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Chapter One

I.

No-one should have been tapping on the door. The appointment book was empty and at 5.45 the business day was over, the building deserted, the corridor in darkness. The only light was from her desk lamp, illuminating the report she was writing, a report about teapots.

Charlotte looked up with a start. All she could see was the blurred outline of a man’s upper body refracted through the frosted glass pane in the door. She didn’t have to wait long to see the rest of him, though, because he just walked straight in.

He was about fifty, a confident giant of a man with a face that had been knocked about a bit—red-veined and pock marked, with a few dents and scars. His scalp shone as if he polished it every morning, and from his paisley scarf to his gleaming leather shoes, he was got up like a silk purse. It was just the pig’s ear of a face on top that didn’t match. 

“Miss James?’

Charlotte James Ph.D, Fine Arts Consultant, so the letters in slightly-peeling gold paint on the glass panelled door of her office said, and it surely wasn’t hard to figure out what to call her from that. 

“Dr. James.” 

His eyebrows went up as if he thought she was being pretentious. 

“Can I help you with something?” she asked briskly. 

“I have a proposition for you.”  He glanced at one of two chairs on the other side of her desk. “May I?”

“Of course, Mr...?”

“Evans.” He lowered his bulk into a chair designed for someone much smaller. Then he just sat there and stared at her. 

“Is there anything that goes with that?”

“Just Evans.”

“Mr Evans it is, then. What kind of proposition, Mr Evans?”

“It’s a little, shall I say, delicate...”

When he said delicate, she heard dodgy, and thought that might also explain why he was staring at her so measuringly. He was looking for an indication, God knows what, shifty eyes perhaps, that she was the kind of person who specialized in “delicate” propositions.

“What do you mean ‘delicate’?” Charlotte wanted him gone. He was setting off her internal alarm system. She glanced pointedly at her watch, shuffled her unimportant papers into a pile, and snapped them back into the manila folder labelled Inventory of Mrs Langston’s Porcelain Teapots. Such were the depths to which Charlotte James’s Consultancy had sunk in recent months, she’d been reduced to cataloguing teapots.

“I’ve got this client who’s looking to sell on some bits and pieces,” he said. “They’re worth a bit, but without some provenance from someone qualified, they might just as well be worthless. That’s where you come in Miss...Dr...James.”

“What are they?”

“All in good time. There’ll be a tidy commission in it for you, if things go well. Maybe you’ll even be able to move somewhere classier than this place.” He was looking round her office disparagingly, taking in the peeling paint, the threadbare rug, the rickety desk. Once-upon-a-time, before her time, the place had been genteel, then it had become shabby-genteel, but now it was just plain shabby. Perhaps the best thing about the room, and certainly the thing she liked most, were some atmospheric scenes of old Cardiff she’d hung on the walls, and it was on these that his glance lingered. 

“That’s quite a commission you are talking about. So it’s stolen bits and pieces then?”

“Let’s just say the current owner doesn’t want any publicity about their disposal, and their future owner wouldn’t want any publicity either. He’s just looking for a bit of... assurance...that they are what they seem...”

“Forged bits and pieces rather than stolen ones, you mean?”

He sighed. “Such harsh words, Dr. James – ‘forged,’ ‘stolen.’  It’s a little complicated, that’s all.”

“It sounds it,” she said. “And because of that, I fear you’ve come to the wrong place, Mr. Evans. I’m the wrong person, this is the wrong time. Just too many wrongs there. I don’t do complicated.”  She stood up to let him know the interview was over. 

Evans stayed seated as if he was in charge of proceedings and not her. “Aren’t you being a little hasty? Aren’t you going to hear me out?” 

“No,” she said a little too firmly. “I am not interested, but thank you for thinking of me.”  

It wasn’t true. She was very interested. But his “bits and pieces” had probably fallen off the back of a museum van, and she couldn’t afford to get her hands dirty. Not again. Not ever again. Then he said something that made her feel really sick. 

“Perhaps you need time to think about it....Dr. Hartley.”

“What did you call me?” An instant churning nausea in her lower abdomen, a feeling she’d not had in years, except in dreams, bad ones. It doesn’t matter how deep you bury the past, it’s always there, germinating away, pushing its way up towards the light. You reap what you sow. She wasn’t that surprised, really, that the past had produced a harvest; only that it had taken so long.  

There was a slight smile round his mouth. “Dr. Hartley,” he repeated. “Anne Hartley— that was your name before you became Charlotte James, wasn’t it?”

There was no point denying it. If he knew her name, her married name, then he probably knew everything else that was relevant about her. She sat down again—mostly because her legs could no longer support her weight—and stared at him. Now she knew why he’d chosen her. 

“Hartley was my married name,” she said, “as you appear to know full well. I reverted to James after the divorce.”

“And the trial...”

“And the trial, yes. Not that it’s any concern of yours what I call myself.”

“Oh but it is. We wouldn’t want you spending the rest of your life...” he leaned forward and peered at the label on the file on her desk “...cataloguing Mrs Langston’s teapots.”

“Perhaps I like cataloguing teapots.”

“I bet you hate it. I know how hard this business can be, and I’m offering you the chance to rise up in the world...again.” He smiled some more, showing an expensive set of teeth, as if he was some kind of benefactor.

“I’m perfectly happy like this. There is nothing wrong with ‘this’.” 

“All the more reason not to jeopardize it, then...”

“Please leave,” she said. “You’re taking the wrong tack. I’m not afraid of your threats.”

“Let me try another tack, then. The reason I came to you actually has little to do with that ... unfortunate little business. I’d have come to you anyway, because of your specialization in nineteenth century art...”  

He heaved himself to his feet. “Tell you what,” he said. “I’ll give you time to think about it. Here’s my card. Ring me if you decide you want to find out more.” He reached into the inner pocket of his coat and took out a card case and from this he extracted a heavy linen calling card which he handed to her.

She glanced down. No address, just a post office box, a mobile phone number, and the words W. R.  Evans, Dealer in Fine Art and Antiquities written in a flowing gold script. So he was a dealer. She’d seen his type before, propped up against walls at the back of auction houses, drawing on seemingly bottomless wallets to outbid everyone for the choicest lots. She wanted to tear the card in two and stamp on it, but instead she tossed it into the open briefcase on her desk.

“I’ll wait to hear from you, then.” He moved to the door where he turned and smiled again. “I think you will find it an interesting project, Dr. James. They are quite something, these bits and pieces, right up your alley, if you’ll pardon the pun.”

And then he was gone. Charlotte sat in her chair for some minutes, trying to make sense of what had just happened. Failing in this, she pulled herself together, grabbed mac, bag, laptop and keys, turned off the lamp, and fumbled about in the dark of the corridor for the lock. Even after five years, she couldn’t find the damn thing straight off. It was as if it moved about daily just for spite.  

She walked down the deserted corridor, past the only other inhabited office on the floor, Gareth-the-lawyer’s, now in darkness, down the three twin flights of stairs, and out the service entrance into the alleyway at the rear of the building. The front door was closed and double locked daily at 5.15 pm and after that people had to use the service entrance. 

She stopped for a second. Evans had not turned up till 5.45. How had he got into the building? You needed the security code to get in after 5.15. Then she shook the thought away. He’d probably arrived just as the last soul was leaving and they’d let him in. No need to think anything more alarming than that.

The alleyway was wet with rain, and lights from occasional windows made shiny patterns on the tarmac. An empty beer can got caught in a sudden gust of wind and clattered eerily past. The minute she closed the security door behind her the rain started lashing down, and she could make out the form of a man sheltering in a doorway a bit further down the alley, in the rear entrance to a hairdressing salon. 

An employee, popped out the back for a fag, she supposed. They did that sometimes. The alley was otherwise deserted, so she turned and walked confidently and quickly in the opposite direction, towards Cardiff Central. Walk briskly and with a sense of purpose, especially in dark alleys on dark nights, wasn’t that what the self-defence manuals said? 

Back on the main thoroughfare she relaxed again and en route to the station she passed bars and bistros, with their tempting aromas and come-hither music, springing to life with the regular after-work custom. 

Through lit doorways she caught glimpses of other lives, lives where people stood around in groups with their colleagues after work, and had a few drinks, and laughed about what the boss had said. She brushed away the fleeting wish that she was joining a group like that for some conviviality, instead of heading up the valley line to the grim former coal mining village and the comfortless empty terraced house that she now called home. 

––––––––

II.

The Little Rhondda rose in the foothills of the Brecon Beacons and in summer—a dry summer, that is—was not much more than a stream, jousting over boulders on its way to Porth. There it joined its bigger brother and became part of the Rhondda proper. But before it did that, it passed through half a dozen former mining communities.  

It was in one of these villages that Charlotte lived, a place she considered a bit of a dump. The best thing about it was the little river. As the crow flew, it was not that far from Cardiff, but for non-crows like her, it was a grinding bore of a journey that belied the relatively short distance involved. First there was the train to Porth, which was as far as the train line went. From there it was a seemingly interminable bus ride up the Little Rhondda to her village. She only lived there because it was cheap. That was probably the only reason anyone lived there, now the mines were closed, and there were no jobs to be had.

It was late when she unlocked the front door of her cube—a cube divided into rooms, bang in the middle of a desolate street of identical cubes, joined together to form a terrace. Half the cubes were boarded up and empty, some with optimistic To Let signs hanging from their frontage. Others had less optimistic Rent Reduced Even Further signs. All the signs had been there a long time, gradually losing their paint under the daily battering of the weather.

She took off her mac, gave it a shake, and hung it up, trying not to look at the dark haired, thirty-something woman reflected in the hall mirror; the one wearing a business suit and an Annie Hall tie. That woman looked like a stranger, and nothing at all like her. 

Dissonance, it was, and occasioned by the shock of Evans’ visit. She’d spent so long forging a new identity, she’d almost forgotten the old one. Almost, but not quite. Two words, “Dr. Hartley,” had brought it rushing back. Suddenly she was Anne Hartley again, a young woman in her twenties with long blonde hair and wearing flowing gypsy dresses, not a brunette sporting androgynous business suits and Annie Hall ties. God I need a drink, whoever I am.

She rescued the post from the mat behind the door and took it into the living room. All of it was bills in varying stages of the demand process, some more agitated than others on account of the red ink, the liberal use of the word URGENT, the exclamation marks, the capital letters. She put them on the table under the window, on top of a pile of their predecessors. The pile wobbled and fell, so she divided it roughly into two. She could imagine a day when the whole table would be covered with them, then the whole house, and then they’d have to dig her out. 

Her former self, Anne Hartley, had not had troubles of this kind. As Dr. Hartley, she’d had problems of an altogether different order. These had involved the New Zealand police, a court case, a criminal conviction, a divorce, the need to go and hide somewhere for a long time, and, once that that was all over, escape to a new country, a different image, and a fresh start. 

Trouble was, the fresh start was going quite badly too, so there was little point opening any of the bills—it wasn’t as if she was able to do anything about any of them. Besides, she had something else on her mind: what to do about Mr. Evans and his ‘delicate’ proposition.

She got out her laptop and once the internet had fired up, poked around on Google in search of a W. R. Evans, but there were none to be found; there was certainly no W. R. Evans specializing in antiques and fine art listed in Cardiff.  No real surprise there. There’d been something coy about that calling card, with its lack of a physical address, the absence of a landline. His real name would no doubt throw up a revelation or two, but even if it did, she did not consider herself in any position to judge, for was she not also operating under a reinvented identity?

Charlotte felt suddenly dizzy; she’d not eaten since breakfast. Remembering there was an imitation microwavable roast beef dinner in the freezer, she went to the kitchen and extracted it from among the ancient bags of frozen veg. It was packaged in a cardboard sleeve with a mouth-watering photograph experience taught would bear no resemblance to the coagulated reality of the actual dinner that would be ready, so the directions told her, in 7.5 minutes.

Back in the living room, she pushed the bills on the table aside to make room for her dinner, reflecting that for the first few years as a fine arts consultant, things hadn’t been too bad. Even after the crash it had all ticked over for a while, with people rushing to sell their family heirlooms to cover income shortfalls. But now that mini goldrush was over, each month it was getting harder and harder to pay the bills. There were constant choices to make. Pay the electricity or the phone? The gas bill perhaps? The juggling and the struggling were endless and exhausting and she could feel the waters closing over her head. They were different waters from those that had threatened in the past, but the sensation of drowning was the same. 

And now, quite unexpectedly, and not looking at all like a gift from providence, there had come onto the scene a shifty dealer armed with a veiled threat and an unveiled inducement. 

The threat posed less of a problem than the inducement. She was not particularly afraid he’d expose her, because she didn’t think he’d meant it. He’d been testing her, feeling his way. Far more problematic was that oh-so-tempting inducement, because she’d give a great deal to clear her debts and be free of money troubles for a while. But which part of her soul would she be required to part with in exchange?  On another level, where would Evans’ ‘delicate’ proposition place her in relation to the law? Nothing about the man gave her any reason to think the job would turn out to be above board. Her instincts said quite the opposite, in fact.

But perhaps there was some sort of middle path she could follow. Perhaps she could play the shifty dealer at his own game and find a way to profit from whatever he had in mind, while at the same time maintaining the required minimum legal innocence. 

Don’t be a fool Charlotte, snapped the voice of reason and good sense. Don’t be a bloody fool. It doesn’t work like that. Having something of a track record in ignoring the voice of reason and good sense, she brushed the harping old nag aside. There’d be no harm in finding out what he wanted, surely? There’d be no harm taking just one tiny step further. She could always pull out if she didn’t like what she saw. It wasn’t as if she would be binding herself irrevocably to Evans just by taking a look. 

She hunted around in her briefcase and found his calling card and looked at it again, turning it over between forefinger and thumb. No clues there. She considered ringing him right away, but then thought better of it. No need to appear too eager. Tomorrow would be soon enough.



Chapter Two

I.

Charlotte made the call and Evans said he’d come to her office at four, sounding confident to the point of smugness, as if he’d had no doubt she’d be in touch.

She tried to settle to Mrs Langston’s teapot inventory. The interesting work was already done. She’d spent days in the old woman’s Whitchurch home, taking photographs and making notes of a vast collection of teapots, garnered over obsessive decades of acquiring and hoarding. Every available surface had been covered with them, every container filled, every cupboard, every drawer. The attic and the cellar, too—box upon box filled with nothing but teapots. Charlotte had not realized there were so many variations on a teapot theme: teapots in the shape of teddy bears, teapots shaped like hats, like cars, like bowls of fruit, like famous personalities. There was even a Margaret Thatcher teapot, looking a little out of place in Wales. 

Mrs Langston, pushing eighty, wanted a full inventory with valuations, something to do with sorting out her will, and deciding who got what. Charlotte had completed the research, adding current market valuations and descriptions to photographs of the more valuable specimens, which, perhaps unsurprisingly, tended to look more like regular teapots than politicians or top hats. 

All that was left now was routine stuff: typing it up, laying it out, and presenting it in a glossy binder, so it looked professional and worth the fee. It wasn’t unpleasant work; she’d had much worse in the aftermath of the trial, when she’d done secretarial work in a succession of suffocating offices. Mrs Langston’s teapots were better than that. Still, her heart wasn’t in teapots, not any day of the week, and certainly not today, with its sense of gathering anticipation and hours to kill before her curiosity was assuaged. 

Cadging a coffee from Gareth-the-lawyer seemed as good a way of wasting time as any other, so she abandoned the teapots and walked down the corridor of empty offices. Empty of people that is, but cluttered with discarded cardboard boxes, broken down furniture, and all the related detritus of failed and abandoned businesses. If things didn’t improve soon, her office would also look just like that, she reflected ruefully.

Gareth’s office faced the stairwell. He’d moved in a year or so after her, and at the time she’d not expected him to last. No-one else had lasted more than a couple of months. But four years on, Gareth was still there, an ambulance-chasing, no-win-no-fee lawyer, who often as not neither won nor made a fee. He wasn’t her stereotypical lawyer: she’d not realized lawyers could be struggling till she’d met Gareth. The lawyers she’d known in her former life, in more unpleasant circumstances in New Zealand, had always made sure they got their pound of flesh.

Something had evidently gone wrong for Gareth, pushing him down to the bottom of the lawyering heap. The details were murky—it was not something he talked about. But what really lay at the bottom of his lack of success, she suspected, was the plain fact that he wasn’t all that interested in money. She liked that about him. It made him chalk to her former husband’s cheese. 

“Oh, it’s you,” he said, when he saw her standing in the doorway. 

“Is this a bad time?”

“Not at all, except for the fact that I’m rapidly losing the will to live. Coffee?”

He said a lot of things like that. The first few times she’d thought he meant them, but she’d come to understand they were just for effect, for drama; that he’d missed his calling and should have gone on the stage. 

He swept a pile of tatty files and unopened bills from the only other chair in the place and they skidded across the floor—another of his dramatic gestures. Then he went over to the bench in the corner of his office, where there was a sink, and rinsed out a couple of mugs, and put the kettle on. His office was a shambles. The floor was barely visible beneath piles of folders, papers, and books. In places they’d stopped being piles, and become a foot-thick floor covering. What his clients thought, when he had any, she didn’t care to imagine. 

They’d developed a friendship of sorts over the years, the kind that stems from proximity rather than attraction. Two deadbeats sharing a floor in a semi-derelict building. If she had met him socially, they may not have given each other more than a passing glance. As it was, their conversations mostly revolved around business—the lack of it. He rarely divulged anything personal and she hadn’t even asked if he was married, although his oft-changing procession of female visitors suggested that if he was, he was making quite a hash of it.

He was older than her, closer to forty, and wore his years with a dissipated and slightly defeated air. He sported wrinkled and baggy suits desperately in need of the ministrations of a dry cleaner. His hair would have been nice if he’d bothered about it—it was thick and blonde, but it was all over the place; a too-long fringe flopped in his eyes, and this he was constantly pushing out of the way. Sometimes it looked as if he’d taken the scissors to it himself, but mostly it hung in his eyes in the front and curled over his collar at the back. He had nice green eyes, though, with a touch of brown in them. It would be fair to say his overall appearance did not inspire Charlotte with confidence in his professional abilities, but of those she knew nothing. He might have been the cleverest lawyer in town, for all she knew, although the balance of probabilities tended in the other direction.

“Business still slack, then?”

He shrugged. “Dead quiet. You?”

“Pretty much, although something did come up yesterday.”

“Oh yes?”

“Yes, but I’m not sure if it will come to anything because the client seems a bit iffy.” 

“Is this the kind of iffy where you do a shedload of work and the client disappears leaving an unpaid bill?”  

“No, not that kind of iffy,” she said, “at least I hope not.  More a case of not sure the job will be a hundred percent legal.”

He grinned. “Oh, that kind of iffy.”

“He’s calling by at four this afternoon and I guess I’ll find out then. So I was wondering...”

He turned round from where he was sloshing hot water out of the kettle, getting more on the bench than in the mugs. “Wondering what?”

“I was wondering if you’d drop by and take a look at him and see if you recognize him. I doubt he’s given me his real name, and I’d quite like to know who I am dealing with—if I deal with him.”

“What makes you think I’d recognize him?”

“You hang out with criminals more than I do.” When he did have clients they tended to look even more disreputable than he did. They’d slink up and down the stairs like shadows, wearing hoodies, and if she met one on the landing, they’d avoid her eye.

“You want me to stick my head round your door and give your client the once over?” 

“It sounds silly when you put it like that.”

“Its fine, I don’t mind. I can’t just barge in though, so how about I ask to borrow something?”

“Good idea. Thanks.”

“No problem. As you can see I am not exactly overwhelmed with work...So what’s the job?” 

“I don’t know yet. He was a bit cagey about details; said it was complicated.”

He snorted. “That’s what they all say. Shall we have some sort of signal, then?”

“You mean if you’ve no idea who he is, you’ll cough once, and if he’s bad news you’ll cough twice?”

“Yes, and if I cough three times, call the police.” 

She laughed. “Okay.”  In reality there was no chance she’d be calling the police, even if he had a paroxysm of coughing. Even the word “police” could set off a panic attack, but she wasn’t about to tell him that. So she drained her coffee and thanked him, and went back to her office, leaving him staring morosely at his silent telephone. 

II.

Evans was late. Four o’ clock came and went and it was close to half past the hour when he finally showed up. He was as smartly dressed as the day before, only now he was also wearing a trilby. She didn’t know people still wore trilbies. It made him look like a gangster. Or perhaps it just emphasized the fact that he already looked like a gangster.

It was the briefcase he placed carefully on the desk between them that she was really interested in, not his trilby. He eased himself into the too-small chair, rubbed his hands together in that unconscious mannerism people adopt when they are thinking about money, and said: “Are you ready to make a deal?” 

Those were his first words, no good afternoon, how are you, awful weather we’re having.

“I’m ready to discuss one,” she said primly. She didn’t want him getting ahead of himself.

“I hope you aren’t planning on wasting my time, Dr. James.”

“I’d be a fool to commit to something without the faintest idea what it is,” she snapped. 

He nodded, leaned forward and opened the briefcase, withdrawing its sole contents: a manila folder, one that looked not unlike the one containing Mrs Langston’s inventory. Charlotte felt a momentary pang of disappointment. Not a painting then. She’d been quite hopeful it might be a painting. A painting would have rung a nice change from teapots. 

In the folder was a single sheet of paper, A4 size, covered with a leaf of tissue. A drawing of some sort was faintly visible beneath its opacity. Evans closed the briefcase and laid the paper with its tissue on its lid. Then he lifted the tissue in the way waiters in old fashioned restaurants raise the lids from their chefs’ prize creations and leaned back in his chair to watch her reaction.  

She jumped to her feet, she couldn’t help herself, and bent over the drawing for a closer look, going hot then cold, goose bumps forming from head to toe, scalp prickling and heart thudding away in her chest. It was a complete reaction, involuntary and visceral, the kind of reaction she only ever had in the presence of greatness, and never once in the presence of a teapot. She’d been hoping for something interesting, somewhat exciting even, but this she had not expected.

“How in heaven’s name did you get hold of this?”

“Ha!”  He said triumphantly. “I knew you’d be interested....”

“Of course I’m interested. It’s a Van Gogh...But no, it can’t be. It’s not possible...what is this?  How did you come by this?”

It was beyond impossible. The charcoal and pencil drawing, lying so casually on her desk, was none other than Regret, an early sketch by Vincent van Gogh. What made it beyond impossible was that only last week she’d stood in front of this very sketch in gallery four of the Cardiff Museum of Modern art, less than a mile up the road. It was simply not possible that Regret had somehow entered the custody of Jones and found its way into her office.

She stared long and hard. There was absolutely no discernable difference between the drawing in front of her, and the one that she knew so well in the museum. As in the museum’s version, the paper had age, and so too the charcoal and the pencil marks—no recent work this. More to the point, it was every line Van Gogh. 

Regret was a drawing the artist had made in 1882, a year he’d churned out dozens of such sketches of old men and women. This one was of a very old man, sitting crumpled on a stool, his head in his hands, the embodiment of regret for a life nearly over, for missed opportunities and wrong turnings, broken relationships and lost loves.

And now, unless her eyes were deceiving her, Regret was no longer hanging on the wall of the Museum of Modern Art, but lying on top of a briefcase in her office. Of course that was the only feasible explanation: her eyes were in fact deceiving her. They had to be. Her gut had immediately said “original,” but reason now quickly stepped in and amended that to “brilliant copy.”

“It’s bloody good, isn’t it?” said Evans in a satisfied voice, as if he’d drawn it himself. He looked like an enormous dog expecting a pat on the head for bringing home a particularly tasty bone. 

“It’s impossible,” she repeated. “You know as well as I do it’s impossible. Unless something’s gone down that’s not made the newspapers, this is a copy. The best copy I have ever seen, but a copy nevertheless.”  

“Perhaps,” he said with a smirk.

What do you mean, perhaps? Are you claiming this is the original?” 

“I am not claiming anything. You’re the expert, not me. Let’s just say a little birdie told me there is a real possibility this might be the original.” 

“Aside from the obvious point that it looks uncannily like the original, did your little birdie have any concrete reasons for saying that?”

“I told you it was complicated. I’ve not met the bloke who’s selling it, you see, just the middleman, and he thinks there’s a chance it might be.” 

“You are selling it on behalf of someone who is selling it on behalf of someone else and one of them is a little birdie?” Here we go, she thought, here come the complications.

“The seller wants to remain anonymous...”

“Because he nicked it?”

He shrugged.

“Leaving that to one side for the moment, basically you are saying you have nothing to go on that this might be the original, except an unsubstantiated tweet from a little birdie?”

“That’s the problem I have,” he said. “One of them. I’ve got nothing to go on, and so that’s where you come in—I want you to find out for me.” 

“I take it you aren’t asking me to pop down the road to the museum and ask them to do a scientific analysis?”

He didn’t bother answering that. “I’m no expert in these matters, being more of a general tradesman, myself, and I’m certainly no expert in what makes a Van Gogh a Van Gogh, but even I can see this ain’t your run of the mill copy, and the chap who’s selling it is apparently of the same opinion. But that’s as far as my information goes, and I’m not in a position to dig any deeper. I don’t have the know-how and I don’t have the time. Plus, I need to remain anonymous. So that’s where you come in, Dr. James. I need you to find out if this is the original, and if so, who made the copy that’s been hanging in the museum, fooling everyone for years.”

“You’re hoping this is the original, of course...”

“It’s more or less worthless if it isn’t—well maybe not worthless exactly, because good copies can also fetch a bit. Still, your first reaction....”

“That means nothing. My first reactions aren’t infallible. So what happens if, or more likely when, I find out this is just a copy and that you’ve wasted your money.”

“I never waste my money,” said Evans. “Let’s just say I am going into this with an open mind. I’ve got a feeling there’s value to be added here, enough to make it worth my while employing you to find out more, whichever way things turn out.”

She was having difficulty staying focused on Evans; the drawing was mesmerizing her. It was alive in a way the original wasn’t, although she’d never thought that before, not till now, now that she was confronted with a copy that was, in some subtle way, better than the original. She sat back down again, tore her gaze from the sketch, and looked Evans straight in his bright blue, slightly bloodshot eyes.

“You’re not expecting me to produce false provenance, I hope, because that would be crazy. If you can find out about my past, so can anyone else with a will to do so and any provenance I produce won’t be worth the paper it’s written on. More to the point, it would be futile claiming this is anything other than a very good copy, so long as there’s another version hanging on a wall down the road.”

“I am not stupid, Dr. James,” he said a shade testily. “I am well aware of all that. I am not asking you to break the law and pass off a fake as an original.”

“That’s just as well,” she said. “Because I wouldn’t consider it for a second.”

“I just want you to dig up some background information for me, but discreetly mind, and not go blabbing to the world if you do discover we’re sitting on something hot.”

“So you chose me because of my past, after all?” She was starting to get it. He would have known she’d think more than twice before rushing off squawking to the press if she were to discover something worth squawking about. 

“You have more reason to be discreet than many. So you’ll do it?”

“Not so fast,” she said, although of course she was going to do it. She was always going to do it, right from the second she laid eyes on that sketch she was going to do it. “I have a few more questions first.”

“Shoot.”

“Let’s assume for a second this is the original...clearly your birdie didn’t find it lying on a skip outside some art gallery. That makes it stolen, and given that, I would be criminally complicit if I helped you sell it, either knowingly or unknowingly. Ignorance is no defence in law, isn’t that right, Mr Evans?

“Just relax, Dr. James. As far as you are concerned, the sketch was acquired legitimately. For now it’s just a very good copy. Should you find out—much to our surprise, of course—that it is in fact the original, well there’s nothing illegal about that, is there?”

“It’s what happens after that I’m worried about.” 

He smiled and shrugged. “Let’s cross that bridge if we come to it.” 

In spite of his reassuring tone and reasonable words, Charlotte had the troubling feeling that before she knew where she was, she’d be across that bridge of his devising, and it would be the kind of bridge that didn’t come with the option to go back. It was what you might call a moral dilemma, and she had never been good at managing those. The one plain truth was, if she looked too far ahead at all the possible scenarios, she’d have to turn the job down, and the other plain truth was she desperately didn’t want to turn it down. Best not look too far ahead, then....

.“We can go into all that when you make your initial report,” he said. 

“You are very confident I am going to do it, aren’t you?”

“Well you are, aren’t you?”

Charlotte laughed. “Perhaps.”

“Are you going to offer me a cup of tea while we talk about money?”

There was tea and coffee-making gear on the wide windowsill and while she stood waiting for the kettle to boil, she stared absently down into the alley below. There was a man standing down in the alley and she realized with a start he was staring straight back up at her. He was in the same doorway as the day before, the hairdressers, and while she couldn’t be a hundred percent sure, because then it had been dark and raining, it certainly looked like the same man. He was wearing a fawn jacket and had dark hair and he was smoking a cigarette. When their eyes met he looked away almost at once, threw the cigarette end down, and wandered off down the alleyway. 

“Industrial strength, thank you,” said Evans. She poured boiling water into the mugs, and left the teabag in his. 
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