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CHAPTER 1



It was almost as if she were waiting, hanging there, in the painted darkness.

The small Baroque church of Santa Giuliana in Trastevere huddled in a corner of the warm Roman night. The streets were blue and motionless, illuminated only by the hushed light of a streetlamp from the square nearby.

Then there was a sound. Inside the church.

It was the faintest scream of metal on metal, barely perceptible in daylight, but now like a shriek of white against black. Then it stopped. The sound had been only momentary, but it echoed.

From out of the belly of the sealed church, a bird rose. A pigeon fluttered frantically along the shadowy chapel walls and swooped through the vaults and down the transept, carving a path blindly through the inky cavernous interior.

Then the alarm went off.



Father Amoroso woke with a start. Sweat clung to his receded hairline.

He looked at his bedside clock. Three fifteen. Night still clung outside his bedroom window. But the ringing in his ear would not stop. Then he noticed that it was not only in his ear.

He threw a robe over his nightshirt and slipped on his sandals. In a moment he was down the stairs, and he ran the few paces across the square to Santa Giuliana in Trastevere, which squatted, like an armadillo, he had once thought, but now vibrated with sound.

Father Amoroso fumbled with his keys and finally pulled open the ancient door, swollen in the humidity. He turned to the anachronism just inside, switching off the alarm. He looked around for a moment. Then he picked up the telephone.

“Scusi, signore. I’m here, yes…I don’t know. Probably a malfunction with the alarm system, but I…just a moment…”

Father Amoroso put the police on hold as he surveyed the interior. Nothing moved. The darkness sat politely around the edges of the church and the moonlight on the nave cast shadows through the pews. He took a step forward, then thought better of it. He turned on the lights.

The Baroque hulk slowly sprang to life. Spotlights on its various alcoves and treasures illuminated the empty spaces vicariously. Father Amoroso stepped forward into the center of the nave and scanned. There was the chapel of Santa Giuliana, the Domenichino painting of Santa Giuliana, the confessional, the white marble basin of holy water, the prayer candelabra with the OFFERTE sign, the statue of Sant’Agnese by Maderno, the Byzantine icon and chalices within the vitrine, the Caravaggio painting of the Annunciation above the altar, the reliquary that buried the shinbone of Santa Giuliana beneath a sea of gold and glass…. Nothing seemed out of place.

Father Amoroso returned to the telephone.

“Non vedo niente…must be a problem with the system. Please excuse me. Thank you…good night…yes…yes, thank you.”

He cradled the phone and switched off the lights. The momentarily enlivened church now slept once more. He reset the alarm, then pulled heavily shut the door, locked it, and returned to his apartment to sleep.



Father Amoroso bolted upright in bed, eyes wide. He’d had a horrible dream in which he could not cease the ringing in his ears. He attributed it to the zuppa di frutti di mare from dinner at Da Saverio, but then realized once again that the ringing was not in his ears alone. Everyone must have eaten at Da Saverio, he thought for a moment, and then awoke more thoroughly.

It was the alarm, once again ringing violently. He looked at his bedside clock. Three fifty. The sun was still sound asleep. Why not he? He put on his robe and sandals and tripped down once more into the sleepless Roman night.

Father Amoroso, though rarely a profane man, muttered minor curses under his breath, as he fumbled with his keys, rammed them into the heavy wooden door, and pulled it open, leaning back on his heels for proper leverage.

This is supposed to be a church, not an alarm clock, he thought.

Inside, he spun toward the alarm on the wall, accidentally knocking the telephone out of its cradle. “Dio!” he muttered, then thought better of it, and pointed up to the sky with a whispered “scusa, signore. I’m a little tired. Scusa.”

He switched off the alarm, then turned to the church interior. The shadows seemed to mock him. He flicked on the lights with relish. The church yawned into illumination. Father Amoroso picked up the telephone.

“Si? Si, mi dispiace. I don’t know…no, that shouldn’t be necessary…just a moment, please…”

He put down the phone, and moved once more to the center of the nave. The tiny church gaped, huge and vacant, within the early morning darkness.

Nothing seemed amiss. This time Father Amoroso walked round the inside walls of the church. He moved along the worn slate paving, past rows of extinguished candles, carved wooden pews, and still shadowy alcoves hiding the figures of saints in relief or in oil. Everything was sound. He returned to the telephone.

“Niente. Niente di niente. Mi dispiace, ma…right, now it’s four ten in the morning…yes, probably a malfunction…yes…later in the morning, yes. Nothing to be done until then. Thank you, good night…I mean, good morning. Night ended some time ago…. Ciao.”

Father Amoroso looked with disdain at the alarm that had twice sounded for no reason, merely to mock him. Perhaps he should not have looked so longingly at Signora Materassi at Mass last Sunday. God has his ways. He would call to have the alarm system checked for faults later on. Perhaps he could still get a little sleep.

Father Amoroso switched off the lights. He ignored the smug alarm as he brushed out the door, locked it, and returned home to capture what precious moments of sleep he still could.



An alarm went off.

Father Amoroso jackknifed out of bed. But then he calmed. It was his bedside alarm. The time was seven, on a Monday morning. That’s better, he thought.

The sun was present on the horizon and the day promised its usual Roman iridescence through the humidity of summer. He yawned thoughtlessly and stretched his fatigued arms cruciform. Throwing off his nightshirt, Father Amoroso waddled into the bathroom and emerged a new man, clean and fresh for a new day. He donned his clerical garments and made his way down to Santa Giuliana.

He was still ten minutes early. He was not required to open the door until the stroke of eight. The day was not yet too hot, and Father Amoroso decided to steal away for a moment. He slipped into the bar nearby and ordered a caffè. He admired the sunshine on the ancient paving as he sipped his espresso, standing at the bar. Locals passed in the street outside. The occasional tourist bumbled by, map in hand and camera at the ready.

He checked his watch. Seven fifty-seven. He drank up and crossed the square to his church.

With a pleasurable sense of leisure, Father Amoroso fumbled slowly at his keys and, finding the right one, twisted and tugged at the great wooden door. When he had it yawned sufficiently, he looped the metal catch to prop it open and allowed the still air trapped within to cool down in the morning breeze that flowed without.

He entered the church and threw a look of disdain upon the alarm system as he passed. God, I’ll have to have it fixed today, he thought, then realized his blasphemy and glanced up to Heaven for pardon. He shuffled across the floor to the church office, pushed aside the curtain that hid the door, and unlocked it. He turned and crossed to the center of the nave, stopping briefly to genuflect in front of the altar as he passed.

He was about to continue, when he saw it. He couldn’t believe his eyes. Perhaps he was still asleep, he hoped. Then it sank in, and he stumbled backward, as he cried out “Dio mio!”

The Caravaggio altarpiece was gone.







CHAPTER 2



But it’s a fake.”

Geneviève Delacloche pinched the phone between shoulder and ear, and fumbled with the cord, which she had somehow managed to tangle round her wrists.

Her small office overlooked the Seine, with the yellow-gray stone medieval majesty of riverside Paris arched up on either side of the coral water. Her desk was overcome with papers that had, at one time, been put in precise order. Delacloche was of the hybrid sort of obsessive-compulsive who need a correct place for everything, but never actually keep anything in that place.

The prints on the wall were all the work of the same artist: Kasimir Malevich. They were of the abstract variety that drove mad those uneducated in art, with explicative titles such as Black Square, Suprematism with Blue Triangle and Black Rectangle, and Red Square: Realism in Paint of a Peasant Woman in Two Dimensions, the latter consisting, in its entirety, of a slightly obtuse red square on a white background. Wood-framed diplomas told of degrees in painting conservation and arts administration. On her desk lay a stack of monogrammed, cream-colored paper, with the elegant Copperplate-font words MALEVICH SOCIETY printed along the top.

Open on her lap, Delacloche held a catalogue for an upcoming sale of “Important Russian and Eastern European Paintings and Drawings,” at Christie’s in London. The catalogue was open to page 46, lot 39:


Kasimir Malevich (1878–1935)

Suprematist Composition White on White

oil on canvas

54.6 x 36.6 in. (140 x 94 cm.)

Estimate: £4,000,000–6,000,000




PROVENANCE:

Abraham Steingarten, 1919–39

Josef Kleinert, 1939–44

Galerie Gmurzynska, Zug, 1944–52

Otto Metzinger, 1952–69

Luc Sallenave, 1969

Anon. sale, Sotheby’s London, 1 October 1969, lot 55, when

acquired by present owner




EXHIBITED:

Liebling Galerie, Berlin, 1929, Suprematist Works and Their

Influence on Russian Spirituality, no. 82

Galerie Gmurzynska, Zug, 1946, no. 22




LITERATURE:

Art Journal, 1920, p. 181



This painting is believed to be the first of Malevich’s renowned and controversial series of Suprematist White on White compositions. It is considered the most important of the series…


“Jeffrey, I’m telling you it’s a fake. Don’t you tell me that I’m being severely French! I am severely French, but that doesn’t make the issue go away. You’re about to auction off a fake Malevich. I have the catalogue right here, yes. How am I so sure? I’ll tell you how. Because the painting that you’re planning to auction off is here. It’s owned by the Malevich Society. I’m telling you, it’s in the vault in the basement right now. Yes, that’s right, three floors beneath my ass…”


Malevich strikes a balance between whiteness and nothingness, and he magnificently transforms this tense contrast in a contemplative meditation on inner tension. These works are wholly about feeling. Malevich has divorced himself from depictions of the everyday, of life and objects, and has honed his abilities into the projection of emotion. There is no right or wrong answer to the question “What is this painting about?” The question is “What does this make you feel?”


”…Look, the painting has been in the vault for months now. I saw it there last week. We only very rarely lend it out for exhibition, so it’s been locked away for ages. I don’t know why you didn’t contact us immediately…because of the provenance, well…I know you think that you are looking at it in your office right this minute, but I’m telling you, it has to be a fake…”

It is both revolution and ideology, abstract forms that may be appropriated by any viewer to his or her own end. Malevich frees his viewers from the shackles of iconography, and liberates them into a world of concentrated feeling. He did so long before such abstract works were popularized.


”…of course he did multiple versions of White on White, but I’ve only ever heard of two that are this large. All the extant versions of the painting are smaller, except for ours and one in a private collection in the U.K. But I recognize the image in the catalogue as ours. The provenance is all different, but if you’re telling me that your own photographers took this catalogue photo from the original that’s in your office, then it’s a fake.

“Jeffrey, the Malevich Society’s job is to protect the name of the artist. Just like if some fellow off the street wrote a symphony and called it a lost Beethoven, people would object, and the artist’s oeuvre would be damaged. The same goes for this painting that must be forged, or at least misattributed.

“I recognize the painting, Jeffrey! How do I recognize it? I recognize it the way you’d know your wife if you passed her on the street. You’re not married? Well, Jeffrey, I really don’t care, but you know what I mean. When you’ve seen enough of these, especially of this particular painting, you get to know it intrinsically. It’s my job to locate and protect every extant piece of art by Malevich. That’s why I want you to withdraw this lot from the auction. I have my hands full hunting down forgeries, and it doesn’t help when a high-profile institution such as yours is claiming that fakes are real…”


It is objective art, in that it does not rely on specialized knowledge for interpretation, as might a painting of a scene from classical mythology, which requires a recognition of the story in order to understand the action and glean the moral. It is a liberation from the excess clutter that impedes the path to pure emotion. It is an almost Buddhist focus, pushing aside the trappings of traditional paintings of things. It provokes.

For Malevich, the reaction was one of transcendental meditation and peace. But the painting is equally successful if it provokes anger in the viewer, who may say, outraged, “How is this art? I could paint that!” In answer to this exclamation, if one actually sat down and tried to paint exactly this, one would find that it is impossible. The textures and tones, despite the monochromatic palette, are deep and subtle. Painting such a work is easier said than done. But in one’s outrage, the painting has succeeded. It provokes emotion. Suprematist art reaches for the stars and thereby creates a new emotional constellation that hangs in the sky for all to see and interpret as they will.



“Well, thank you, Jeffrey. Your English is very good, too. Yes, I know that you’re English. It’s a joke. Yes. Well, I had four years in…look, we’re getting sidetracked here. I know the provenance looks good, I’m looking at it now. Well, I’ve not heard of all…no. But have you checked them all out? Well, what are you waiting for? I know you’re busy, but if you sell a fake for six million you’re going to be in a lot worse trouble than if you…. Can’t you just delay a bit, and I’ll do the research for you? Well, if you don’t have the authority, can I speak with Lord…it’s not going to do any good. No, it’s not my time of the month, I…but, I…yeah, well I hope you get royally fucked in the…”



“And this is the man we have to thank for the recovery of the stolen and ransomed portrait of our dearly beloved foundress, Lady Margaret Beaufort,” said the dean of St John’s College, Cambridge.

He gestured to the elegant, trimmed, and gray-templed Gabriel Coffin, a smile in his eyes. The room in which he stood was a wide wood-paneled corridor, brightened only by candlelight bounced off polished silver sconces. The Fellows of the college assembled before him, each clasping tight a glass of preprandial sherry. They look like the cast of a Daumier cartoon, thought Coffin. He stroked his close-cropped bearded chin, black speckled white.

“A renowned scholar and consultant to police on art theft, and a graduate of our own institution, he kindly volunteered his investigative services, when Lady Margaret went missing from the Great Hall. Of course, we’d all thought that those cads over at Trinity had had their way with her, but when it proved more serious, Dr. Coffin came to our rescue. Let us give him a hearty thanks, and then adjourn to dinner.”



The shudder din of voices and clinking cutlery whirled up from the long wooden tables and spun toward the dark-wood ceiling of the formal dining hall at St John’s College.

Coffin stared out from the Fellows’ Table, perpendicular to the long rows of students. Above his head, the large sixteenth-century portrait of the college foundress, Lady Margaret Beaufort, knelt in prayer. Was she relieved at her rescue? Back in her place, hung high on the wall. Coffin floated alone, adrift in a sea of conversation and laughter.

Waiters wove round the medieval benches full of students in suit-and-tie and academic robes. William Wordsworth, among other illustrious graduates, stared down inert from pendulous portraits on the wall, and donors proclaimed their gifts from coats-of-arms melted into the stained glass and branded onto the rafters.

Suddenly, Coffin heard a clink. What do I have that clinks? he thought. Then he felt his ribs nudged by a neighboring elbow.

He turned to the Fellow seated to his right, a toothless, red-faced old goat with a beard like a white sneeze. He was clearly on the losing side of the war for sobriety.

“You’ve been pennied, my boy!”

Coffin could feel the man’s breath. “I beg your pardon?”

“You’ve got to save the Queen from drowning. Bottoms up!” The Fellow gestured to Coffin’s wineglass, at the bottom of which lay a one-pence coin.

Coffin rolled his eyes and downed his glass. The Fellow laughed and gave him an old-boy smack on the shoulder. When he had turned away, Coffin dropped the recently saved penny onto the Fellow’s plate of bread-and-butter pudding. The Fellow spun around and his smile faded.

“Now you have to eat your dessert hands-free,” said Coffin, coolly. “You know the rules. If I penny your plate without your noticing…”

The sounds of the hall nearly masked the ring of his mobile phone. Coffin lifted it to his ear.

“Pronto? Buona sera. I didn’t expect to hear from you. What can I…Really? No, I can…I’ll be on the earliest flight back to Rome tomorrow morning…”

Something had been stolen.







CHAPTER 3



Geneviève Delacloche sat in her office with her stockinged legs slung up onto her desk. She had a fountain pen clutched between both thumbs and forefingers, and she was massaging it near to the point of breaking across the middle. Then her assistant brought in the coffee.

“Et voilà! I’ve never needed it so desperately, merci bien, Silvia. How much time before the call?”

“Only ten more minutes, madame.”

“Putain de merde,” Delacloche muttered. “Ten minutes. Right. Just give me…just…” Her assistant knew and had already left.

Delacloche pulled out a cigarette, always Gauloise, and drew heavily on it. She gathered her thoughts as she stood, left arm across her chest, right arm at a right angle supporting the cigarette like a spyglass. Smoking helped her to see more clearly.

The president of the Malevich Society was away on business in New York. With a probable fake about to enter the market, they had to decide on the Society’s next move. Delacloche sat, rolling her fingers along the cherry wood table. Before her lay a fat folder. She knew the decision that was needed. The president was their public face, a good hand-shaker and fund-raiser, but he knew little about art. It was up to her.

The phone rang.

“Alors,” she began, “I’ve just spoken with that asshole, Jeffrey, at Christie’s. He’s not removing it from the sale. In fact, he’s not taking us very seriously at all…. I know that one solid claim that it is a fake should be enough to shut them down. The difficulty is that it is in no one’s interest that this painting be found a fake…. Right…

“The problem,” Delacloche continued, “is one of finance. Consider for a moment. If it gets out that this painting is a forgery, then a number of things occur. The benefit is for the Malevich name, and the name of justice. But the art world is rarely high and mighty when it comes to such things.

“But who is to suffer? The auction house looks the fool for vouching for a painting that turns out to be bogus. Their reputation, and specifically the reputation of this so-called expert, is tarnished. As we all know, the one thing that will ruin an expert’s career is to be publicly fooled by a forgery…. I know, that’s why…. yes…

“Remember the Getty affair, when their man claimed that several seventeenth-century Italian drawings that the museum had just acquired for millions were fraudulent. He even claimed to know who the forger was. And the Getty refused to acknowledge the accusation by testing the drawings. If they were indeed forged, then the Getty had just been screwed for millions. If they turned out to be legitimate, the scholar would have lost all his credibility. From the Getty’s perspective, he was out to embarrass them, one way or another. And of course, all he wanted was the truth and a little justice…. I know…

“And he was fired without anyone ever testing the drawings.” Delacloche tapped her fingers on her folder. “So, that’s what we’re up against. Christie’s has already put out the catalogue. That means they’ve told the world that this painting is a Malevich. Not only that, they have it estimated at four-to-six million pounds…. How could they make such a mistake? It’s simple. The provenance seemed…seems flawless….

“I don’t know.” Delacloche lit another cigarette. “Of course, they won’t let me research it, and they won’t allow me to see the original documents. From the catalogue entry, I recognize about half of the places on the list. Some of the others are more obscure. It occurred to me that the obvious solution is that the image in the catalogue is incorrect, that there is a Malevich that fits this provenance but that it’s not ours, and the photograph of ours somehow replaced it. But Jeffrey assures me that it is correct, and that the painting was on his desk…. Well, we can only do something legally, to prevent them from selling it, if it’s proven to be a stolen object…”

Delacloche was preparing the next cigarette for launch. “The owner, who remains top secret thanks to Christie’s anonymity policy, of course does not want to discover that his Malevich, and I use that in the loosest sense of the word, is a fake, because it will no longer be valuable…uh-huh. And if he’s a criminal and knows that it’s a fake, then he certainly doesn’t want it discovered…right. And the buyers are such that they’d prefer, although they’d never admit this, to be blissfully ignorant of a fake than to have one fewer Malevich on the market to decorate their walls and adorn their pride. The discovery of a new Malevich on the market is a hot enough story that a world of the wealthy would be disappointed to see it melt away. So, Christie’s would lose face and commission, the owner would have a valueless piece of canvas with paint on it, and the clientele would be heartbroken. It’s no wonder Christie’s isn’t even willing to look into it.

“You’d think this expert would have been a capable enough man to investigate more thoroughly. But he’s not a Malevich guy, he’s a generalist in twentieth-century art. That means he knows shit-all about any one artist, like Malevich. You know how specific this sort of expertise gets. But you’re right…he still should have taken an X ray, for instance. With my training as a conservator, that’s the first action that came to mind. But scientific investigation is expensive, and faith is more highly valued than fact. The owner certainly wouldn’t pay for it. Without good cause, Christie’s wouldn’t either. We all agree that our accusation is good cause, but there’s another reason, airtight from Christie’s perspective, for them not to investigate further: the provenance.

“It’s only if provenance is shaky, or absent, that people look deeper. In this piece, it is unquestioned. This expert is the head curator of Russian and Eastern European paintings at Christie’s. That means that he is in charge of everything to do with this upcoming sale. The catalogue has one hundred and two lots in it, and all of them have to be examined, estimates made, catalogue entries written, and so on. If the provenance of one piece checks out, it is highly unlikely that anyone in that office would give the piece a second look. Case closed, malheureusement…

“Uh, no. No, I don’t think we should we go public with our accusation. It is most likely that it will jump-start interest, rather than scare people off. Buyers will believe the Christie’s experts above other sources. Most of them are ignorant of the minutiae, and just happy to buy a recognizable name that they can drop in the Hamptons, or in St. Tropez. Museums want the real deal, but they also want the flash of the celebrity name. They are better off with a small handful of renowned pieces, rather than rooms full of excellent examples of little-known artists. Your average public would flock to an exhibition that consisted solely of Whistler’s Mother, before they’d grudgingly attend a museum full of Kusnetsov, Tatlin, Malevich, Kandinsky, and Chashnik and the history of Suprematism in Russia, in which you run the risk of actually learning something. No, museums want the big names to put on their ties and coffee mugs.

“Word will circulate, I am certain, about the questions we’ve raised regarding the painting. The buzz will draw out more bidders and voyeurs at the auction, and that will only add to the chaos, and the payoff for Christie’s and their anonymous seller. That’s…that’s correct, yes…I think all we can do now is wait and trace. They’re the ones who will get screwed in the end. If we involve the police now, then Christie’s will crawl inside their shell, and if there’s any foul play about, we risk scaring off the perpetrator. I will attend the auction and be sure to see who the buyer is. If it’s a museum, then it will go public, but if it’s a private buyer who will want to keep publicity under his control, I will need to be there to see for myself who is bidding. Otherwise the bidder, and the painting, could disappear from our radar.”



Delacloche leaned back in her chair. She had some more paperwork to do. The phone call had put her off her usual day’s work. In addition to overseeing the care and upkeep of the Society’s private collection, she was in charge of investigation. There was an eighty-year-old in Minsk who claimed to have a letter from Malevich to Vladimir Tatlin, while in Lyon, a man wished to have the authenticity of a drawing, thought to be by Malevich, confirmed. That was just today.

Delacloche was exhausted. Her eyes scanned blankly around the room. Framed posters, diplomas, a black-and-white photograph of her as a newborn in her mother’s arms, a Boston Red Sox World Championship pennant, a Whistler etching of old sailors in a tavern, empty coffee cups, a postcard of Boston Harbor at night, her silver Zippo lighter on the desk. She looked outside her narrow window. The azure sea of twilight floated gently on the tide of the evening breeze, above the darkening canopy of the city streets. I’m glad that the Malevich Society isn’t in Russia, she thought.

She stacked the stray papers that had migrated on her desk into some semblance of order, ensured that all of the pens in her coffee cup were facing point-end down, and snapped shut her briefcase. Monday, mon Dieu. She closed her office door and stepped down the curling stairs to the ground floor.

Everyone else in the office had left. Delacloche continued down the stairs into the basement. She liked to find moments of quiet introspection to share with the artworks that it was her duty to protect. They could not thank her, but they did not need to. She punched in the code outside the vault door and inserted her key. Then the satisfying click, and the door swung open.

Inside the vault hung a phalanx of parallel-stacked metal grates from floor to ceiling, mounted on rollers, each no more than one meter away from the next. To the left were wide, shallow filing cabinets. They were filled with Solander boxes that kept out light and contamination, to protect works on paper, such as drawings and watercolors, and letters.

Delacloche turned right and walked to the end of the room, to the last row of movable wall. She leaned back as she pulled on the metal grate, and slowly the wall slid out toward her, with its cargo of framed Malevich paintings hanging loosely off either side. Once it was extended, she walked down to the far end, and scanned the titles. White on White, where is the White on White? Her eyes glided over the hanging works until she stopped.

The painting was missing.



Inspector Jean-Jacques Bizot was well into his third half dozen oysters, when the mobile phone, clipped between the bulge of his belly and the alligator gooseflesh of his green-tinged belt, began to buzz.

“L’enfer, c’est les huîtres,” he said, sliding a knotted snotty mollusk down his gullet.

“Let’s hope not,” replied his dining companion, Jean-Paul Lesgourges. “The Oyster Affair of ’75 is not one to remember. I wonder if the plumber was ever resuscitated.”

It was well into the third succession of buzzes that Inspector Bizot noticed that something in the region of his loins was vibrating. But he attributed this to the aphrodisiacal powers of the bivalves of which he was in midconsumption.

All was going to plan, he thought, as he dreamt ahead to his liaison with Monique, or was it Mireille, at nine that night. It was not until the plate of asparagus descended from the hand of the waiter, like the hand of God presenting lusty fuel to Jean-Jacques’ libido, that the phone began to buzz once more.

This time, Bizot could certainly feel something, as the vibration shimmied down the interior of his thigh. He cast a salty, bewildered glance at Jean-Paul Lesgourges, who was slipping the last slimy oyster between his equine lips. Lesgourges slowly noticed Bizot’s gaze, and he returned it with a silent “What?”

“Why are you rubbing me, Jean?”

“Me? Are you nuts? You’ve eaten too many oysters. I wouldn’t rub you if you were a magic lantern with a genie inside, you great walrus!”

“Jean, I can feel you rubbing me!”

“Alors, laisse-moi tranquille et mange!”

Bizot and Lesgourges resumed eating, as the fourth and final round of vibrations alerted Bizot to his nether regions. His belly, weary of the unnoticed mobile phone, finally rejected and ejected it, popping the phone from its clip to the floor with the elastic projection of Bizot’s folds of fat. The phone clattered to the restaurant floor.

Jean-Paul Lesgourges did not look up from the cutting of his asparagus. “Something just hopped out of your stomach area,” he said, as he thought about his meeting with Angélique, or perhaps Mireille, scheduled for later that night. “You know, the Emperor Augustus’s favorite phrase was ‘faster than you can boil asparagus.’”

“Fascinating, Jean…” Bizot, too, recognized that something had fallen, but he was in a bit of a tough spot. The bulk of his stomach was wedged between his knees and the underside of the table. He could not see under the table, nor could he move at all, he now noticed, as he made an initial attempt to bend over and retrieve the fallen object.

“Il y a quelque chose de coincé dans le mécanisme,” Bizot grumbled, as he recognized the preposterousness of his situation. Lesgourges met his eyes and saw the beads of frustration on his brow. He opened wide his horse face in a crescendo howl that wept into laughter, as Bizot joined in, heart reddened by the two and a half empty bottles of wine that still stood on the table.

The laughter eventually attracted the attention of a waiter, but only after everyone else in the restaurant had stopped to turn and see the source of the cacophonic expulsions emanating from a booth in the back corner.

It was a sight to behold, the exceedingly reedy Jean-Paul Lesgourges, with putty-stretched cheeks that looked rouged, and a glassy cackle in his eyes, whooping with joy, as the puff adder Bizot, like a broken aqueduct, every facet spherical, rumbled mercilessly, the table and his knees pinching him in place, bright smile tears puddling up around his tiny, hidden eyes. His brambly peppered beard was a tangle of chin and leftovers, and bounced of its own volition, revealing his gummy smile.

It was some minutes before Bizot and Lesgourges stopped laughing enough for the waiter, who had bent and retrieved the fallen phone, to attract their attention sufficiently to return it to its owner. The other occupants of Restaurant Étouffe-Chrétien could not help but smile and laugh along with the infectious good nature and Santa Clausian demeanors of the two rollicking, incongruous gentlemen in the corner. Each table wished silently that they’d been invited to dine with that oddest couple, the burly bombastic cannonball of Bizot beside the candle-wax-dripped taper Lesgourges, both exuding the color red, as if they were Titian-underpainted.

Then Bizot saw the flashing message on his phone that indicated four missed calls. “Putain de merde, ta gueule, vieux con, salaud.” He giggled as he checked his messages. “Jean,” Bizot whispered loudly.

“What is it, Jean?” Lesgourges replied from the midst of a chew of asparagus.

“There’s been a theft.”

“Sans blague? What is it?” Lesgourges was engrossed in his food and did not look up.

“That’s when someone steals something.”

“Oui?” Lesgourges was elsewhere absorbed.

“From the Malevich Society.” Bizot struggled to pull a small black-bound Moleskine notebook from the breast pocket of his blue jacket. With one hand, he endeavored to unsnap the black elastic that locked shut the notebook. Failing to do so, he swung a stubby arm across his corpulence and snugged the phone between ear and shoulder. He opened the notebook and began to take notes, before realizing that he did not have a pen in hand.

“A pen! My kingdom for a pen! Jean, give me your damned pen.”

Still focused on asparagus, Lesgourges handed Bizot a butter knife, with which Bizot preceeded to write in his Moleskine notebook.

“Ça ne marche pas, Jean. Can I have a pen that writes?”

Lesgourges finally looked up and resumed his enthusiastic giggles, as he handed over a maroon Mont Blanc fountain pen from his pocket.

“J’ai dit,” Bizot continued, as his notes finally flowed out in ink onto the page, “that there’s been a theft from the Malevich Society.”

“What was taken?”

“A Malevich.”

“Really?”

“It’s the Malevich Society—what else would they take?”

“Oh. I hadn’t thought.” Lesgourges served some bacon-wrapped eel onto Bizot’s plate.

“Hadn’t thought. That I believe.” Bizot clicked shut his phone and stared down at his notes, which were scribbled beyond legibility. He shrugged.

“Eat, eat,” Lesgourges beckoned. “You’re nothing but skin and bones!”

“I’ll give you skin and bones, you old donkey. There’s a crime that’s been committed.”

“Mmm,” replied Lesgourges. “Shall we go investigate?”

“After dinner I’ll check in with the officers on the scene. It’s been secured, so we’ll have a proper look round tomorrow. And what do you mean we? I’m the investigator. You’re just an academic, and not a very good one either. The worst kind. What sort of academic has no degrees, and doesn’t work in academia?”

“A rich one,” replied Lesgourges. “If you have a château, you don’t need a school, and if you have your own Armagnac vineyard, in Armagnac, then you don’t need the cafeteria milk cartons.”

“You proud bastard,” Bizot grumble-smirked, “I’ll give you a bottle of your Armagnac up your…”

“I’m the only one licensed to distribute my Armagnac, Jean. But without my extensive knowledge of art, you’d be…”

“…a lot happier.” Bizot scraped the eel from his fingers onto his napkin, which hung, like a tie, from his neck. “What do you know about art, anyway? I happen to know a lot more than you do about art, despite your little Modern art collection, and your backyard sculpture garden, and your…”

“…and my what?”

Bizot leaned in. “Jean, you own the ugliest Picasso I have ever seen in my life.”

“Ah.” Lesgourges leaned back. “But I do own a Picasso.”

Bizot thought a moment, then shrugged and returned to his meal. “Touché.”

Lesgourges looked on at him. “And what do you know about Picasso, anyway? You wouldn’t know a Picasso if it walked up behind you and bit you on the ass!”

“Look, I know…”

“You think that you know. That’s the worst kind.”

“Ah, eat your eel and asparagus, Lesgourges! I’ve put up with you long enough. Always wanting to tag along on my cases. You know I strictly work alone.”

“I’ve put up with you, Bizot, since I got you out of trouble with Hubert Pompignan, and I’ve been your guardian angel ever since. Eat more of the eel, it’s good for you.”

“The Hubert Pompignan Affair took place when we were eleven, and I’ll thank you to stop patting yourself on the back about fading-ember glories. Pass the salt.”

“So,” Lesgourges smacked and dabbed his lips dry. “I haven’t anything better to do. Lost Maleviches. Are we on the hunt, or what?”

“As soon as I finish my meal. And dessert.”







CHAPTER 4



In Rome, the tiny church of Santa Giuliana in Trastevere was a nest of activity. The well-meaning, well-dressed Italian police swarmed the slate-paved square, and a crowd of Romans had found time during their lunch break to investigate the cause of commotion, had they missed it during the first day of investigation.

When word circulated that a painting had been stolen, from the altar, no less, people were more outraged at the principle of the theft from a church, than out of any particular attachment to the missing painting. There was no weight given to the fact that the painting was a Caravaggio.

Gabriel Coffin crossed the square and made his way toward Santa Giuliana, tapping his umbrella, which he carried despite the Roman sun, along the pavement as he went, alternating taps and swings with each step. Coffin slid through the crowd of onlookers, and past the Carabiniere guarding the entrance to the church.

Inside the church, several Carabinieri were wandering, pretending to look for something, while the priest, distraught and quick of breath, was speaking with balding and kempt Claudio Ariosto. Ariosto was one of the chief detectives from the Carabinieri’s Unit for the Protection of Cultural Heritage.

The Caravaggio that had been stolen was a known quantity, unique, universally identifiable. It could not, therefore, be shopped by the thieves. It must have been stolen to order, either for an organized crime syndicate, as happened most often since the Second World War, to use as barter currency…or in the rarer instance, for a private individual who wished to possess it. It recalled the theft that prompted the creation of the Carabinieri Arts and Antiquities Division: another Caravaggio, Adoration of the Shepherds, stolen from a church in Palermo in 1969. It had been a thorn in the side of the department ever since, never found. From one Caravaggio to another. I’m sure that’s crossed Ariosto’s mind, Coffin considered. Wonder if he’s more focused on retrieving this one, or if he thinks it’s gone forever, like the Palermo Adoration.

Coffin scanned the interior as he took his first step inside. Three officers, one detective, one frantic priest, one missing altarpiece. Three flanking chapels on either side of the nave, each with a piece of art or relic as the focal point, chairs aligned in each, and empty prayer candles, one confessional booth, made of dark, oiled wood, much younger than the church itself, curtain in the front right corner must lead to offices, no holy water in the font, telephone beside the entrance, alarm keypad, motion sensors two feet off the ground along the periphery and across the altar, no locks on the ground-floor windows, not good, original stained glass of the Passion Cycle, but the Way to Calvary window had been restored, none of the furniture out of place, plaster cracking in the inside of the dome, wax from the prayer candles recycled, church underfunded, Domenichino’s Santa Giuliana, not his best work…. Then Coffin took a second step into the church.

He met eyes with Ariosto and crossed over to him, hand extended.

“Buongiorno, Claudio. Come va?”

“Gabriel. Let me guess. You heard the word Caravaggio and sniffed us out?” Ariosto shook Coffin’s hand in both of his.

“Actually,” Coffin began in mostly accent-free Italian, “the company I work for now would prefer not to have to pay for this.” He gestured toward the vacant altar with his thumb.

“Insurance? Of course.” Ariosto looked momentarily concerned.

“Don’t worry, Claudio. I’ll stay out of your way. We both want the same thing. To see this altar filled again.”

“That’s not what I was thinking. I’m just curious, although I know you’re not supposed to say. But then, that’s never stopped you before.”

“Well…” Coffin looked up at the altar, then down at the bewildered Father Amoroso. “I really shouldn’t say.”

“Suit yourself.” Ariosto, mildly displeased at the withheld gossip, resumed his usual habit of fiddling with the watch chain in his right jacket pocket. He was dressed, as always, in a gorgeously cut designer suit, offset by a necktie of a color that echoed, but did not overshadow, his shirt and jacket. “Though they’d be fools if it were valued at more than forty million euros.” Ariosto looked up from beneath his brow with a half-smile. He couldn’t read Coffin’s face.

Coffin smiled and shook his head. “Do you have anything so far?”

“We’ve been looking since yesterday,” began Ariosto. “But there’s something missing.”

“I’ve noticed,” said Coffin. “It’s the altarpiece.”

“Very funny. How I’ve missed not having you with us. Are you still lecturing?”

“Yes. Can’t keep my hand out of academia. And I need to come up with creative ways to supplement my income.”

“And your taste for collecting…”

“Guilty as charged.” Coffin twisted his umbrella beneath his hand. “Do you mind if I…”

“Suit yourself,” Ariosto muttered. “Nothing has been moved. But let us know what you find.”

“Of course.”

“We can help each other, I think.” Ariosto, fingers ringed, handed a folder to Coffin. “We have fewer art thefts every year, but last year we still came in near twenty thousand, and those are only the ones that are reported in Italy. I’ve got a lot to do, as you know. If you could…”

“Of course.”

Coffin took the folder and opened it. Inside were documents pertaining to the Caravaggio: color photographs, details of the back of the canvas and support, statistics, provenance. Unusually, in this case, the provenance was comprised of only one entry: one owner in the entire history of the painting’s existence. The photocopy of a manuscript, dated 1720, a portion of which was highlighted, read: Annunc. pict. Mich. Mer. da Carav. 120 d. 1598. The sheet was an inventory of possessions of Santa Giuliana in Trastevere, made upon the appointment of a new priest. An Annunciation scene painted by Michelangelo Merisi da Caravaggio had been purchased, apparently straight from the artist, in 1598 for 120 scudi.

Coffin wondered what 120 scudi would be today. Thirty years later, Claude Lorrain was earning the top wage for each painting, and would receive in the vicinity of 400 scudi. Caravaggio was no less acclaimed but was in constant financial and judicial straits, so this was a considerably cut rate. He must have needed the cash, and quickly, which explained the unusually small size of the painting in question. He fired it off for the money.

Coffin pulled one of the color photographs out of the folder. It was not a great Caravaggio by the artist’s own standards, but miraculous by any other. There were Gabriel and Mary. The Annunciation was the moment in the New Testament when God sends Gabriel, the messenger angel, to visit Mary and tell her that she will bear the Son of God.

This moment, and the Crucifixion, were the two most commonly depicted in religious art, and the iconography was quite standard. Mary was shown as a humble, achingly young girl in prayer, often poring over a copy of the Old Testament. She is surprised by the arrival of Gabriel, beautiful and androgynous, who conveys the word of God, sometimes in the literal form of words or rays issuing out of his mouth. God the Father looks down from a top corner of the painting, and often shines a ray of light into Mary’s womb. On occasion, a little baby Jesus or a dove may be seen sliding down the ray of light into Mary’s stomach. I’ve always found that a little odd, thought Coffin. Looks like he’s skiing. How could an as yet unborn baby know how to ski? The Son of God, presumably, is skilled in all winter sports, Coffin conjectured.

But this Annunciation scene, as with all of Caravaggio’s paintings, differed completely from the iconographic norm. He was a stylistic pioneer of the Baroque. His paintings were incendiary, in both popularity and impact on every artist who came after him, as was his temper. He was forced to leave Rome because he had killed a man.

Coffin was not surprised to see that Caravaggio’s Annunciation looked nothing like the traditional depictions. Mary’s back was to the viewer, and she spun to look over her left shoulder at Gabriel, as he reached out to touch her. She had sensed the angel’s presence, and there seemed to be some erotic charge between the two figures. This made sense, after all, for Gabriel’s words are a sexual equivalent, leading as they do to Mary’s impregnation. The look on her face had a coy startle to it, as if surprised by the appearance of her lover. Much of Gabriel’s winged back was to the viewer, as well, and the scene was set against an amorphous black background, the chiaroscuro figures emerging into light as if from an inky sea.

It was clear that Caravaggio had spent less time on this work than he had on others. More of the background was simply painted black than in most of his paintings. In doing so, he had been able to avoid painting Gabriel and Mary from the waist down. The point of view put the focus squarely on the facial expressions, and left the viewer straining to see more of the faces, which were partially obscured due to the odd backward positioning of the bodies.

Coffin noted the dimensions: 99 x 132 centimeters. Oil on canvas. No signature, of course. Artists rarely signed works until centuries later.

Then Coffin just stared. He locked his gaze on the photograph of the painting. Just as he did in museums, when examining a painting new to his eyes. He memorized it, drank in everything that it had to offer. He always began in the upper left corner and worked his way across and down. Paintings were meant to be read.

He handed the folder back to Ariosto.

“I’ll just have a look around.”

He strolled down the aisle, between rows of pews, his umbrella clasped with two hands behind his back. He was in the habit of over-dressing, and invariably in the same clothes: three-piece suit, Charles Tyrwhitt French cuff dress shirt. It was what he liked. He liked spats, though he did not often wear them. And bowler hats. And basset hounds. And eating lobster without utensils, while he ate chocolate bars with a knife and fork. And his James Smith & Sons mahogany-handled umbrella.

Coffin had long been nestled professionally amongst the art world’s strange characters. Those in whom knowledge and passion are acute, and highly specific. But, Coffin felt, too often such scholars lost track of their own reality and plunged into the escapist world of focused expertise. For many tweed-and-bow-tied scholars, a vicarious life in 1598 in Rome, or in any other period for that matter, was safer and softer than the now. And this disregard for the trappings of reality led to unusual forms of dress, among other things unusual. Coffin self-consciously believed that he was one of them, but he preferred to limit his dealings to professional encounters and to socialize with a strata that seemed to him less novelistic. He played poker on alternate Tuesdays with a policeman, a plumber, and a mechanic—three of the most intelligent, yet least intellectual, people he knew.

Coffin noticed something. Down between two pews. A single feather. From a small bird. Gray. A pigeon? He was about to kneel down beside it but thought better. He slowed his pace, and then moved on.

Coffin paused for a moment. He looked up, then across to the ground-floor windows, then to the alarm modules, the motion sensors, then back to the windows.

He smiled.



The next slide clicked into place. The whir of the projector threw light through it, and onto the empty wall, producing an illuminated Jesus.

The office was overcome with books, books that crept off the shelves and seemed to run for the door, strewn as they were about the floor and furniture. Photocopied articles and pages of notes were tucked under and in anything and everything. Compared to this chaos theory of filing, the streets of London outside the window seemed a calm seascape.

A young girl in a black skirt and white button-down shirt sat on the edge of a green velveteen chair, the only portion unoccupied by papers.

“Professor Barrow, I’ve done the reading for tomorrow, and I’m still lost on this iconography stuff. All the medieval saints look the same, so how am I supposed to tell them apart?”

A white-haired, red-faced old man spun in his chair away from the wall and toward her.

“Do you mean to tell me,” he began sternly, then paused for effect, “that you did your homework!?”

“Um, yes, sir.”

“Well, that’s bloody brilliant, Abby! I never expect that any of my students do anything I tell them to, or listen to anything I have to say. This is indeed a joyous occasion. Good day!”

He looked over to the light pouring through his open window, then leaned over his desk and resumed work.

“But, Professor…about the saints?”

“What? Oh, right. Um, right. Let’s see…” Barrow clicked the slides forward, and forward again, until a medieval Italian altarpiece slowly came into glowing focus.

“Take a look at this for a moment, and tell me whom you can identify.”

Barrow stood up, crossed around to the front of his enormous desk, for the most part buried in paper, and maneuvered around the vertical stacks of books that lay, like detonated mines, along the floor. He approached the window and looked outside. Then he quickly jerked back in.

He’s still there, Barrow thought to himself. What the hell is he doing?

“Um, Professor, I can find Jesus and Mary, but the rest of them all have the same beards and stuff.”

Barrow turned back to his student. His pure white hair was his own, but looked like a poorly made toupee. He seemed to sweat at all times.

“Right. Who are all these strange people carrying stranger-still objects? Now, you know that the only way to become a saint was to have been killed in some obscene and overly dramatic manner. The saints are traditionally identified by the object they carry, which is representative of the way in which they were martyred. A biography of the saints was written in the thirteenth-century by Jacobus de Voragine. It is called The Golden Legend and is the major source for iconography of saints. If we are to believe everything that Monsieur de Voragine tells us, then the only way to get into Heaven is to die a poor, starving virgin killed in an extremely unpleasant manner, but that’s as may be. I’ll give you a hint. If you read the Bible, The Golden Legend, and Ovid, then you can decipher most any painting in the Western canon.

“It can be rather fun to play the identification game. Who is who? Or whom, I can never remember. You need to know the story of martyrdom to unlock this riddle. And you are correct in thinking that I will test you on this, my dear.

“How was Saint Lawrence killed? He was roasted, without marinade, on a grill. So, he is painted carrying a grill. His famous last words: ‘ Turn me over, I’m done on this side.’ Saint Sebastian? Well, it’s a little more complicated with him. He was shot full of arrows, but he did not die, miraculously, so he was later clubbed to death, but he is traditionally shown with arrows sticking out of him. This symbolism is what we call iconography. You can begin to associate a certain saint with a certain object, so that object can act either as a stand-in for the saint, or as an identity badge.

“So, we’ve got Lawrence with the grill, Sebastian with the arrows, and Colonel Mustard with the wrench in the Conservatory. Are you getting the picture?”

Abby nodded, smiling, as she frantically took notes.

Barrow glanced at the window again.

“Abby, I’ve just noticed the time, and we’ve got to be at the National soon. Why don’t you run along, and I’ll just sort some things out.”

“All right, Professor Barrow. Thanks a bunch!” Abby left and closed the office door behind her. Barrow crossed to the window once more and looked outside cautiously.

Goddamn it, he thought. He wiped his bloodhound baggy cheeks with a purple bandanna from his breast pocket.

He laid his overcoat across his arm and left his office, closing the door behind him.

He paused by the exit on the ground floor. Through the glass doors and across the street, Barrow could see him. In a suit, wearing sunglasses. Just standing around. Probably wants an appraisal, he thought, bloody Americans. He often chose to forget that he was one.

Barrow walked past the glass door and through a corridor. He emerged from another exit, along the side of the building. The metal door slammed shut behind him, with a resounding clang that made him wince.

No matter, he thought. Cloudless blue shined above, as he stepped out onto the Strand.

At the front entrance to the Arts Building, the man in the suit checked his watch and stared in at the glass door. Then he lifted his mobile phone and dialed.

Barrow moved slowly, thanks to the limp that had plagued him since his hip surgery, two summers before. Crowds of people, tourists and businessmen, moved around him in the bright summer day. The sun beat down against his herringbone sport jacket, too thick for the heat, but he would not take it off. He thought of it as a counterbalance to the gross indecency of dress in the youth of today.

He passed by a window display and peered within, to examine a Verdi CD that had caught his eye. Then he saw the reflection in the window.

The man in the suit.

Barrow could see him standing on the other side of the street. What’s he waiting for, he thought? If he wants me, why hasn’t he approached? Barrow turned away and limped off along Upper St Martin’s Lane, favoring his left leg since the surgery. The crowd of people grew denser as he passed the monument to Oscar Wilde, who lay smiling and smoking in his coffin.

A train must have just let out, Barrow thought, as a swarm of bodies emerged from Charing Cross tube station. He stole a glance at the reflection in another shop window. There was the man in the suit, again. Only this time, there was someone else with him. And they were both walking toward him.
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