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Praise forSaving Vincent








“Art history buffs—like me—who never learned how van Gogh’s paintings survived will welcome Saving Vincent. Drawing on voluminous research, Fernandez brings to life the unexpected story of Jo van Gogh Bonger. I found it tremendously gratifying to discover the vital role she played at a time when women were virtually excluded from the art world.”


—Jude Berman, author of The Vow







“Fernandez’s immersive rendering of Jo Van Gogh Bonger’s real-life efforts to rescue Vincent Van Gogh’s art from obscurity is a story of such substance readers won’t want to miss a single word. By outsmarting the art world controlled by men who did everything to thwart her efforts, Jo rises as a heroine for the working class, the very people for whom Vincent Van Gogh painted. Fernandez’s finesse in capturing Jo’s spirit as a woman coming into her own at the beginning of the twentieth century is considerable. Readers will be equally thrilled to find Vincent on the page as well, speaking to Jo through excerpts from the letters he left behind.”


—NJ Mastro, author of Solitary Walker: A Novel of Mary Wollstonecraft







“[This is] … a great story … and timely application of advocacy principles for women, especially. Jo’s experience demonstrates agency in a man’s world and holistic fulfillment. Each chapter exemplifies a bend in the road, a triumph and pitfall, in the process of creating a successful marketing campaign.”


— Penelope Schmidt, gallery owner







“An intriguing art- and history-filled tribute to an oft-overlooked dynamic woman.”


—Kirkus Reviews







“Joan Fernandez is a remarkable author; her latest book is an invitation to delve into the captivating story of Jo van Gogh… In this delightful read, Fernandez not only uncovers Jo's significance but also enlightens us about the crucial role she played, weaving a rich tapestry of storytelling that underscores the profound importance of art in our lives.”


—Midwest Book Review







“Joan Fernandez has brought to vivid life a truly remarkable person in tooth, claw and sinew that perhaps the world in general knows too little of. The writer has made her own and not inconsiderable contribution to a necessary and fuller understanding of the contribution of a truly steadfast and courageous individual.”


—Historical Fiction Company
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For the dissidents and rebels and dreamers who challenge the status quo.


This is a historical fiction parable. Based on documented fact and told through a modern feminist lens, this biographical retrospective of Jo van Gogh’s life celebrates her defiance of patriarchal norms, her enduring legacy, and the compounding power of love.













ALMOND BLOSSOM
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Work was going well, the last canvas of the branches in blossom, you’ll see that it was perhaps the most patiently worked, best thing I had done, painted with calm and a greater sureness of touch. And the next day done for like a brute.


—VINCENT VAN GOGH, on or about March 17, 1890
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PARIS


Jo


JIMMYING OUT THE CLOSEST CANVAS, JO VAN GOGH RECOGNIZED one of the sunflower paintings. Pretty golds and yellows, yet the drooping blossoms looked a little forlorn. This was not the one she wanted. Gritting her teeth, she wriggled it back into the crate.


Morning sunbeams highlighted scattered dust across the flat stretch of wooden boxes shoved against every wall of the stuffy salon. Some were stacked on top of each other, blocking the settee and upright piano Aunt Cornelie had given them as a wedding gift, while other crates jutted out into the narrow room so that she had to edge sideways to cross it. The only free chair was squeezed under Theo’s tall oak writing desk with its piles of mail and stacks of old Le Figaro newspapers.


Her fingers fluttered along the rough edge of the next crate. She had not looked inside this one. Yanking it open, she pushed the rough wooden top aside to peer into the slapdash row of paintings for a glimpse of a white sprig from Almond Blossom, Theo’s favorite painting. If her husband came home—she jerked back—no, when he came home and saw it, he’d be comforted, reassured.


She thumbed the canvases. Stormy grays, speckled oranges, goldenrod yellows, but no fairylike pale blossoms. Frustrated, she slammed the top down.


This was just like her. She’d always doubted herself, always assumed others knew best. Pa had taught her to beware of errant female thoughts running contrary to common sense. So she’d gone along with her brother Dries’s insistence to organize the paintings, not realizing he intended to hide them away in unmarked crates. No list, no record. She knew better; Theo would be very unhappy.


She sneezed, hugging herself as a chill flickered up her spine. A lingering odor of turpentine and sawdust hung in the stale air. She’d dressed in Theo’s favorite gown. Never mind that the thin silk was for evening opera outings, the pretty violet would delight Theo, especially paired with the fashionable, dainty boots she’d brought from Amsterdam. But her feet must have grown when she’d been pregnant, for the shoes pinched, and now she had to take care that the gown wouldn’t snag in the cramped aisle between the crates.


She couldn’t give up. Almond Blossom was a good-luck charm, the ideal homecoming for Theo. She wanted his return this morning to be perfect.


She needed it to be.


Because once Theo was back at his desk, sipping a glass of his favorite merlot as Vincentje’s feet kicked from his lap, he’d be content, relieved to be through his ordeal. That was when she’d seek his reassurance on her decision to send out Vincent’s drawings to the Vingt exhibit in Belgium. A jittery staccato rose in her stomach. She shoved aside a crate top and riffled through the row. It was too late to withdraw the Vingt submission, but Theo had a way of calming her agitation. If her decision was a mistake, he would make it right. His comforting words always made her feel safe. He might even be proud of her. Then they’d unpack the paintings and resume their work for Vincent together.


She shoved another lid aside, and her fingers flew through the artwork.


It had been three long months since Theo had left. Their most prolonged separation ever, longer even than the vacations she took to visit her family back in Amsterdam. Dr. van Eeden telegrammed regular reports that Theo’s headaches were easing, but she couldn’t help worrying he wasn’t telling her everything. Didn’t the doctor remember she’d been here when the asylum men had struggled to get Theo into a straitjacket? And Theo had screamed her name. Over and over as they’d scuffled. Surely Theo understood now that she had needed to call them for relief from the helpless nights when he’d writhed with agonizing pain, strangling on screams that had terrorized her and the wailing baby. Shuddering, she willed the images to fade, but she couldn’t shake the shame of hiding as they had dragged him away.


The doctor’s telegrams gave her hope. But when she; Theo’s sister, Wil; and Mother van Gogh had taken the train to Utrecht to visit last month, the doctor had blocked their way, saying the hypnosis treatments for brain disease needed more time. She’d left without even a comforting glimpse of him.


Or the chance to explain. Ask his forgiveness for summoning those men.


Tiredly, Jo cocked her head to listen for the baby, but he was still sound asleep in their bedroom. Her aching eyes swept over the sea of boxes again. Theo would not like this at all. Twenty-seven crates, ten or more paintings in each, carelessly stowed away.


It didn’t feel right. The paintings were the heart of their life together and always would be, even though Vincent was gone.


Seeing Almond Blossom again would remind Theo of their perfect union.


The canvas of delicate white-and-pink blossoms was her favorite too. She and Theo had married while Vincent recovered from his latest episode in the Saint-Paul-de-Mausole Asylum. Vincent had painted it a few months after Vincentje’s birth. Though Theo assured her his brother approved, she’d known their marriage had inserted a wedge into the brothers’ close relationship. Almond Blossom had felt like an olive branch.


For the hundredth time, she pulled from her pocket the thin telegram Dries had sent last night. She read aloud: “I have news. Arriving nine tomorrow.” Closing her eyes, she pressed it to her chest. Dries had always been clumsy at keeping secrets. It made perfect sense that he would escort his best friend back home and want to surprise her. He’d played matchmaker before.


For from the first moment he’d introduced them, Theo had slid into a space alongside her, filling a gap she hadn’t even known she had. As if, in some past life, they’d made a compact to find each other in this one. Agreeing to marry and follow Theo to Paris hadn’t even been a choice. More like a foregone conclusion. A dream that had come true. For by being Theo’s soulmate, she was blissfully, utterly complete. When she burned the roast, instead of scolding as Pa would have done, he laughed and claimed a cold supper of bread and cheese was exactly what he’d hoped for. When he woke at midnight, unable to sleep worrying over whether one of his artists could pay rent, she rose to console and listen. Theo had none of the abrasive-ness of Pa’s rough ambition. In the privacy of their home, Theo was a husband who shared his hopes and fears and wanted to know what she thought.


Because of him, she was the mother of a beautiful son. The first of many children they’d planned together.


She and Theo had a pact etched in their hearts. Partners forever.


Outside the still apartment, cité Pigalle’s clock-tower bells began to ring. Nine o’clock. With her heart in her throat, she’d already turned to the entry as a sharp knock reverberated through the flat.


Rushing to the door,, she flung it open. Dries stood in front of her.


She tried to chuckle—the tease. Pushing him aside, she peered behind him.


No one.


“Where’s Theo? Dries …” Jo’s words fell away, silenced by her brother’s red-rimmed eyes.


“I need you to sit down.” He caught her arms. With numb steps, Dries pushed her through the crate path and dropped her into the desk chair. He knelt in front of her. “I have news—”


“Theo’s worse,” Jo babbled, frantic. She grabbed at his coat sleeves. “He was so thin. Is he even thinner? He’s stopped eating, hasn’t he? I hear they force-feed—”


“No, Jo …”


“They turned me away!” She jerked from him. “I must go to him! He’ll respond to me!”


“Jo!” He clasped her shoulders, his voice suddenly a whisper. “Theo’s dead.”


“N-no. I was just there! Just tried to see him.” Her chest pinched.


“I’m so sorry, Net.”


At the sound of her childhood nickname, Jo’s breathing stopped.


Theo couldn’t be dead.


She’d just gotten started being a wife, married only twenty-two months. Madame Smethe was coming this afternoon for Jo’s next cookery lesson. Just yesterday, their new gas cooker had been hooked up in the kitchen. She felt swindled. She’d planned to fry the first steak on it for him.


She sucked in a breath.


Vincentje will never know his father.


Twisting her arms from Dries’s grip, she picked up the miniature double portraiture with single photos of her and Theo side by side. His dear face gazed from the oval frame. Even though she’d tried to tame his unruly bangs by wetting them down, his hair had rebelled, swooping in a wild wave above his laughing eyes. The image blurred. Dropping the portraiture, she gripped the chair for support.


“I’m not ready for this.”


Dries pressed a handkerchief into her hand. “Do you feel faint? Do you need to lie down?”


She shook her head. What difference would taking to her bed make?


“The asylum sent me the telegram yesterday.”


She blinked. “Wait … you? Why not—”


“Come now! Remember how depressed you were after the baby. Pa insisted that I be their contact.”


“But this news …” It was true that she’d struggled for a time after Vincentje had been born. Theo hadn’t even seen fit to tell her Vincent had died until the day after. Wasn’t this just like Pa to take over? Wanting to protect his favorite daughter. Shielding her from bad news.


Fresh tears welled up. But no one could protect her from this.


Swiping at her eyes, she whispered, “Some part of me knew it, Dries. I couldn’t sleep last night. And the baby. He was fidgety. He felt it too.”


“Theo had a seizure. Fell unconscious. He died in his sleep.”


She stared at the crumpled handkerchief twisted in her hands. She should have been with Theo. How could she have let him die alone? A rivulet of tears slipped to her jaw.


“Pa sent me his instructions this morning.” He reached inside his coat for a telegram. “Funeral at Soestbergen Cemetery in Utrecht on Monday. Jo’s train ticket. Moving arrangements,” he read.


Jo’s stomach churned. “So far away … Utrecht must be four hundred kilometers from here. How will I visit … ?” She couldn’t say it: Theo’s grave.


“It’s Pa’s decision.”


“Wait … Pa knows?” She looked at Dries, confused. Theo had only just died.


“I sent a telegram as soon as I heard.”


“Last night?”


Dries frowned. “No, I told you yesterday morning. Come, Jo. This is a shock. You need to lie down.” Dries reached for her, but Jo stood up, pushing him away. He was the one confused, not her.


“I do not need to lie down. You kept the news of Theo’s death from me? You told Pa before me? I am Theo’s wife.” She was shaking.


“Theo was my best friend! You’re not the only one who is grieving here.”


She blinked down at him, eyes streaming. “Oh, Dries. Was. I was Theo’s wife.”


“Net …” He stood up to reach for her again, but she stepped back.


“Wait. You took the time to send a telegram to Pa before telling me?” Her anger surged. She jerked her hand back to slap him.


Dries caught her wrist. “Don’t you dare scold! We’re looking out for you. You know we had to make arrangements. You know how you are. It’s a wonder you’re standing. You always take to bed at the earliest sign of … upset.”


Jo yanked out of his grip. Her thoughts tumbled. “I … I … need to contact Theo’s mother.”


“Calm down. It’s done, of course. And Pa secured the gravesite in the Van Gogh plot last month.”


Last month?


Jo’s chest tightened. Of course Pa had. With grim efficiency, he’d planned for her husband’s death. Jo collapsed into the chair, splayed her fingers across her face, and sobbed.


Later that afternoon, Dries set a cup of steaming tea in front of Jo on a cleared desk area. She fiddled to straighten the edges of the nearest stack of mail. The letters were hers now.


“Take a sip?” Dries leaned against the edge of a crate. He peered at her. “I need some information, Jo.”


She nodded, reaching for the cup. Instead of giving her the useless cookery lesson, Madame Smethe had taken the baby out for a walk in his carriage. She and Dries should talk before they came back. Feeling drained, Jo struggled to take hold of her shame. All this time, she’d been unaware of how delusional she was. Her distraction—no, her ignorance—had squandered time with Theo. She should have insisted on seeing him, stayed in Utrecht, kept a closer eye, and asked more questions. She had acted like a little girl. No wonder Pa and Dries had taken over. She dropped the teacup untasted back into its saucer. She had failed to be there for Theo when he’d suffered. The least she could do was to pull herself together now.


Her voice was rough. “Who … who do I pay for the gravesite?”


Dries cocked an eye at her. “Pa took care of it … Jo, do you have any idea how much money Theo had?”


She hesitated. Of course, she posted their daily housekeeping expenses in their account book and had helped Theo track sales, but it hadn’t occurred to her to tally them up. Theo always did that. She shook her head.


“As I expected.”


Blinking, Jo willed her tears not to start again. “Theo had investments.” She hesitated, trying to recall. “I’ve been living off of Theo’s paychecks—Boussod’s continued them even while Theo’s been … sick.” It was the one decent thing Boussod & Valadon could do after making Theo’s life so miserable managing their Mont-martre art gallery. Theo had been forced to use his own funds to buy paintings he believed in, despite the disapproval of his director, Georges Raulf. So disdainful of Theo’s taste. There must’ve been at least a dozen paintings from Theo’s own collection there—works by Camille Pissarro, Edgar Degas, Claude Monet, and a sculpture by Auguste Rodin. She pressed a handkerchief to her eyes. “And there’s Theo’s personal collection at the gallery.”


“And you’ve inherited all of this …” His arm swept across the salon.


The rough containers squeezed in on her, crowding her up and out of her chair. At least three hundred paintings here. Drawings and lithographs too. All unsold. Theo had left these to her care. The realization sent a shock. These containers didn’t hold even half of Vincent’s work. Panicked, she furrowed her brow, fighting to concentrate. The paintings Vincent had done in Auvers-sur-Oise were stored at Père Tanguy’s in the attic above his paint shop. A cafe in Arles had the work Vincent had done in the south of France. Where else? At least half a dozen other small art dealers across Paris. Were there one hundred more paintings? Two hundred? What had Theo been thinking to die like he had? She couldn’t be responsible. Theo had known where all his brother’s artwork was. She had no clue.


“Steady, Net.” Dries pulled her back into the chair. “Theo’s inheritance is split equally between you and Vincentje. He’ll get his portion when he turns twenty-five.” He scanned the wooden crates. “Not that there’s much here. Vincent painted so much—and poor Theo never made a sale.”


“A few. One last winter.”


“What’s that?”


“Theo sold The Red Vineyard to Anna Boch, Eugène Boch’s sister.”


Dries looked blank.


“He’s the artist who became Vincent’s friend when Vincent first came to Paris. There’s a portrait of Eugène Boch … somewhere here.” She cast about the crates. “… a poet.” She recalled the portrait’s otherworldly background of twinkling stars. Her racing pulse began to slow. Theo had commented that it suggested Boch’s imagination, but she hadn’t needed the explanation. The painting’s feeling of transcendence was self-evident.


“Not a serious collector, then,” he said.


“What do you mean?”


“His sister bought it.”


Dries didn’t know what he was talking about. Theo had had his share of society ladies come to the gallery, one hand on their hus


band’s elbow, acting demure while shrewdly selecting some of the better art to coax their husbands into purchases. Theo had liked to say his sales were apolitical—the value of a franc was the same whether an aristocrat or member of the bourgeoisie paid it, whether a man or woman. Every sale had counted toward his annual bonus.


His bonus.


“Theo’s bonus is paid in the spring. I need to contact Boussod to see if I can get the payment now.”


“How important …?”


“It was double Theo’s salary last year.”


He swallowed. “Well then, I’ll have to take care of it.”


“Let me do it.”


“Absolutely not, Net. Art traders are bullies. And of all the top dealers, Boussod is the worst.”


“I know how horrible they are. Theo tried to break from them, remember? When you backed out of owning a gallery with him?” She couldn’t stop the taunt. She wanted him to hurt.


“You have no clue what it’s like to be in commerce.”


“In fact, I do.” Her mouth suddenly dry, she reached for the tea. “I—I sent some of Vincent’s drawings to the Vingt’s annual show.”


“In Brussels? The deadline was months ago.”


“I wrote to Director Maus, asked if we could send pen-and-ink drawings.”


“You can’t have. Theo was too confused. He couldn’t possibly—”


“I sent the drawing titled Fountain in the Garden of the Asylum. Theo loved that one. And others.” Her head bent. How ironic that Theo had been in an asylum.


“It’s an annual show for paintings, Net. The Vingt men pride themselves on being at the forefront of avant-garde art.”


“I know that. Theo told me how they showed Vincent’s oils in the past. That’s why I reached out when I realized we missed the entry date.”


“Come on. You shouldn’t have gotten involved with that. And in the middle of Theo’s breakdown!”


How could she explain that the notion had come out of the blue? The thought had been vivid even in the whirlpool of frantic worry over Theo. The idea had been impetuous, uncharacteristically spontaneous, scribbling a quick telegram to Director Maus without consulting anyone. It was a little concept—inconsequential, really. Nothing to get so wound up about. But she’d counted on Theo’s assurance—his confidence in her acting on her own—when he returned.


Now she’d never know if she’d been right.


She picked up the portraiture at her feet and stared at her innocent face. How naïve she’d been. Even in the terrible months as Theo’s illness had worsened and she’d struggled in constant exhaustion caring for him and the baby—even then, she’d never imagined their beautiful partnership could end. But now … Vincentje’s parenting. Their cozy Paris apartment. Theo’s lifelong work to showcase Vincent’s art. Her tender companionship with Theo—all of this would dissolve once she moved under Pa’s roof. Dismay rose from deep within her, yet for once, her eyes were dry. It was time to face the fact that her fairy-tale life had come to an end.


Still, she craved to take hold of one thing, just one last thing, before she said goodbye forever to her life with Theo. The bonus proved Theo’s love for her and Vincentje. It was hers.


With sudden ferocity, Jo grabbed her brother’s arm. “I’m claiming the bonus.”


He tugged at her grip. “My god, you’re impossible.” He paused. “Braver than me.”


“I’m Theo’s wife.”


“Theo’s …” His eyes softened. “Oh, Net, let’s get through the funeral first.”


He caught her when she let go. She’d misspoken again.















TWO
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UTRECHT


Jo




THE STONE TOMBSTONES OF SOESTBERGEN CEMETERY DOTTED the uneven, scrubby grass in languishing cold white rows. Bare tree limbs bent and jostled, offering no break from the gusts of icy January wind. In front of Theo’s grave, Jo leaned into Dries’s comforting arm. Swirls of loose hair flew across her face. Her throat throbbed, choked with unspoken words.


She hadn’t thanked Theo. Never told him how he’d helped her come alive. How she’d had no idea, no clue of who she was until she’d met him. He’d been the one person she trusted to give her permission—more than that—courage—to follow her own ideas. Without him, who was she now?


Not enough.


In front of them, a minister pressed his index finger against Bible passages while he struggled to read aloud from the riffling pages.


She stiffened. The toneless recitations grated at her. Theo would have hated this funeral. He and Vincent had discarded their heartless upbringing as soon as they’d left home, yet Mother van Gogh had put her foot down. She had God’s ear. Theo would have a Christian burial.


What did Jo expect? She was the dutiful daughter-in-law. Trapped under parental wings from both sides of the family. Of course she would have no say at her husband’s grave.


Jo glanced around the empty graveyard. Just three of Theo’s friends—artists Émile Bernard and Paul Signac plus paint merchant Père Tanguy—had made the trip to Utrecht. Pa’s scheduling had been so efficient; they were the only outsiders here.


Dries squeezed her shoulder as if the tighter his grip, the better it would fill in for her absent family. Pa had forbidden their travel. Train tickets to the funeral were an unnecessary expense. She’d be back in Amsterdam soon. Plenty of time to receive condolences in person then.


Dries’s steadiness on her left offset Wil’s trembling on her right. Impossible that her sister-in-law’s waiflike profile could seem even thinner. The coal-dark shadows under her blank eyes looked translucent, ghostlike. Theo’s death had struck like a hammer blow just six months after Vincent’s. Jo worried Wil wouldn’t make it through the funeral without fainting. She slipped an arm around her.


Her mother-in-law stood on the other side of Wil. Even shorter than Jo, her silvery gray-haired head could only be seen beyond Wil’s elbow. She stood statue-still, chin tilted straight up as if in a direct line to her God.


At the end of their sad row, Theo’s twenty-four-year-old brother, Cor, shuffled his feet, eyes on the ground. Jo’s heart reached out to him. How must he have felt? Bewildered? Crushed? In six months, he’d gone from the youngest carefree son to the single Van Gogh male survivor. All familial responsibilities dropped onto his shoulders. His dreams of the future were now razed to the ground by Theo’s death.


Like hers.


For now, instead of visiting Amsterdam on vacation as the indulged youngest daughter, she was returning as a burden. Widow with a baby. Another dependent woman for Pa to support along with her two unmarried sisters and youngest brother, Wim. She could feel Pa’s grim resignation all the way from Amsterdam.


A half hour later, when the minister closed the Bible and Jo tossed a chunk of dirt into the grave while Cor half carried Wil from the site, Dries asked her a question, but she didn’t catch it. She didn’t care.


“Madame van Gogh?” Émile Bernard stood before her, forcing himself into her focus.


“What?” She wanted to be rude.


His eyes were moist though. Père Tanguy stood behind his shoulder, crushing the edges of a soft hat in clenched hands. They’d loved Theo too.


“Don’t worry, Madame. We’ll take care of everything,” Bernard said.


Tanguy dropped his head. “First Vincent, now Theo. I’ll stand by them yet.”


Behind them, Signac nodded, wiping his eyes with a handkerchief.


Dries shook the men’s hands. “We’ll count on you.”


Wordlessly, Jo watched the men walk away. How strange that she’d get to know them without Theo now. She didn’t want to.


Dries took her elbow. “Everything’s under control. We’ll have your affairs squared away in no time.”


“I just wanted to be happy,” she rasped.


The pity in Dries’s eyes was almost more than she could bear.















THREE
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PARIS


Raulf


THE NEXT DAY, IN FRONT OF THEO VAN GOGH’S PLAIN wood-paneled apartment door, Georges Raulf fought to steady his breathing as he knocked frozen horse manure from his boots. Leaning over with his hands on his knees, he sucked in great gulps of air. He glanced out of the adjacent window overlooking the courtyard where the snowstorm from yesterday had already churned into slippery blackish slush. The same type of mess he’d stomped through leaving the Académie des Beaux-Arts’s meeting an hour ago, where those weak-kneed directors had practically whimpered when delivering the devastating news that the biennial Paris Salon—the beloved standard-bearer of Parisian art superiority— had been canceled. Canceled! After centuries of revered art-world authority, the Paris Salon had been discontinued, all because the old fools didn’t grasp the opportunity of the hour. Not since Napoleon had France secured this chance to extend its influence and take its rightful place as a world-class republic.


Père—God rest his soul—would have been livid.


Paris’s art world could be the point of the spear. Its superiority had even surpassed Rome as the center for classical art. Paris was the glittering jewel of Europe thanks to the foresight of financier pioneers like his father. The Acadèmie directors were soft, removed from the iron-fisted street fighting between Paris art dealers. They had no idea who shaped progress. After years of scoring deals, cutthroat tactics, and behind-the-back stealing, his appointment to the Salon’s coveted jury had been a critical rung on the political ascent he’d mapped out with Père. Now the AcadÉmie’s unbelievable cowardice burned. He clenched his jaw, furious. What would Père have said?


Walk over the fools.


Raulf drew a steadying deep breath. He’d take care of this errand and be on his way before opening the Boussod & Valadon gallery on boulevard Montmartre. He arranged his face in a sorrowful expression, yanked off his thick leather gloves, and knocked. News of his manager’s death had traveled quickly. Yesterday his latest junior protégé, Antoine, had tentatively sidled up to his marble desk to stammer out the gossip and then slid a note in front of him that unwittingly confirmed the rumor. The curling handwriting on the linen envelope looked like a schoolgirl’s: Monsieur Georges Raulf. His annoyance with Antoine drained away as he read the simple-minded note. Theo van Gogh’s wife wanted her husband’s bonus.


Manager bonuses were based on 7.5 percent of their gallery profits. He’d looked up the Montmartre branch. Last year Van Gogh had been paid eight thousand francs—twice the manager’s annual salary—and this year’s sales had been even better. With Theo dead, he wasn’t about to pay it, and he smiled at her innocent request. Doubtless, the widow would be moving home to her father’s care. Raulf needed those funds more than she did.


Especially after this morning’s meeting.


Dead or not, Van Gogh owed him for the headaches he’d caused. Theo van Gogh’s stubbornness had turned the Montmartre gallery into some celebrated outpost for independent art, relentlessly exhibiting troublemakers like Edgar Degas and Claude Monet, not to mention his brother Vincent’s maniacal painting. It was cruel. It gave false hope to the thousands of impressionable young men who poured into Paris from across Europe, leaving small towns and villages mesmerized by the fantasy they could be discovered in Paris, as though their meager talent would ever bring them riches. If anything, Van Gogh should have been arrested for fraud. If those damn directors had any teeth, any integrity, they would have shut down these imposters years ago. Idealistic young men like Raulf’s brother, Raynaud, wouldn’t have caught the artist’s sickness and wasted their lives.


Raulf would start with the Montmartre gallery, scrubbing it clean of avant-garde art. Not only was it the right thing to do for France, but it would elevate him in the eyes of Boussod & Valadon’s partners. Since the Académie had abandoned its role as standard-bearers, there was a vacuum. His fingers itched. He already knew which paintings he’d secure to hang in Montmartre. William-Adolphe Bouguereau. Gustave Moreau. Within Boussod, he would finally be acknowledged for his singular patriotism. Being named a partner would surely be a foregone conclusion.


He swept his bowler hat off his head. The door swung open as he smoothed his hair.


“M-monsieur Raulf.” Van Gogh’s wife greeted him solemnly and extended her hand. She was short—her height only just reached his chest—and took a step back to regard him with tired eyes. “I’m Madame van Gogh,” she trembled. “Pl-pleased to meet you.”


Poor girl. His manager had married a young one. He bent over her hand. “Your husband was one of our best managers.” Oddly, the cloying odor of a paint dealer—or a carpenter’s shop?—tickled his nose. He looked up into the apartment behind her.


The girl nodded, accepting his condolence. “Please excuse the disorder.”


Raulf trailed behind the widow’s slight figure down the hallway, awkwardly sidestepping packing cartons. He peeked inside each doorway as they passed—a kitchen, a box room turned into the dining room—he was surprised to see those areas, too, crowded with crates. Their apartment must have been jammed with household items.


“Coffee?” she said over her shoulder, waving him toward an armchair squeezed between two wooden cartons.


“No, thank you. I won’t be staying.” He fought the temptation to pull out a handkerchief to block the heavy turpentine musk. It dawned on him that these cartons weren’t all household items. Some boxes must’ve contained paintings. How extensive was his manager’s collection? The wooden crates were closed shut, but they must’ve all followed Van Gogh’s preference for wanton modern art. What a colossal waste. No wonder the widow was begging for money. It was sad to see another victim of the avant garde destined for the trash bin.


The girl perched on the edge of a chair and pulled a heavy ledger onto her lap from a desk behind her. She quivered. “I appreciate your responding to my note so quickly, Monsieur Raulf. I want to start by thanking you for continuing Theo’s paychecks this fall after he fell ill.”


Raulf drew a blank. It must’ve been a carryover from Van Gogh’s uncle, “Cent” van Gogh, a former Boussod partner who’d died three years ago. The old fool’s spineless sentimentality still lingered. “It was the least we could do,” Raulf murmured.


The widow lifted her chin. “We … I have a young son—almost one year old.” Her hand fluttered. “He’s … napping.” Her short fingers found a ledger page. She grasped it. “I … I’m getting our finances in order …”


Surely she wasn’t asking about the bonus? Raulf was caught off guard. He glanced around. He’d assumed a brother, cousin, or another male relative would be here to discuss the money. He held back a laugh. These provincial Dutch didn’t understand how good business was done. He tugged on each jacket sleeve, smoothing out the fabric ripples. “You’re moving back to the Netherlands? To your father’s?”


Startled, she looked up. “We’re moving soon, which is why I sent you the note about Theo’s bonus income.”


Persistent as an annoying fly.


She ran a finger down the page. “Theo’s records show you owe him eight thousand francs.” Her voice was stronger. She looked up at him. “Or more.”


Or more? Raulf sat back. Who had done the percentage calculations for her? Her earnest gaze perplexed him. He was used to Parisian high society in which women fluttered fans and flirted nonsense. Van Gogh’s wife had an unsettling gravity. A strange determination. He would need to cut off this twaddle.


“You’re mistaken,” he declared.


She flushed and tapped her finger at the end of a column of numbers. “Another … amount?”


“Another time. Our policy is to do our inventory now, then pay out bonuses in the spring, and …” he improvised quickly, “… the chèque we sent you came from the sales Theo made earlier in the year. Boussod and Valadon has already done all we can.”


The widow flushed deeper. “But four months’ pay is only twelve hundred francs. That’s … that’s hardly close …”


What blather. Raulf pulled out his pocket watch. He’d done what he’d come here to do; he’d given his condolences on behalf of Boussod. Irritation rose. “Where is your father, Madame? Or another family member … a brother?”


“My brother Andries Bonger is a broker here for George Wehry.”


“The importer?”


“Yes.”


Relieved, Raulf nodded. He would handle the brother and be on his way. “I’m surprised he’s not here.” How long would he have to wait? He winced at a headache’s first twinge. Fresh air would do the trick. He stood up, but it appeared the room’s only window was blocked in. “You’re ready to move already?”


“Our things need to be packed.” She followed his gaze. “These are my brother-in-law’s paintings.”


“All the cartons are his paintings?”


She nodded.


Van Gogh’s half-wit brother! Raulf laughed out loud. He took a few steps down the path between cartons, giving each crate a crisp knock as he passed. “Unbelievable, Madame. I had no idea. Your husband tried selling some of his brother’s work in the gallery, but … so many boxes … the waste.” He turned to face her. “It’s all … clutter.”


She sprang to her feet. Her cheeks flamed. “You’re mistaken.”


Raulf spun around in one spot. “I can get rid of these for you,” he said. “The École is always looking for practice canvases.”


“You mean painted over? But they’d be … erased!”


“The École des Beaux-Arts is the best art school in Paris. They’ll be put to good use.”


“I’m keeping them.”


His laughter died. Gad, how he hated female sentimentality. He’d wasted enough time. Placing his bowler hat onto his head, he tapped it into place. Let the Dutch keep their Dutch painter.


“Madame,” he dismissed himself.


Her small hand clasped his arm, shocking him. “But Monsieur, you’re sure about the bonus …”


He pried off her grip. “I’ll show myself out.”


What a pity, but he couldn’t afford to get sentimental. The girl was emotionally attached to an amateur. He had to stay focused. Take the lead in ridding Paris of all the upstart modern painters. And one thing was for sure: Theo van Gogh’s death gave him the perfect opportunity to make his mark on Paris.
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PARIS


Jo




FOR THE FIRST TIME SINCE THEO’S FUNERAL A WEEK AGO, JO awoke rested.


Sunlight cascaded from the window across the salon and highlighted the thick coat of dust in each cubbyhole of Theo’s desk. She’d cleared a small work area by shoving the teetering stacks of mail and newspapers into taller piles. Each day the post delivered notes of condolence. The initial trickle had become a deluge, especially after Theo’s obituary had appeared on page six of Le Figaro. She’d been piling up the notes unopened, fearful of ripping open the paper-thin covering she’d sealed around her grief.


But today she’d awakened with a new resolve to face them.


Dries had taken the day off and come by early. After the baby’s breakfast and an extra-strong cup of coffee, she’d shoved the boxes into a makeshift blockade around Theo’s desk to keep Vincentje contained next to her. After stacking the sympathy notes into a pile, she’d tucked Theo’s loose papers into a single drawer to sort through later. Dries had picked up the widow’s stationery with the wide black border for her.


She opened a note; a pale thumbprint was smudged on its top right corner.


“Sara de Swart … she’s the sculptress?” she asked Dries, who had appeared in the dining room doorway. She gently pressed her thumb over the print.


He leaned against the doorjamb and bit into a kipferl. Flakes of pastry floated onto the floor. “Rodin’s lover.” He took another bite.


Jo fingered the note. Auguste Rodin. Theo owned one of his sculptures. She remembered Sara now. She’d met her with Rodin at the party in the World’s Fair Dutch Pavilion last year. Jo nudged the edges of the envelopes to straighten their edges, thinking hard. She vaguely remembered a dark-haired woman with a forceful laugh, but she’d possessively clung to the arm of a female companion, not Rodin. Were they lovers? Jo flushed. So flagrantly brazen! She imagined Sara bent over a desk, long loose hair masking her face, fingers scrunched around a pen trailing a trace of powder. The grayish print must’ve been from molding clay. The word “sculptress” sounded sensual, foreign on her tongue. What would it be like to be as bold as Sara?


Or Suzanne Valadon. Another woman who had chosen to be an artist. She remembered Theo chuckling over the rumor of her scandalous affair with Pierre-Auguste Renoir after she’d posed as his model. Or was Henri de Toulouse-Lautrec her lover?


These women were so different from her. Taking lovers. Living independently.


Trusting their own ideas.


Jo pictured herself walking through Paris on her own. A little shiver raced up her spine.


Not her.


She knew better. She had always been the dependent one in the family. “Babied,” her sisters whined. So, when Pa had granted permission for her to marry, she’d moved from her father’s care to her husband’s. She was safe that way.


Jo bent her head to scratch out a few stiff, pacifying sentences. Too formal. She crumpled the note paper into a tight ball. Picking up the envelopes, she fanned through them, skimming the names on their return addresses.


“I had no idea of all the things Theo did for his artists,” Jo said to Dries.


“Why would you?” He broke off a tiny piece of kipferl and dangled it over the crate to Vincentje, who clambered along the inside of the enclave. Teetering, the toddler grasped the bit of roll, then plopped to the ground.


Jo waved a note card. “Camille Pissarro wrote that Theo gave him money for rent once. Claude Monet remembered Theo paid out of his pocket to repaint the entire gallery for his first solo show.”


“Annie would kill me if I spent money that way.”


“I have a note from Albert Aurier. He and Theo had planned to publish some of Vincent’s letters.”


“The art critic? Why?”


“Honestly, I’m not sure.” She scanned the desk’s cubbyholes stuffed with yellow envelopes. “Theo saved every letter from Vincent since they’d started writing to each other at least ten years ago. He read a few aloud to me.” She looked down at the note in her hand. “I’m not sure why he’d publish them. Vincent could be so insulting.”


“He was mad.”


“Theo didn’t think so. Vincent suffered from episodes, but there were times he was quite lucid.”


“If you say so. Doesn’t matter. They’re both gone now. Oh, Net …” His head jerked, regret in his eyes. “I’m an insensitive brute.”


Eyes shining, Jo shook her head. Underneath his bumbling, Dries had a heart of gold. How could she explain how unnerving it was to read about a side of Theo she hadn’t known?


“I thought Theo shared everything with me.” She steadied Vincentje as Dries placed the last of his pastry into the baby’s out stretched hand. “He used to lie with his head on my lap and tell me about his day—every insult, every ignorant comment, every snub. He wanted to help his artists so much it gave him headaches.”


“That was the disease.”


She shook her head. “He truly cared, Dries. And I wanted him to release the burden of it, allow me to carry it for him.”


“Why?”


“Isn’t that what a wife does?”


A look crossed Dries’s face. “I wish Annie … At any rate, you no longer have that duty.” He patted Vincentje on his head and disappeared back into the dining room.


Over the next hour, a parade of names and faces passed in front of her—Émile Bernard, Isaac Israëls, Odilon Redon, Edgar Degas, Meijer Isaac de Haan, Paul Signac, Père Tanguy —all people she’d met through Theo but now realized she’d never truly known, never been inside their world. She was the wife. At dinner, the woman behind the scenes, on Theo’s arm for outings. Why didn’t she know their stories? Paid more attention?


It was too late now.


Sighing, Jo picked up another letter. Mevrouw Jan Veth leaped off the return address. Anna Veth. Her dear childhood companion. Pressing the linen paper to her nose, she breathed in a light lavender scent. The lovely detail was so like Anna, her ladylike, thoughtful friend. Just last year she and Theo had traveled back to the Netherlands to visit Anna and her husband, Jan, for a peaceful weekend getaway to see their new home in the small town of Bussum. The trip had put such color in Theo’s cheeks, Jo had made him promise they’d make it an annual affair. But in addition to Theo’s improvement, she cherished how she and Anna had rekindled their friendship. On a stroll, dawdling behind the men’s loud arguments about art, she and Anna had linked arms, recalling silly little girl antics until they’d doubled over laughing and gasping for breath. When the men had scolded What’s going on? they could only shake their heads and wipe their eyes before bursting into giggles again.


How impossible that trip had only been nine months ago.


Vincentje pulled at her skirt, breaking her from reverie. Smoothing back his silky blond curls, Jo planted a kiss on his crown. She couldn’t dwell on the past. Her focus was raising Vincentje now.


Wiping her eyes, Jo picked up the baby. “Dries! Would you take Vincentje?”


The opening of cupboard doors squeaked from the dining room.


“Stay out of my things,” Jo said when he appeared. Dries had a way of making a mess even when he thought he was helping.


“Come here, young Vincent.” Dries lifted the baby from her.


“Vincent-je.”


“He’s the man of the house. Shouldn’t we call him a man’s name now?”


“No! He’s still my baby.” But without a father, her son’s future had changed forever. Soon enough, he would find out how different, how singled out and deprived he was with only a mother as his parent. The last thing she wanted was to rush his growing up.


Dries jiggled Vincentje until he giggled. “Let’s go do men’s work.”


“I don’t want you meddling,” Jo called after them. She stretched her arms over her head to ease her tight shoulders. Pa had arranged for the movers to come in two days. She already had a plan for how to pack—which items to go to Pa’s (Vincentje’s crib, two trunks of clothes) and which to send into storage (nearly everything else since her childhood bedroom had been untouched since she’d left). Over Pa’s objection, Theo’s clothes would be stored too. She wasn’t ready to get rid of them yet.


Turning back to the notes, Jo read the name Octave Maus. The faint pulse of a headache threatened. She still needed to answer his telegram. Vincent’s drawings had been so well received in the Vingt exhibit that instead of returning them, Maus had taken the liberty to send them directly to the Museé d’Art Moderne in Brussels to include in a show next week. She still hesitated at the news—Theo had been so careful about where he’d placed Vincent’s artwork—but if the Vingt reception was as good as Director Maus claimed, surely Theo would have approved—wouldn’t he?


And there was another problem. Director Maus asked what prices to put on the drawings.


She fingered the note.


Theo had done all the pricing.


She had no idea.


A crash sounded in the dining room.


“Dries!” Jo shoved aside a crate to scoot out of the barricade. “Don’t make a mess!”


A dozen silver spoons lay scattered under the dining table. A sunburst of white sugar crystals fanned across the floor next to sugar tongs and an upturned sugar bowl. An open velvet-lined box leaned against a chair leg. Dries crouched to pick up the spoons as Vincentje crawled rapidly toward the sugar. “I’m counting the silver,” Dries said, looking up.


She grabbed the baby by both legs and pulled him back. Scooping up the box, she turned it upright onto the table. “Honestly, Dries! Whatever for?”


Dries swept up a few spoons and dropped them, clattering, into the open box. “These could be sold.”


“Spoons? Sugar tongs? They were a wedding gift from Ma.”


“Pa told me to calculate your wealth,” he said. Jo opened her mouth to retort, but before she could comment, he said, “You were wrong about Theo’s bonus.”


Holding her tongue, she grabbed Vincentje, who was making a determined beeline back to the sugar. He wailed and kicked as she pulled him onto her hip. Struggling with the baby, she still couldn’t fathom how her calculations had been so far off, but there was no way she was asking Dries for help. She shook her head slightly. The math must’ve been beyond her somehow. But Dries—the blunderhead—certainly didn’t know more than she did.


He cleared his throat. “Jo, I’m directing your affairs now. Pa has agreed to appoint me as your guardian.”


“Guardian?” Jo started to laugh. Annie had to remind him to put his socks on in the morning. Her laugh died at his solemn face. “You’re not serious?”


“I am your older brother, Jo,” he said, raising his chin. He pulled the box of silver toward himself. “I’m in charge of your affairs now. Besides …” His voice faltered. “I thought you’d be pleased. We’ve always looked out for each other.”


“This isn’t make-believe! It’s my life!”


“You’ll still move home, of course. But the artwork will remain in Paris.” He patted a crate next to him. “I’ve arranged for the mess to be stored in Pere Tanguy’s attic. He already has Vincent’s paintings from Auvers.”


She’d never seen the last paintings Vincent had done in Auvers-sur-Oise. Theo had come back so shaken by Vincent’s suicide, she hadn’t thought to ask.


Jo gazed at the crates lining the dining room walls. Dries spoke as though the paintings were a nuisance, pitiful relics from a dead man’s life. Dead men. A lump formed in her throat. Was it all over, then? After so many years of supporting his brother, Theo’s passion had turned out to be futile. His brother’s lifework would be shut away in the dark attic of a second-rate paint shop.


She couldn’t swallow.


Dries continued, “And Émile Bernard is coming by this afternoon to select paintings for his exhibit.”


“Exhibit?” Jo shifted the baby to her other hip and cleared her throat. “What exhibit?” Bernard was planning an exhibit. He was such a good friend.


“Bernard promised Vincent,” Dries explained. “On his deathbed, no less. Of course, now he wants to dedicate it to Theo too.”


“Theo would have been pleased!” she said. The depression threatening to drag her down had sprouted wings and taken flight. “Will Monsieur Bernard use the same apartment downstairs?” Bernard and Theo had unsuccessfully tried to stage a show for Vincent in their building a year ago. Before Dries could answer, another idea occurred to her. “Or he can use this apartment. Once the furniture’s gone, the rooms will be perfect. The bedroom is especially spacious, with good light. And the rent’s paid for six months.”


Dries grimaced.


“Let’s do it here,” she confirmed in a rush of memories. “Theo and I talked about how to improve the next one.” She paused. “I read Monsieur Bernard’s note. It’s strange he didn’t mention it.”


“Why would he have told you? I didn’t tell you when the Indépendants planners contacted me.”


Delighted, Jo bounced the baby. Exhibiting at the Société des Artistes Independants show was more excellent news. His friends were rallying. Vincent wasn’t being shut away at all. Relieved, an idea struck her. “Wait, Dries …” Plopping the baby onto the floor, she wrestled off the top of the nearest crate. “Last year Theo showed ten of Vincent’s paintings … but which ones?” She concentrated, carefully flipping through the paintings, peering at each one. The Indépendants annual exhibition had become the most prestigious national exhibit for unknown artists to get their work in the public eye. Some even claimed its popularity had brought about the collapse of the preeminent Paris Salon.


Hastening to the next crate, she spoke over her shoulder to Dries. “I’m looking for the fishing boats Vincent painted at Les Saintes-Maries-de-la-Mer. The blue and purple in the waves are so vibrant. Oh …” She pulled out one of Vincent’s self-portraits. The yellow straw hat reminded her of a farmer. She stared into Vincent’s blue eyes, accentuated by the random blue brushstrokes in the background. Her voice softened. “Even if Theo showed this last year, we must include a self-portrait. It can be a sort-of tribute—”


“Stop, Jo!”


“If it’s an homage posthume show, shouldn’t it contain a picture of Vincent?” She couldn’t help scolding a little. “I really wish you’d made a record of the paintings as you put them away. We’ll have to be very careful looking through them.”


Dries yanked the portrait from her hands. His face was red. “We? Choosing paintings is none of your concern, Jo. You’re moving back to Pa. I’m in charge of these affairs now.”


She took a step back. Dries knew very little about the art world, and frankly, neither did she. But she did know what Theo had wanted for Vincent. Better than anyone. Relief flooded through her. That long list of people in the Parisian art world might have known Theo, but not in the way she did. She’d lived with Theo’s love for Vincent, that devotion to his brother so all-encompassing it had been an unspoken part of their marriage compact.


Dries shimmied the portrait back into the crate.


Hands on her hips, she came to a decision. She would not allow Dries to take over her affairs. He would have to prove his manhood to Pa in some other way. Not with her life. And as for Pa …


Suddenly, Jo couldn’t move. A realization hit her. As for Pa, she would no longer be that favorite doting daughter. She couldn’t squeeze herself back into a mold she’d outgrown.


A movement caught her eye. Vincentje sat in the middle of the white crystals, contentedly pinching sugar between his fingers and licking them. If she moved back to Pa, her son would be raised learning to be a man in her father’s image. She glanced at Dries fidgeting at a crate, thumbing through paintings. Like her brother, Vincentje would struggle against his grandfather’s impossible demands. No, she would not move home. Vincentje had to become the man Theo had wanted. It was her duty, her obligation to Theo. She would raise their son in the way Theo had wanted.


Dropping her voice, Jo said, “I don’t need a guardian, Dries. And I’m not moving back. Tell me the truth—Pa put you up to this.”


His face twisted into a scowl. “You can’t live in Paris by yourself!”


Sara de Swart does, she thought but bit back the retort. She had to agree with Dries on this. Paris didn’t feel right.


“You’ve never lived on your own!” he argued.


“I have! In London.”


Dries laughed bitterly. “When you were a student? Oh, certainly.”


Jo bit her lip. The London trip had been Pa’s gift after completing her university studies. She’d stayed in a guesthouse with two other women. Delicious days surrounded by books in the British Museum reading room and losing herself in Shelley’s romantic poems. Giddy late nights out when they’d snuck past the humorless widow managing the guesthouse. London had been a final burst of freedom from under Pa’s tight rein before she’d taken her teaching job.


She’d changed so much since then.


Jo paused, a thought taking hold. Of course. She’d changed so much since then.


“Dries,” she said slowly. “I know this sounds crazy—and I know Pa will react with fire and brimstone—but I don’t want to move home. I’ve grown up since I got married. I can handle it.” Fear rippled through her. She forced herself to continue. “I … I owe it to Theo. We shared life in a way I never dreamed marriage could be. And he gave me a son. You knew Theo as your mate. Dozens of people knew him as the Montmartre art dealer dedicated to modern art. But I am … was … his wife. I knew him differently.”


She traced the top of a painting next to her. “And I know that Vincent was never far from Theo’s thoughts. How Theo looked at every painting in his gallery in relation to Vincent’s. How he saw every painting through the lens of his brother—did it indicate something beautiful? Something beyond the paint?”


Clarity flooded through her. She faced Dries. “I know what Theo thought about every single one of Vincent’s paintings. What color frame each should have. Which paintings should be shown together.”


“How would you know that?”


“I’ve lived and breathed Vincent’s art. When I fell in love with Theo, I fell in love with all of him. His devotion to Vincent too.”


Dries shook his head. “You’re not making any sense. Annie knows nothing about my being an importer. Art dealing is business. You think you understand, but you can’t. Theo was Vincent’s brother, but he was also his patron. Look how he sent Vincent money every month. For years. Theo talked incessantly about selling Vincent’s work. He wanted his money back.”


“No, you misread him. He didn’t care about the money. Theo believed in the people he was close to. He believed in Vincent.”


Just as Theo had believed in her.


“I’m not going to argue with you about whether Theo was a fool,” Dries retorted. Jo’s cheeks flushed, but he held up a hand before she could object. “None of this changes the fact that you’re not equipped to live on your own. Pa won’t send you money. What will you live on?” Panic crossed his face. “Theo may have supported Vincent, but Jo, I cannot support you! Annie would kill me. Remember, Pa was the one who gave you money in London.”


The face of the London-guesthouse keeper came to Jo’s thoughts. “Dries,” she said as an idea took shape. “I can run a guesthouse! It’s a perfectly acceptable occupation for a widow.”


“For a crone.”


“For all widows,” she rebuked. Her thoughts skipped, forming answers. “I have the funds to rent a place. I’ll get one with a large enough attic for the paintings.”


“What—”


“All of the paintings are coming with me.”


“ No, Jo. Bernard and I are both doing exhibitions—”


“We’ll make the selections before I go,” Jo planned. “And we won’t move the paintings already stored at the Tanguy paint shop. They’re safe enough, and I know Père Tanguy exhibits them in his window sometimes.”


“No one cares what you think.”


“Maybe not, but that doesn’t change the fact that they belong to me, and it’s my decision. And Dries … I’ll explain everything to Pa. This is my idea. I can speak for myself. Better than you.”


He closed his eyes. They both knew—no matter what Jo wrote— Pa would blame him. “Well then …” he sighed. With the release, Jo’s heart surged. They were still childhood best friends. He still had her back as she had his, despite Pa’s wrath. “And where will this mythical guesthouse be?”


As though it was the most natural thing in the world, the location tripped off her tongue. “Bussum.”


His eyes snapped open.


“Anna Veth lives there,” Jo explained. Then, seeing his grimace, she said, “Oh, Dries. It’s what Theo would want me to do.”


She paused—noticing her newfound lightness—and murmured as if to convince herself, “And it’s what I want to do too.”


Just past midnight, Jo slipped into the bedroom and sank onto the bed. Every muscle ached, especially her arms. Earlier that afternoon, she hadn’t felt tired when lifting painting after painting from their crates to consider for the exhibitions, but now her limbs felt like lead. A knot of worry fluttered in her stomach.


Had she picked the right images? Dries had stomped away after just half an hour, exasperated at her second-guessing his decisions. But he didn’t know anything about art. Couldn’t he see that?


She kneaded her muscles through her sleeves.


Neither did she. Not really.


If she was being honest, the hardest part of the afternoon hadn’t been in the physical effort but in composing the telegram to Pa. No matter how she’d worded it, his angry face had risen in front of her. His duty to bring her home was inarguable. She’d seen herself through his eyes: Youngest daughter. Widowed with a baby. Helpless. Burden. In the end, she’d surrendered pretty language for a few blunt sentences.


She couldn’t stop him from being angry. She couldn’t soften her decision.


Now in the dark, Jo’s eyes adjusted, and as usual, she searched the crib shadows for Vincentje’s silent form. He lay motionless. With a sharp bolt, fear struck. She jumped up, pressing her palm on his back. The gentle movement of his breath rose and fell under her fingers. Relief flooded her body.


But right on the heels of reassurance, worry cascaded: What had she done? Instantly she saw a vision of herself with Vincentje in torn clothes and dirty faces, stranded on a strange street amid indifferent people who shoved by, ignoring their distress. They could be penniless. Had she made a terrible mistake? How could she care for her son alone? What was she thinking? She was crazy.


Sliding her hand under Vincentje’s warm body, she gently pulled him up onto her chest. Stirring, he nestled into his familiar spot on her shoulder and sighed in sleep. Tears glistening, she kissed his soft hair and began to gently rock, back and forth, in the comforting cadence they’d swayed in thousands of times before.


“I love you,” she whispered. “Your papa loved you.” Now tears ran down her cheeks. She would have to try. She would do this thing. This plan to move to Bussum. Take the paintings with her. No, Vincentje would not remember Theo, but she could try with all her heart to keep him in their lives. Theo would come to Bussum with them. Vincentje would know his father. He would know his work; he would know his father adored him.
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