessed ramifications and possibilities. If one were to bring the three versions of the Caravaggio together, they might make the core of a good small exhibition. They had never been seen together, and the Surrealist link offered rich possibilities for associated exhibits. When I got back from Caroline’s, I spent the morning concocting a proposal. Then I forgot about it, and took on enough work to drown thought.

         
         
         
         
         I found the Director lurking by a window – one of three, he could take his pick. Sir Anthony Malahide, no less, though no one called him that – he was either Tony or TM. The younger staff members tied themselves in knots to avoid addressing him by name. I, however, had no difficulty in this respect. He’d been a graduate student when I was in my first year at university. We’d even had a mild flirtation, though it never came to anything. Sex wasn’t his bag, or not of any variety I could offer. Anyhow, he wasn’t my age-group. Even in his twenties he was middle-aged. Now he really was middle-aged, it suited him beautifully. ‘Oh, Reggie,’ he said, his rising intonation suggesting, as always, that this wholly expected and prearranged visit was in fact a delightful surprise. ‘Thanks for coming. I’m afraid I don’t seem to see very much of you – you know how it is . . . I hope you’re enjoying life here?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Absolutely,’ I said politely, which as far as professional life went was perfectly true. ‘Glad you liked my idea.’ That was when we had the conversation about my grand-mother.

         
         
         
         
         He emerged from his window and sat down behind his desk, a vast mahogany number. On it there was a copy of my proposal, something that looked like, and almost certainly was, a Roubiliac bust, and a phone. Nothing else. He tapped the proposal. ‘What do you think?’

         
         
         
         
         I sat down myself, in a large leather armchair. He knew what I thought. That was why I was there. But it was always like that with Tony. Before you could start the actual minuet there were necessary flourishes to be got through, bows and curtseys and ornamental figures. ‘I think it could be rather good,’ I said, after due consideration.

         
         
         
         
         ‘The Louvre,’ he went on, as if I hadn’t spoken. ‘You’ll need to talk to Antoine Rigaut. He’s in charge of their Italian collection. Do you know him?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘I know the name, obviously. I don’t think we’ve actually met.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Oh well, I can help you there. And the Getty should be fairly straightforward. About this other one, though. Private hands, I think you say.’ He pulled the proposal towards him and put on his spectacles. Another dance move: he knew perfectly well what was in it.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Yes.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Any idea where?’

         
         
         
         
         You had to hand it to old Tony. He might seem vague, but of course that was just a front – vagueness doesn’t get you the top job. And true to form he’d unerringly fingered the weak point in my apparently seamless proposal. There certainly were three versions of the picture. The commission for the Santa Cecilia altarpiece was documented, as was its removal by Berenson three hundred years later. We know Del Monte had one because the Barberini family paid 900 scudos for it when the Del Monte collection was sold after the Cardinal’s death in 1655. And when the Getty bought theirs, that was the first time it had left the Doria palazzo since its well-attested delivery there by the painter himself. Two of these pictures were shown in a Caravaggio exhibition at an independent gallery in 1952, soon after his return to fashion: the one now in the Louvre and the Del Monte/Barberini version. The exhibition’s catalogue, how-ever, listed only a ‘private collection’, with no further details. Since this was in Paris, it seemed possible the collection might be in France. But the gallery’s owner had died in 1990, and I hadn’t yet been able to locate anyone else who had had anything to do with the show. There were no auction records for such a picture, and it had made no further appearances. Nor was it on any registers. Finding it would be just the kind of coup that draws the public: long-lost picture identified, the newspapers would be all over us. But without it, my exhibition didn’t really exist.
         

         
         
         
         
         I looked him in the eye. ‘I think I may be on its track.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Good. Excellent. Let me know how it goes. As soon as you find it, we can set a date.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Should I pursue the others in the meantime?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Why don’t you? Then when the time comes we’ll be ready to go.’

         
         
         
         
         Now that the business part of the interview was over he actually looked at me (rather than my feet, or the view of Trafalgar Square) for the first time since I’d entered the room. ‘I gather you split up with Joe.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Yes – in September.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘I’m sorry to hear that. I always thought you two seemed rather well suited. Ah well.’ He grinned, and for a second became once more the young man I’d known. ‘Perhaps this’ll help take your mind off it. Best of luck. And don’t forget to keep me up to date.’

         
         
         
         
         The Surrealists were great believers in chance and co-incidence. And that was how I saw the pamphlet: a sort of rainbow, a sign of hope from heaven. Something to cling on to. Even if it didn’t lead me back to Joe, it might be a way to get over him. All I need do was follow its trail – with any luck to the third Caravaggio, or we were sunk. ‘You’re not still on about that exhibition of yours?’ people would say later. They clearly thought I was slightly unbalanced, and they were probably right. What pushed me on during those months had very little to do with rationality.

         
         
         
         
         I assured the Director that I’d keep him abreast of every development, and left his office feeling better than for weeks.

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         3

         
         
         
         
         Paris, June

         
         
         
         
         Joe and I had agreed not to contact each other for six months – ‘to let things simmer down,’ as he put it. I bit my lip and held out, though his by-line was a constant painful reminder that somewhere in the city he continued to flourish. When the six months ended, he didn’t phone. I let a week pass, then grew tired of waiting and called him at work. It was so easy. Just press a few buttons, and there he was, as though we’d never parted. He sounded surprised and not particularly pleased to hear me.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Oh, Reg – I thought we’d agreed we wouldn’t do this?’ 

         
         
         
         
         ‘We said six months.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Did we? Christ, is it really that long? I suppose it is . . . Well, how are you doing? OK?’

         
         
         
         
         Restraining myself from emotional outbursts, I told him about the exhibition. Things were not going smoothly. I’d put in my requests to the Louvre and the Getty – in principle would they loan their versions – and in principle they’d agreed. But the missing picture was still missing. And just last week, halfway through June, my opposite number at the Louvre had indicated that some mysterious difficulty had arisen. I hadn’t been able to sort it out by phone or email, or even make out what it was. All anyone would say was that there was ‘un petit problème’. But though small, it seemed distressingly obstinate. I was going to have to go over and deal with it in person. Confront their top man.
         

         
         
         
         
         ‘Anyone I should know?’ Joe asked politely. I knew that tone of voice – just filling in time till he could decently hang up.

         
         
         
         
         ‘I don’t expect so. Antoine Rigaut. He’s a friend of Tony Malahide’s.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Rigaut?’ He suddenly sounded interested. ‘Is he related to the Interior Minister?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘The Interior Minister?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘The one that’s been mouthing off about the riots. You must have noticed.’

         
         
         
         
         Naturally I’d noticed. The French banlieues were ablaze, and the rioters, feeling their strength, had begun to move their protests to city centres. Some minister – presumably the one Joe had in mind – had been making inflammatory remarks. I was due in Paris the following Tuesday, and had been wondering whether I’d have to postpone my trip.

         
         
         
         
         ‘His name’s Rigaut,’ Joe said. ‘Jean-Jacques Rigaut. A right bastard. He’s aiming for the presidency, of course. Well, they all are. But he obviously thinks this is his big moment. He’s as crooked as they come, but no one will say anything. They’re all watching their backs in case he actually comes to power.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘I didn’t know you were interested in French politics.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘I’m interested in politics. You can see the same sort of thing happening here. It’s a sort of low-level civil war.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘I don’t imagine they’re related. There are probably thousands of Rigauts in Paris.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘You never know,’ said Joe. ‘They may be. See what you can find out, anyhow.’

         
         
         
         
         It wasn’t exactly a declaration of love. But at least it was an excuse to speak to him again.

         
         
         
         
         As it happened, Jean-Jacques Rigaut was on the news that night – and of course, this time I noticed his name. Otherwise he was unmemorable, a suave figure in expensive casuals uttering reassuring platitudes against some neutral background. It was the usual kind of interview – the kind that tells you absolutely nothing.

         
         
         
         
         Tuesday’s early morning news said nothing about riots, so I assumed Paris was open for business as usual. London was dull and muggy with promises of rain: the nation’s television screens would soon be filled with pictures of plastic-covered tennis courts. But in Paris the sun shone. I took the metro from Gare du Nord to Châtelet, had a pizza and a bock on a café terrace, then strolled along the river towards the Louvre and my meeting.

         
         
         
         
         The person I’d been dealing with was called Marie-France Dachy. We were due to meet at two thirty. But before that, I thought I’d pay St Cecilia a quick visit to check she was still safely in place. However, when I arrived at the spot she wasn’t there.

         
         
         
         
         Surely this was the room?

         
         
         
         
         Was this the problem they wanted to discuss – that she’d been stolen, again?

         
         
         
         
         A second later, through the doorway opposite, I glimpsed a corner of the familiar composition – violin, music, harp, the saint’s red dress. There must have been a general rehanging of that section. I breathed again.

         
         
         
         
         When I arrived in front of the picture, it was oddly disappointing. Compared with its neighbours – the Card-Sharps and the Gipsy Fortune-Teller, both so brilliantly observed and executed – the St Cecilia seemed rather un-interesting: a touch wooden, lacking drama and fluidity. If I hadn’t known it was impossible – the picture came via Berenson, for God’s sake, and he’d taken it from the church it had been commissioned for – I’d almost have thought it was by another artist.

         
         
         
         
         Well, even Caravaggio had his off days – or perhaps it was just me getting older. I’d recently experienced similar letdowns rereading novels that had entranced me in my teens. But it didn’t matter. This wasn’t an exhibition about a painter’s best works. It was about all sorts of quite other things – repetition, resonances, contrasting aims and traditions. I moved on, into a room of Dutch interiors, sat on a bench and called Marie-France. I told her where I was, and she said she’d be with me in five minutes.

         
         
         
         
         I’d never actually met Marie-France – all our dealings had been via email or telephone. She had one of those quick, clear French voices, and I’d expected a person to match – neat, compact, sharply dressed. But she was quite unlike my imaginings. Far from being trim and brisk, the person who now approached was plump, bespectacled, and artistically clothed in a sort of reddish-brown surplice, with a matching bandanna and an African-looking neck-lace of large dark-brown seeds – cocoa-beans, they looked like – and gold wire. When she saw me she smiled, but no smile could disguise the look of alarm that crossed her face. Evidently she too was the victim of disappointed expectations. ‘Régine!’ she exclaimed, shaking my hand. ‘How delightful to meet you at last. Somehow I’d imagined you younger.’

         
         
         
         
         What did she mean, that such a slight exhibition as mine could only be the work of some junior person? I smiled stonily, and followed her down through labyrinthine basement corridors to her office, a small, airless, white-painted box with just enough room for a desk and two chairs: the usual behind-the-scenes squalor. ‘Welcome to my palace,’ she said, indicating one of the chairs. ‘Coffee?’

         
         
         
         
         The coffee came from a machine, and was terrible. I took a sip, put it down, and said, ‘So tell me about this problem. What is it, exactly?’

         
         
         
         
         Marie-France looked flustered and began telling her seeds, perhaps invoking the help of some voodoo goddess. ‘Normally this kind of thing is quite straightforward,’ she said unhappily.

         
         
         
         
         ‘So I thought.’ The words came out sounding rather stern. But stern was what I felt. What Marie-France needed was a swift injection of backbone.

         
         
         
         
         ‘We lend pictures all the time. It was all going ahead. And then last month there was a departmental meeting.’ She paused, as though wondering how to put whatever it was she had to say next. ‘And he said no. We couldn’t lend it after all, out of the question. Just like that, wouldn’t discuss it.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Who said this?’ For God’s sake.
         

         
         
         
         
         ‘Monsieur Rigaut.’

         
         
         
         
         I couldn’t believe it. ‘He said no? But he’s only just said yes. What’s going on?’
         

         
         
         
         
         ‘He didn’t say.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Didn’t you ask?’

         
         
         
         
         She shook her head, and the seeds clattered menacingly. ‘He wasn’t in that sort of mood. He’s been very touchy lately. He just moved the meeting on.’

         
         
         
         
         I couldn’t believe this. It was crazy. I told her so, and she raised her hands in a gesture of helplessness. ‘I thought, a week, I’ll go and see him, he’ll be in a better mood, I can find out what’s going on. There must be a mistake. There’s no reason – we’ve lent Caravaggios before – we’ve lent this one. It’s unheard of. Tout à fait inouï.’
         

         
         
         
         
         ‘But he must have given you some reason.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘He didn’t, that’s what I’m telling you. He just announced it. And now he’s gone off somewhere.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Gone off? Where to?’

         
         
         
         
         She shrugged miserably. ‘No one seems to know. I kept thinking, tomorrow he’ll be back, I’ll speak to him before Régine comes. But he’s still away.’ She shook her head complicitly, inviting me to share a sigh at the wicked ways of this evil old world, in which impossible men put blame-less underlings in untenable positions. But I didn’t feel inclined to sympathize. I was trying to take in the full extent of this disaster. If we couldn’t borrow the Louvre’s picture, then my exhibition was done for. Of course Rigaut’s unreasonable behaviour wasn’t Marie-France’s fault. But I didn’t feel sympathetic. In fact it was all I could do not to kick her. I’d feel better, and she might even stop sighing and go on to kick someone else. Kick and kick again, until the kick finally reached its rightful destination. That way, eventually, something might get done. Or not. Probably not.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Is he often like this?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Not really. He’s unpredictable, everyone knows that, but not unreasonable. You can work with him. Normalement. But this – c’est tout à fait anormale,’ Marie-France said. Beneath that arty exterior, she was clearly hot on normality.
         

         
         
         
         
         ‘Has anyone tried to find him?’ I asked.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Of course. His secretary rang him at home, nothing. And his mobile is turned off.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘How about his wife?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘He isn’t married.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘His partner, then?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Obviously, I don’t know him that well. But just at present, I believe there’s nobody. He lives alone.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Where, as a matter of interest?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘I’m not sure,’ Marie France said. It was obviously a lie: her face had turned beetroot-red.

         
         
         
         
         ‘His secretary must know,’ I insisted.

         
         
         
         
         She shook her head firmly. ‘It’s no good. He’s not there.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Has anyone been round to see?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘I’m sure they have.’ She fingered her seeds again. Perhaps she was saying a little prayer that I’d go away. I couldn’t understand why she hadn’t tried to stop me coming in the first place. Nor, now, could she – that was pretty apparent.

         
         
         
         
         I stood up. ‘Well then, that seems to be that.’

         
         
         
         
         Marie-France looked relieved. ‘I’m terribly sorry.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Oh, so am I,’ I assured her in my crispest voice. ‘Is there anyone else I could talk to? Who’s his deputy?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘It’s Charles Rey, but –’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Charlie Rey – of course, I heard he’d got a job here.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘You know him?’ She sounded alarmed.

         
         
         
         
         ‘For years,’ I assured her.

         
         
         
         
         In fact that was a little misleading: we’d met once or twice at conferences years ago – during one particular meeting in Ghent, I recalled being puzzled, and rather put out, that he hadn’t made a pass. I still remembered my first sight of the great Van Eyck altarpiece, with Charlie in full excited explicatory flow.

         
         
         
         
         She shook her head firmly. ‘He won’t be able to do any-thing about this. It’s a matter for the head of department.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘But he’s a colleague. He might know where Monsieur Rigaut lives.’

         
         
         
         
         Marie-France’s round face reddened once again. She looked as though she might be about to burst into tears. ‘Really, I’m sure there’s no way he could help.’

         
         
         
         
         I could have sworn she knew more than she was telling me. Perhaps Rigaut had confided in her – ‘Now, Marie-France, I’m trusting you to deal with this – get rid of the woman, there’s a good girl’ – something like that, and she was afraid that if it emerged she hadn’t dealt with me, that I’d persisted in asking awkward questions, she’d be marked down as a loser, her promotion prospects blocked . . .
         

         
         
         
         
         ‘I’ll take a chance. Why don’t you tell me where his office is? Is he on this floor?’

         
         
         
         
         If we had to work together again I’d be sorry I’d been so brutal. But she could hardly pretend she didn’t know where her colleague’s office was. After a minute she gave in. ‘If you go down the corridor and turn left it’s on your right. His name’s on the door. Shall I come with you?’

         
         
         
         
         And muddy the waters? I’d met people like Marie-France before. You have some perfectly straightforward request, some clear line of thought, and then they come along and throw grey mists over everything. ‘No, thanks, I’ll be fine.’

         
         
         
         
         It was by now three o’clock: not exactly early in the day. Even so, some people might still be out at lunch. But perhaps today was a sandwich-at-the-desk day. I walked down the corridor as instructed, and passed a door whose nameplate read Dr Antoine Rigaut and below that Dr Charles Rey. I knocked, a little surprised. Surely Rigaut would have an office to himself?
         

         
         
         
         
         ‘Entrez,’ called a female voice.
         

         
         
         
         
         Inside, a smartly dressed middle-aged woman looked at me inquiringly from behind a crowded desk. To her right and left were two doors, one, presumably, leading into Rigaut’s office, one into Charlie’s. So only the secretary was shared.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Bonjour, madame. Is Dr Rey around?’
         

         
         
         
         
         ‘Do you have an appointment?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘I’m afraid I don’t. I came from London today to see Monsieur Rigaut about a loan for an exhibition. There’s been some sort of misunderstanding, and I hoped he and I could sort it out, but I understand he’s not around just now. Charlie and I are old friends and I thought it might be a good idea to speak to him. If he’s available, obviously.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Unfortunately he isn’t. He’s out this afternoon. He may pop back at the end of the day. You could try again around five thirty.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Thanks. Perhaps I will. I don’t suppose you know where Monsieur Rigaut is?’

         
         
         
         
         She shook her head. ‘I’m afraid not.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘I hope nothing’s wrong,’ I said politely.

         
         
         
         
         ‘I expect he’ll turn up. He’s gone away somewhere and forgotten to tell us, that’s all. It happens . . . Shall I tell Charlie you called?’

         
         
         
         
         I pulled out a business card and put it on the desk. ‘Perhaps you could give him this?’ Perhaps you could give him this?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Of course.’ The secretary read out, ‘Dr Regina Lee.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘That’s me. I’m afraid I don’t know your name.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Desvergnes. Janine Desvergnes. I look after . . .’ She gestured all-embracingly. Clearly this was, in all but name, her department.
         

         
         
         
         
         What now? The afternoon, that should have been so satisfyingly and enjoyably filled with detailed discussions, stretched ahead. I wondered whether to ask Madame Desvergnes for Rigaut’s address – she must certainly know it. But she might not want to divulge the information, and then indirect methods might be more difficult to implement. I said, diffidently, ‘I don’t suppose you have a Paris telephone directory I could look at?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Business or private?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Private.’

         
         
         
         
         She fished it out from a shelf somewhere near her knees. ‘You can use the table over there.’

         
         
         
         
         I sat down with the fat volume and opened it at R. There might be a good many Rigauts, but it was worth a try. However, I was out of luck. The first name on the list was a Rigaut, Bernard. No Antoine Rigaut was listed, nor any Rigaut, A. Perhaps he had chosen to be ex-directory. However, as I scanned down the list for any initial A – Antoine might, after all, be my quarry’s second name – something else caught my eye. A Rigaut, J., was listed as living at 72 rue d’Assas.

         
         
         
         
         72 rue d’Assas – it rang a bell. Wasn’t that where Robert de Beaupré had lived – or at least, died? ‘Yesterday, at 72 rue d’Assas, a body found hanging . . .’

         
         
         
         
         I looked again at the directory. Maybe my imagination was playing tricks, over-eager to compensate for a frustrating day,. Not that I’d been thinking about rue d’Assas at that particular moment. But no – there it still was.

         
         
         
         
         There was probably no connection with the absent Head of Paintings, still less the Surrealist suicide. But here at last was a small stroke of Surrealist chance. And as such, not to be ignored. Here was a possible entrée to the building. I might even get to see the room where the fabled suicide had actually occurred. If so, I would at least have salvaged something from my trip to Paris. I noted down the number, and handed back the book. ‘Thanks.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Find what you wanted?’ Madame Desvergnes inquired politely.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Yes, thank you.’

         
         
         
         
         I was about to take my leave when I remembered Joe’s request. What with one thing and another – general dis-may, irritation with Marie-France – it had slipped my mind. ‘I was wondering – a stupid thing, really, I was looking at the papers this morning and it struck me Monsieur Rigaut had the same name as the Minister. Are they related?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Yes, they’re brothers. But better not mention it to Antoine. They don’t see eye to eye politically – he prefers not to be reminded of it, especially now.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Thanks, I’ll remember.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Shall I tell Charlie you’ll be back?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Perhaps I’ll ring first to see if he’s here.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘That would probably be sensible,’ Madame Desvergnes agreed, and we bade each other au revoir.
         

         
         
         
         
         When I left the room, Marie-France was lurking in the corridor on the pretence of filling her glass at the water-cooler. ‘Was he there?’ she asked anxiously.

         
         
         
         
         ‘No, he’s out this afternoon.’

         
         
         
         
         She looked relieved. ‘He wouldn’t have been able to tell you anything.’

         
         
         
         
         I said coolly, ‘Probably not. I’ll be in touch.’ She wanted absolution, to be told it wasn’t her fault, that it didn’t matter, that everything would come out in the wash. But I did not feel forgiving.

         
         
         
         
         ‘I’m so sorry . . .’

         
         
         
         
         The words followed me windily down the corridor. If I saw much more of Marie-France and her seeds I was going to lose my temper properly. And that would never do.
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         Rue d’Assas, June

         
         
         
         
         I bought an ice-cream from a kiosk, and sat on a bench in the Tuileries garden to consider my next move. Should I call Joe and tell him what I’d just found out? The fact that his Rigaut and mine were not just brothers, but political adversaries, might well be of interest to him. But until Antoine Rigaut reappeared, it was hard to see quite how the information might be used. So, on to the rue d’Assas.

         
         
         
         
         It was now three forty; if I started at once I ought to arrive just after four. J. Rigaut would almost certainly be out at work. But I preferred not to know this for certain before arriving on the spot. In any case, I wanted to see the house where the suicide had taken place.

         
         
         
         
         I’d never been to the rue d’Assas, but number 72 was extremely unlikely to be a private house. It would almost certainly be an immeuble, an apartment block built around a courtyard. Even if my man (or woman) wasn’t actually there, I might be able to get into the block on the pretext of visiting him or her, and talk to the concierge. That was the person I really needed to see – the one who would know where the premises’ suicides had taken place. I checked the route on my street map: it really wasn’t far, just across the Pont des Arts and down rue Bonaparte. And what could be more delightful than a leisurely stroll through Paris in the June sun?
         

         
         
         
         
         Rue d’Assas turned out to be narrow and oppressive, hedged in by walls of tall buildings. Mostly, as I’d anticipated, they were apartment blocks, with small shops on the street frontage. Number 72 was a cliff-like structure of blackened post-Haussmann stone. It had the usual big black porte cochère with a smaller door inset. Once all you had to do to get into these buildings was press a buzzer, and the door unlatched. Now, though, the doors are mostly controlled by a keypad, whose combination only the residents know.

         
         
         
         
         I hate phoning people I don’t know. Still, now I was here it would be ridiculous not to try. Students from nearby university buildings eddied around me as though I was a lamp standard. I took out the sheet of paper with J. Rigaut’s number and dialled.

         
         
         
         
         I didn’t expect an answer. But to my surprise, after two rings the phone was picked up. ‘Oui, allo?’ said a bored male voice.
         

         
         
         
         
         Absurdly, this unexpected development left me some-what at a loss. I had my approach to the concierge all prepared, but I’d been so certain my immediate quarry would be out, that I hadn’t really thought how I was going to explain myself to him or her.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Monsieur Rigaut?’ I said, feebly.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Oui.’ He sounded impatient – as though he might ring off at any moment. He probably thought I was a double-glazing salesperson.
         

         
         
         
         
         I said, very quickly before he could cut me off, ‘You don’t know me – my name’s Regina Lee, I work for the National Gallery in London. It’s a bit complicated – would it be possible to come and see you? Or I could buy you a cup of coffee, if you prefer.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘The National Gallery in London?’ He sounded startled, which was hardly surprising.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Yes. I know it sounds strange.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Why the devil does the National Gallery want to see me?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘It’s a bit of a long story. That’s why I thought it would be easier to tell you face-to-face.’

         
         
         
         
         There was a moment’s silence on the other end of the line. Then he said, ‘All right, why not? When did you have in mind?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Now, if you’re not too busy.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Now? Where are you, exactly? Not in London, I assume.’

         
         
         
         
         I said, ‘No, I’m in Paris. Right outside, actually. In the rue d’Assas.’

         
         
         
         
         Monsieur Rigaut gave a snort of laughter. ‘You’d better come in, then. I’ll give you the number – no, I’ll come out and find you, that’ll be easier.’

         
         
         
         
         He rang off, and three minutes later the door opened to reveal one of the tallest, thinnest young men I’d ever seen. He had floppy brown hair, matching olive skin, and bright grey eyes, and his jeans and T-shirt made a perfectly straight line from head to toe.

         
         
         
         
         Whatever I’d been expecting, it wasn’t this. My assumption, for some reason – perhaps because I associated the name with Antoine Rigaut, whom I’d never met, but who was certainly not young – had been of middle age. He glanced around, spotted me, noted (I suppose) the phone in my hand and said, ‘Regina Lee?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Monsieur Rigaut?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Manu,’ he said, holding out a hand for me to shake. I wondered who the J. was. His father, perhaps. With the other hand he held the door open. ‘Come in. I assume this isn’t a joke?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘No, it isn’t a joke.’ I dug a business card from my bag. He glanced at it, stuffed it into a pocket, and motioned me through.

         
         
         
         
         Inside was the usual dark foyer, with its staircase and lift cage and concierge’s window. But my thin young man strode straight through into the court beyond, in which stood a row of tiny houses, each with its own patch of garden, as if a village street had been set down in the middle of the city. I followed him past trim gates and bil-lowing greenery to a perfect, double-fronted miniature villa of pale stone, trim and sprucely painted, with a shiny black iron gate and mansard windows in a grey slate roof. Big bushes of strongly scented magenta roses grew on either side of a neat gravel path, and tubs of pink geraniums flanked the front door, which was approached by a flight of three steps and painted black to match the gate. Manu bounded up the path, and pushed the door open; evidently he had left it on the latch. It was taller than him, but only just.

         
         
         
         
         The door led directly into a small, white-carpeted salon, whose manicured perfection exactly matched that of the villa’s exterior. It was panelled in two shades of blue-grey, pale and paler; under the window stood two small armchairs and a two-seater sofa upholstered in cream and blue stripes; further back there was a round glass table and two chairs of tubular steel and white leather. Three plates depicting explicitly drawn lovers in various permutations hung on the back wall. They looked like Picassos, but of course that was out of the question. What young man has Picasso ceramics on his wall? None I had ever met. Above a small grey marble fireplace, a gilt-framed mirror reflected a somewhat dishevelled and crumpled Reggie. My linen suit, in the annoying way of linen, had acquired deep creases, and my cheeks were distressingly pink.

         
         
         
         
         Manu disappeared behind a sort of breakfast bar, which divided the salon from a small kitchen area, opened a large fridge and burrowed inside it. That, at least, showed the young man’s touch, being quite empty except for several bottles of beer. ‘Eh bien, Dr Regina Lee from the National Gallery in London. Why don’t we have a beer while you tell me what this is all about?’
         

         
         
         
         
         ‘That would be wonderful,’ I said gratefully. The walk had been longer and hotter than I had imagined.

         
         
         
         
         On the table – apart from the beer, the only sign of independent life in this almost over-perfect space – lay two letters addressed to M. Emmanuel Rigaut, and bearing the logo of INSEAD, the European business school at Fontainebleau. He must be a student there – or a member of staff, of course, but that seemed unlikely. I couldn’t imagine this languid young man teaching people about flowcharts and branding opportunities.

         
         
         
         
         Emmanuel Rigaut – didn’t I know that name? But before I could identify it my host reappeared with two open beers. He handed one over, and flopped back into one of the arm-chairs. ‘Alors?’
         

         
         
         
         
         I dropped into the other chair and took a pull. After the hot, dusty walk the icy beer tasted wonderful. ‘I’m trying to think where to begin.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Unfortunately, there I can’t help you. You speak excel-lent French for an Englishwoman,’ he observed. ‘Mostly they’re hopeless. I take it you are English?’
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