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  Prologue
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  Sherlock Holmes is dead. That news is news to no one by now, of course. The headlines have shouted it in every paper from San Francisco to Shanghai. It was blared endlessly on the wireless. Messenger boys went to sea for sailors rather than shoulder those bags of telegrams heavier than the burden of Atlas. The Esquimaux on his ice floe and the Bushman on the veldt heard the news within twenty-four hours of his passing, and mourned him each according to their peculiar rites. If I repeat it now, it is not because the world needs my confirmation. It’s only because I have yet to convince myself of this: Sherlock Holmes is dead.


  I confess I was surprised by the public outpouring of grief. Thousands attended his memorial, marred though it was by his spiritualist associates, who did their utmost to turn the ceremony into some kind of mass séance. My friend’s career as a consulting detective had effectively ended with his retirement, over a quarter century ago. In latter years his name rarely made the papers, even here in London. A generation had come of age in ignorance of Sherlock Holmes. Or so I had thought.


  Although I was grateful to see him lionized in the press, I was dismayed at the many inaccuracies (in some instances outright fictions) attached to my friend’s reputation by the ignorance or indolence of the sensational press. No, Westminster Gazette, he was not connected to the royal family by blood. He never wed once, much less twice, much less in secret to the Divine Sarah; nor was he among Lillie Langtry’s paramours. He did not serve on the front lines in the Great War, Daily Mail; General Von Stettin was alluding to an entirely different and more personal conflict. Some of the more responsible journalists camped out upon my doorstep, and I did my best to educate them. Yet there was one question they posed over and over, and for that I could supply no satisfactory answer: who was Sherlock Holmes?


  Oh, I enumerated his habits, repeated his aphorisms, clothed him in his past glories. It was meat and drink enough for the gentlemen of the press. Barring his late brother, Mycroft, a man who kept his secrets closer than the Sphinx, no man knew Sherlock Holmes better than I. Even the rift that opened between us in his final years, brought on by his perverse fascination with spiritualism, was not enough to sunder our bond. I have painted his portrait in scores of accounts. But none of them ever scratched the surface: the inner man was a locked-room mystery. I was forced to admit to myself that I, who knew him better than any man living, barely knew him at all.


  But Sherlock Holmes, reaching from beyond the grave, has granted me one last opportunity to peel away the mask. He has made me his heir. Not to the villa in Sussex, of course, nor to his bank account at Lloyds. Those assets, which hold no interest for me, have fluttered away to some distant relation in France whose name escapes me. What he has left me is the bulk of his private papers, a treasure trove of buckram-bound volumes and despatch boxes that makes the halls of Croesus look like a shepherd’s cot. Since the day they arrived on my doorstep I’ve been working my way through them, ferreting out case files that might be shared with his public, but also hoping to unearth nuggets of a more confidential nature that might discover the inner man to me.


  Accompanying his papers Holmes left an odd assortment of miscellany, perhaps more properly called exhibits, that seem to be related to his cases. They range from the mundane—a set of brass waistcoat buttons, a spool of silk thread—to the deadly—knives, guns, cudgels, and a few crusted vials which I suspect may contain deadly poisons. Among the most unusual is a painting of a young woman playing the piano. It appears to be the work of an amateur, an amateur who harbors a grudge against paint and canvas. Even for a man with Sherlock Holmes’s abominable taste in art, it is appalling. The signature scrawled across the bottom of the canvas is a single name:


  “Vincent.”


  A few of my readers, versed in the kaleidoscopic fashions of the art world, may already have a nodding acquaintance with the name of the Dutch painter, Vincent van Gogh, who died some forty years ago in France. For those less conversant with that milieu, recent months have thrust his name into the headlines due to the so-called Wacker Affair: the Wackers being a pair of brothers, Berlin art dealers, who are charged with having created and sold a number of forged Van Gogh canvases (some thirty or so, I believe it was). The Wackers’ defense seems to lie with the proposition that the works in question were acquired in good faith and sold in good faith. If there was deception, they claim, it was engineered by other hands somewhere further back along a rather nebulous chain of custody. Good luck to them. The art of connoisseurship has developed over the last century into something approaching a science, with nearly infallible methods of separating the wheat from the chaff.


  Not that I pretend to any authority on the subject myself. Though I can bring the discernment of an enthusiast to an after-dinner discussion of Reynolds or Gainsborough, I confess myself largely ignorant of the school of French “Impressionists” and their ilk. My own tastes are more conservative; some have said more pedestrian.


  I hardly gave the painting a thought when it first came to me. Holmes’s taste in art had always bewildered me, and the portrait of the girl at the piano, crudely rendered against a background of bilious green wallpaper, only further fueled my suspicion that he believed painting to be some kind of joke. I was at that time entirely ignorant of any connection between my friend and the Van Gogh family.


  However, there was a story that went with the painting, or a manuscript at least, which whetted my interest at first glance. You may imagine my disappointment when I discovered it to be written in German. Regrettably, my knowledge of that language reaches little further than the word rache. I set the manuscript aside to explore greener pastures.


  Suﬃce it to say then, when the Wacker scandal first began to be bruited about, I was shocked to find out that the works of this once-obscure painter have increased in value from—well, you couldn’t have given away his paintings while he was still living—to some very considerable sums. In fact, after sitting down with pencil and paper and working the figures, it became apparent to me that in today’s cockeyed market, my Van Gogh might be worth as much as £12,000! Of course the painting held some sentimental value for me, but I have never been a man of means, and a sum of money like that simply couldn’t be ignored. Yet there was still a story behind the painting, and I could not think of parting with it before I had done all within my power to learn what it was. I contacted my old friend Martha Pearce, whose fluency in German had proved so beneficial to us in the run-up to the war, and whose discretion is absolute. She was more than happy to oblige. I sent her the manuscript, and in less than a month a translation was in my hands.


  I poured myself a brandy and soda and settled down in my best chair to read. I read straight through, finishing at about three in the morning, poured another brandy and soda, and sat down to read it again.


  As a contribution to the annals of Sherlock Holmes, the Lermolieff manuscript is an oddity. The name Sherlock Holmes is never even mentioned in the manuscript, although our old friend Inspector Lestrade does come in for a mention. My own name crops up four or five times, although I was nowhere on the scene when these events transpired, blissfully unaware that Holmes had left his digs in Baker Street, much less crossed the Channel to France.


  It is the only one of Holmes’s cases in which he relies on the aid of another consulting detective—for whatever Lermolieff calls himself, he is a detective in his own right, using methods independently arrived at, but eerily similar to those of Sherlock Holmes. Without his rather unorthodox methods of producing evidence, Holmes would never have brought the case to a satisfactory close.


  But what readers will want to know, since I have raised the question, is whether the Lermolieff manuscript reveals anything substantial about the private Holmes? I believe it does, if only in a roundabout manner. I have spent too long looking for Holmes among the rolling meads of Sussex, perhaps, ignoring his French antecedents. I have accused Holmes elsewhere of being a calculating machine, an automaton without a heart. I wonder now if that calculation was in fact the purest expression of love that ever man witnessed.


  The narrative that follows, then, is substantially the work of Dr. Ivan Lermolieff, as he styles himself, from his contemporaneous notes, with emendations by myself. In my efforts to fill in certain lacunae left by Lermolieff’s account, and make it more palatable to the popular reader, I might justifiably be accused of taking literary liberty with a few of the facts, at times even positing a person’s innermost thoughts. Since, according to Holmes, half of what I write is fiction, anyway, I believe I have nowhere violated the trust of my fallen friend.


  In that spirit, we begin our book, in a dark wood wandering.


  Chapter One
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  It was the third gallery Monsieur Vernet had dragged me to that sweltering morning. In his zeal, he had apparently forgot all about our promised luncheon beneath the cool awnings at Café Anglais, where I had hoped to sample the sole Dieppoise. I had a heel of cheese and half a paper sack of walnuts secreted in the bottom of my Glad-stone, but it would hardly do to rummage about for them in the detective’s company. Please don’t think me a slave to appetite, unless it be an appetite for fine art, but it wasn’t fine art we were likely to see. As had been our fate at the other galleries, we would be steered by some enthusiastic underling away from works by any respectable artists and into some dimly lit back room, where our eyes would be subjected to the latest embarrassments by the so-called Impressionists, or Intransigents, whatever they were calling themselves in the Year of Our Lord 1890. Paul Durand-Ruel, the chief of the Impressionist dealers, had actually been on the floor at his gallery, and treated us, ex cathedra, to a mind-numbing catalogue of his acquisitions, as if they were his ugly-but-beloved children. There were no other clientele at hand to rescue us from his depredations. At Georges Petit they left us to wander about like orphaned waifs; they sold Impressionists, but seemed loathe to admit the fact. Worst of all was the little paint shop owned by an old communard named Tanguy, where painters who couldn’t even rate an exhibition with the Impressionists were hung proudly in the front window. The old man went mad with fury and tossed us out the door as soon as Vernet admitted he indeed had relatives among the distinguished family of painters that included Claude and Horace Vernet, who according to Tanguy were somehow complicit in revanchist conspiracies to bring back the Bourbons (if only it were true!). Tanguy’s emporium actually boasted a dwarf in pince-nez, enthroned on the front counter, tossing back rotgut champagne and making ribald cracks at the clientele, like a jester at the old Hapsburg court.


  Boussod et Valadon has a sterling reputation all over Europe. Its showroom in the Rue Montmartre certainly boasts the requisite deep carpets, velvet drapes, and soothing hushed atmosphere which declare a haven for serious art. I was hoping against hope that I might be treated to something new by Meissonier or even Gerome. But as soon as Vernet started dropping hints about “newer, lesser-known painters,” Monsieur Boussod handed us off to a pink-faced assistant smelling of shaving soap, who led us upstairs to the mezzanine, where the Impressionists were penned.


  It was a shadowless world, bereft of line or volume. Lurid pigments warred for attention with one another, leaving the viewer to guess at the paintings’ subjects—which often enough were train stations or iron bridges or faded harlots, hardly lyric or heroic subjects. Rather than mixing their pigments on the palette, the Impressionists seem to like to mix them on the canvas, with predictable results. They paint in nervous, flat little strokes that bristle at the viewer like an alley cat among the dustbins. I could feel a familiar dull ache forming between my eyebrows.


  There was really no good reason for me to be there at all, as I had complained to Vernet more than once. He was going to recite his inscrutable litany of questions, always circling round the same handful of Impressionists, whose names were beginning to stick in my head: Monet, Renoir, Degas, Pissarro, Morisot, Cezanne. Each of them claimed space on Boussod’s mezzanine walls. Were they studio trained, or self-taught? Had they reputation enough to support themselves with their art, or did they rely on one or two generous patrons? Were they known among the American nouveau riche? Then he would lard in a few Old Master names, like Fragonard, Watteau, and Poussin. His acquaintance with these painters was embarrassingly rudimentary, his ideas of their merits preposterous, but at least I understood the reason he hammered at those particular nails. He might have deferred to my expertise, but he seemed determined to prove himself a boor in front of every dealer we met. So I set my jaw and played the role of silent partner. He assured me repeatedly that I was indispensable to his method. What method? It almost seemed as if he didn’t want to be taken seriously. Had I not been using an assumed name, my reputation would have been forfeit.


  The dealer who had been foisted upon us spoke with a Dutch accent. He was in fact on the list of suspect dealers we had been given. Theo van Gogh was his name, I recalled. He was a slender reed of a thing, with a trembling lip beneath his clipped Calvinist moustache, and perhaps more passion for his subject than one would hope to see from such a straitlaced fellow. Vernet had him off balance, spraying questions at him, some of which seemed intended to test the depth and breadth of his knowledge, others insinuatingly personal, even asking his salary. The Dutchman bore up patient as a mule under all the rib-kicking, though his dignity must have been affronted several times over. He was a skilled enough diplomatist that I couldn’t say for certain he felt anything but bored.


  “What’s that, a haystack?” Vernet pointed to a new mediocrity he had just discovered, in improbable shades of purple and blue. “Do people buy pictures of haystacks? Is that the latest mode?”


  “This painter does a great deal of en plein air work. He’s not so much concerned with the subject as with the play of air and light and color that possess it for a moment. You might say he’s concerned with the conspiracy of eye and nature.”


  “But it is a haystack.”


  “Monsieur, it’s only one painting,” the dealer answered. “Monsieur Monet is not obsessed with haystacks, I assure you.”


  The Dutchman was perhaps being disingenuous; we had seen three Monet haystacks already that day. An idée fixe, apparently.


  “I was led to believe these Impressionists handle a lot of—how should I put it—risqué subjects?” said Vernet, with a ferocious leer.


  “Perhaps I could show you something by Degas?”


  “And that’s a fellow the Americans like?” The Americans seemed to combine obscene wealth with willful ignorance, which made them prospective marks ripe for fleecing by opportunistic Parisian dealers.


  The Dutchman nodded wearily. “Monsieur Degas has made some inroads among American collectors. They tend to be a bit more adventurous in their—”


  Boussod had appeared at the top of the stair and was trying to signal Van Gogh. Indeed, he had been there some time, but now his gestures were a trifle too histrionic to be ignored. He might have been directing traﬃc on the Champs-Élysées. Van Gogh raised a hand, both to acknowledge him and hold him off. “Please, messieurs, do look around, see what strikes your fancy . . .” He was backing away as he spoke. We could hear Boussod whispering urgently.


  I could imagine their conversation. They’d wasted enough time on these two odd ducks, the proprietor judged. Neither myself nor the detective had the appearance of men of wealth. I was dressed in a charcoal morning suit of good Florentine wool, but certainly not in the latest Parisian style. As for the detective, he was got up as a comic-opera bohemian in a voluminous black frock coat, with a bright red scarf wound about his throat in defiance of the July furnace. I will admit he cut an imposing figure, tall and rapier thin, with the profile of a hawk and a silky reddish beard just coming in, that lent him rather the rapacious air of a Viking. Boussod had sized us up thoroughly and decided we were gawkers, not buyers. There was no profit in indulging our curiosity any further.


  But his admonitions only managed to put the young man’s back up. Van Gogh nodded toward us, gesticulating fiercely, his whispers become a growl. I doubt he was foolish enough to defend the proposition that we had deep purses. More probably he was arguing his prerogative to pursue matters according to his own instinct, whatever the upshot. He had more spine than I’d guessed.


  In any case, he would never have the opportunity to part us from our putative fortunes, thanks to the arrival of a new character in our drama: a gangling youth in his early twenties who came windmilling up the stair at just that moment. He had hair of tousled straw and the vague promise of a moustache dotting his lip. He stood mopping the sweat from his forehead with a soiled handkerchief. His trousers looked as if he had walked a hundred dusty leagues in them. He was either too winded or too distressed to speak, but it was obvious that he had something vital to communicate to Van Gogh. He beckoned shakily toward him.


  Van Gogh advanced on him and took him by the shoulders. “Hirschig? Tommy Hirschig?”


  Those were the last words I understood clearly. This Hirschig was clearly a Dutchman as well, for both men dropped into that language. Dutch is not such a distant cousin of German that I was unable to follow the general tenor of their conversation; indeed, I could have guessed it even if they had been speaking in the dialect of Bora Bora, for the news flamed in their faces. Some sort of catastrophe had occurred, involving someone named Vincent.


  The boy started slapping his pockets, looking for something he’d misplaced. Van Gogh, caught up in the urgency, hurled questions at him, which only rendered the boy more tongue-tied. Hirschig was finally able to produce a paper from his pocket, which Van Gogh tore from his grasp. He stepped away a few paces, scanning the pages while the boy tried to read over his shoulder, balancing on tiptoe.


  Van Gogh folded the letter into precise quarters and put it in his pocket. His face seemed to pulse. He whispered something to Boussod.


  “Urgent matter—again?” Boussod had no intention whatever of whispering. He seemed to know all about this Vincent and wanted his opinion of the man published in block letters six feet high. But his thunder was wasted on Van Gogh, who was already halfway down the stair and a hundred leagues away. It seemed to me it must be an urgent errand indeed that made such a punctilious fellow take flight without even a word of apology to his prospective clients.


  Abandoned by his lieutenant, Boussod was all contrition. For the moment he had forgotten that we were two undesirables. We were now rajahs whose magnificence had been wronged, and obeisance must be made. “Messieurs, if you’ll come with me, I have some truly exceptional new works to show you,” he simpered.


  But with Van Gogh’s flight, Vernet had dropped any veneer of aesthetic curiosity. He jabbed me between the shoulder blades, and then sprang down the stairs like a greyhound, out the door and into the street. I did my best to keep up with him, but once a man reaches forty his sprinting days are past. We left young Hirschig ogling Degas’s chorus girls under the censorious eye of Boussod.


  Theo van Gogh was just disappearing into a fiacre as we burst out the door behind him. It trotted away into the midmorning traﬃc on the boulevard. “Our bird has flown, Lermolieff!” cried Vernet.


  “You think the boy gave him a warning somehow? What now, Vernet?”


  I should note that Vernet was the name the detective insisted on being called, although as I understood it, Vernet was properly the name of his mother’s family only. He insisted too on calling me Lermolieff, though that is most certainly not my name, nor is Russia my fatherland. He knew my name well enough—he had first become acquainted with Dr. Morelli through my wife’s English translation of Morelli’s works. He had become engrossed with Morelli’s powers of observation, his revolutionary approach to seemingly insignificant detail. His own methods of detection dovetailed, Morelli had said.


  Yet he insisted these clownish disguises were necessary to our success. He was a man, I would learn, to whom masks are second nature. Every drawing room, every street corner was to him a stage, and he was always playing to the gallery. Not a habit likely to inspire trust among his associates, you would think.


  He commandeered a hansom cab while I was straining to follow our quarry down the boulevard with my eyes, but the fiacre had already blended into the anonymous morning traﬃc, one mackerel in a mighty school. I felt Vernet’s arm hook my shoulder like a shepherd’s crook, herding me into the cab.


  “We’ve lost him!” I cried.


  Vernet did not answer, but climbed into the seat beside me. “Gare du Nord! As swift as you may!” he called up to the driver.


  His urgency must have infected driver and horse together; the nag’s hooves struck sparks upon the paving stones. We might make good time, but to what end?


  “Rest easy, Dr. Lermolieff,” Vernet assured me as we were rocked from side to side. “Our target is still within our grasp.”


  “There are six railway stations in this city,” I pointed out. “If he’s trying to flee, could he not choose any one of them?”


  “The Dutch are solid and predictable, my friend. Even their criminal class is unremarkable. If he’s bolted, he’ll head for the tulip fields of home. Gare du Nord is indicated.”


  His coolness was infuriating. “And if he’s not the typical Dutchman? If his mind is deranged by panic? If he’s a criminal mastermind who till now has eluded even the hint of oﬃcial suspicion?”


  “Oh, la! If he only seeks escape, Gare du Nord is still the closest railroad terminus. That shall be our north star.”


  His reasoning sounded specious, but Dr. Morelli had made me aware of his reputation in matters criminal, and I had no better-informed alternative to suggest. The churning of my stomach and the lurching of the cab left me too enervated to spar with him.


  We were headed north on the Rue Montmartre. Vernet drew a watch from his waistcoat pocket and checked the time. “I don’t suppose you know when the next train departs for Antwerp?” he said. My bewildered stare was all the answer I deemed necessary. Who would know such a thing off the top of his head? Was I a conductor of the line?


  He only shrugged, as if he were willing to overlook my shortcomings. The Englishman’s self-regard seemed impenetrable. For he was English, English as the lions of Trafalgar Square, no matter what nom de guerre he adopted. I knew the type well, having myself resided in London for several years.


  But hadn’t I witnessed the same level of self-assuredness in Dr. Morelli? And defended it against his detractors as a measure of strength? One can afford to be cocksure, I suppose, if one is always right; this detective had the name of being rarely wrong. It didn’t make him any easier to tolerate, but that was incidental to the job at hand. Dr. Morelli had spoken often of his friendship with the Englishman, based on years of correspondence, without ever once meeting face-to-face. It was that friendship, I reckoned, that had led the detective to seek the doctor’s assistance in this case. It was the doctor’s arrogance that had allowed him to shift the burden cheerfully to my shoulders. And it was due to my own measure of pride, I suppose, that I believed I could substitute ably for Morelli.


  But this haring about in cabs was well beyond the bounds of anything I had agreed to. There was a question of the authenticity of some paintings in the Louvre, Morelli had explained. It was a delicate matter, requiring a peculiar kind of expertise and a great deal of discretion. All well and good. I had come to Paris and met Vernet, who had detailed the nature of the problem. He struck me as eccentric, but then my work is full of cranks and cockeyed dreamers. He introduced me to a member of the consortium, Monsieur Eugene Dupuis, a very great honor, apparently, leading industrialist, financier, et cetera, all in the golden flower of youth. It was Dupuis who had thrown together the list of suspect dealers, which had so far proved of negligible worth. He had at least proved useful in introducing me to some of the city’s most distinguished collectors—and more to the point, their most distinguished collections, which were essential touchstones for my comparisons. French painters are not my forte. I vastly prefer the Italians, as who does not?


  I had met also Mademoiselle Valadon, a lovely young woman with a gamin face and a shingled mane. She was, I assumed, Dupuis’s mistress. (Frenchmen of a certain station must keep a mistress as they keep a coach and four.) Why he had felt it necessary to drag her along on our museum excursions I couldn’t fathom, and then the way she had behaved! After all, who was supposed to be the connoisseur, the world’s premiere authority on Leonardo da Vinci, or Suzanne Valadon, demimondaine?


  Vernet’s leads had proved rather more fruitful: after three weeks of close study, adhering to Dr. Morelli’s methods, I was able to declare with confidence that nine—yes, nine—masterpieces by painters of the last century hanging in the Louvre and the Luxembourg were in fact fakes: a Fragonard, a Watteau, an Ingres, a Poussin, a Delacroix, a David, a Boucher, a Gerome, and a Cabanel, a roll call of giants. There were three more paintings I was less certain of, but I believed further study would prove them false as well. Of course, there might have been hundreds more fakes by other painters, but I was not in Paris to clean the Augean stables. Nine fakes of such stature were scandal enough to ruin the French art world and undermine faith in the Louvre itself; yet there we were discussing state secrets in the Salle des Sept Cheminées in front of the Valadon woman as if she were Joan of Arc.


  I remember we were standing before David’s Belisarius Begging for Alms, which depicts the great general, last of the Romans, old and blind, reduced to begging in the street.


  “Do you see the fault in this painting?” I asked. I admit that I intended to bring Dupuis and his woman down a peg.


  “The centurion’s knees!” Dupuis cried out. “Obviously not neoclassical knees. Must be rococo, eh? Forgery.”


  He was mocking me, but I held my temper. “A fruitful area for study. Anatomical comparison is our first tool, but not our only resort. Look at the hills in the background. What color are they?”


  “Blue,” said Dupuis.


  “Be more precise, please. The pigment?”


  “Cobalt blue,” piped up the girl. I’ll give her credit for that one, though it was probably no more than a lucky guess.


  “Yes, quite right,” I said. “Except that this painting was made in 1781. A quarter of a century before the cobalt blue pigment became available to painters.”


  “Bravo, Doctor,” said Vernet quietly.


  “What about all these little cracks on the surface of the painting?” the girl asked, grazing the David with her fingertips, which made me wince. “Surely that means the painting must be old?”


  “The skilled forger has methods at hand to induce craquelure in a new painting. There are a dozen ways. The simplest is to lay on the size thickly, then dry it rapidly before a fire. Indeed, some forgers specialize in aging paintings, just as others forge nothing but signatures.” I had hoped that little lesson would be enough to silence her. But a woman, once she knows anything, thinks she knows everything. She went on prattling about varnish and glazes and dust, things far beyond her ken. I did my best to ignore her, though I couldn’t entirely mask my irritation.


  She dredged up another objection. “But what about all these girls? Are they forgers?”


  Her gesture took in the copyists ranged up and down the gallery at their easels, some on stands, even a few on ladders. The majority of them were indeed young women, eyes locked on the paintings in front of them, brushes hovering over half-finished canvases, dabbing paint away from their shining cheeks with the sleeves of their smocks. Half of them were there not to capture the images of the Old Masters, but to catch the eyes of the young boulevardiers who stalked the museum’s salons. Most of them, I pointed out, would never make a copy that could be mistaken for an original.


  She refused to be instructed. “But some will, surely? Some of them have the talent, or at least the proficiency, to make a copy that could pass for the original.”


  “We can admire a fine copy as a piece of craftsmanship,” I answered carefully, “and the copyist is guilty of nothing. But if your proficient demoiselle brings her copy to a Dirtier, to a Signer, a Sealer, a Genealogist, any of the specialists, if she enlists their talents, she has joined the ranks of forgers and thieves.”


  “Ah, but that kind of theft is no crime in France,” said Dupuis vacuously.


  “It should be.”


  The dilettante and the self-anointed expert are common hazards of my profession. They were galling, but I could ignore them. The true foe of the connoisseur is the collector. No collector wants to learn that the prize he paid thousands for is a fake. Few collectors want to hear that the prize they so desperately yearn to acquire is a fake. And there is always another connoisseur perfectly willing to tell them whatever they want to hear, as long as they collect a commission. Integrity is never as profitable as fraud.


  Once I had identified the forgeries, I understood my work to be finished. Instead, Vernet cajoled me into visiting the galleries with him. I sent a wire to Dr. Morelli remonstrating. He replied with a letter urging me to cooperate with the detective in every respect. I acquiesced– perhaps not as gracefully as I might have. We toured the galleries, though I couldn’t puzzle out just what he was seeking in these places, and he offered no explanations. None of them were known for their Old Masters. None of the artists they patronized had the requisite skill to forge one. Durand-Ruel was chief of the Impressionist dealers, and seemed to have little truck with legitimate artists. If gallery owners were assumed to be involved, Georges Petit would have been my first choice: at least he had a nodding acquaintance with the Old Masters.


  None of it made sense. Forgers of such talent must already be known to the police. Receivers of such daring work must be known. Those were the sort of men we should have been questioning. In the meantime, the paintings themselves would be further away each day, finding their way into the vaults of unscrupulous collectors from whence they might never be recovered! Why we were chasing this cherub-faced Dutchman through the streets of Paris at breakneck speed, I had no idea. You could have dug up Père Lachaise plot by plot and not found a body more harmless. Of course, one must then ask—why was the man running? Could he be—?


  “Pay the fellow, won’t you, Ivan Ivanovich?”


  I emerged blinking from my reverie to find that we were already being deposited at the rail station, with its great glass front soaring away above our mere mortal insignificance, like a modern-day cathedral, with its twenty-three female statues representing cities rather than saints. Vernet alit on the pavement before we were even halted, and tore off through the crowd without so much as a backward glance. I fumbled in my pockets, trying to sort out the proper French coins. Once I had overpaid the driver and was able to look around, I found all of Paris whirling round me as though I stood at the center of a cyclone. A tide of humanity streamed in and out the doors in unceasing circulation like a heartbeat. As for the detective? Him I had lost utterly.


  Chapter Two


  [image: Image]


  It was in those few moments, while I was trying to get my bearings, that my adventure truly began. I had not been commissioned to chase rogue art dealers through the streets of Paris. I could turn around, make the journey to the south alone, deliver my report to the consortium, and be quit of the matter with my integrity intact.


  Then I caught sight of the red scarf bobbing in the crowd, and felt an alien prompting, a wild exhilaration well up in my heart. I might have been a boy playing at Katz und Maus. I pushed my way through the crowd toward Vernet. He didn’t stop for me or even signal me, but once I gained his side, I felt I would remain there until we had seen the mystery through. We collected our tickets and sprinted aboard the train just as it was pulling away from the platform.


  As soon as we had boarded, my ardor began to cool again. “So, we have gambled that the Dutchman is on this train. How do we go about finding him?” I grumbled.


  “Van Gogh is a man in an inordinate hurry. He will not abandon his haste simply because he has nowhere to go. He will make his way down to the first car behind the tender, and seat himself on the side of the train closest to the platform. He has no luggage. He will deboard as soon as mortally possible, and continue his flight without hesitation. We shall find him in the first compartment in the first car, if it is not already occupied.”


  It sounded a highly implausible theory. By sheer happenstance, it was correct.


  Van Gogh took no notice when we entered his compartment and took seats opposite him. His attention was on the two letters that lay in his lap. He took no notice when the conductor entered to check our tickets, then left. He was utterly unguarded, lost in the labyrinth of his thoughts. Even when he glanced up, his eyes were fixed on the middle distance. Anyone wishing to observe him at close quarters could do so now: the earnest scholar’s face, the high intellectual brow, the faraway gaze. There was no mistaking the pallor of anxiety in that face. Was it guilt that so burdened him, or something else? Who was Vincent? Were we witnessing the devil making a rendezvous with his lieutenant? I felt my pulse racing. It was not an unpleasant sensation, I noted.


  All the time I had been watching Van Gogh. I should instead have been watching Vernet, for the former’s countenance, at first flushed with a kind of righteous triumph, now seemed full of chagrin, tinged with sympathy. He leaned forward to inflict himself upon the young man’s reverie.


  “Don’t despond, monsieur,” he said gently. “A doctor may be conversant with his patient’s physical strength, and yet have no measure of the fortitude of his will.”


  The words must have chimed with the Dutchman’s own thoughts. Indeed, they must have seemed to emanate from some inner mist, rather than a fellow traveler’s lips, for a sympathetic light kindled in his eyes. “So I’ve found,” he replied softly.


  “I hope your brother may fully recover from his accident.”


  Van Gogh’s mind snapped back to reality. He found himself staring into the unlikely eyes of the overinquisitive customer from the gallery. A side glance brought me into the picture as well. It must have seemed to him that he was dreaming. He drew himself up and crossed his arms upon his chest. He was fully alert to the moment; he had sifted out the fantastic from the actual—yet still there we were.


  “What are you doing here? Have you been following me?” His gaze now was sharp and searching.


  “I confess it,” Vernet answered with a bright seeming of candor. “But our motives are pure. Wherever one goes in Paris, one hears that Monsieur Van Gogh is a champion of the new painters. As it happens, my associate here, Dr. Lermolieff, is a painter himself, in sore need of such a champion. We came to the gallery to feel you out.”


  I nodded like a spaniel, falling in line with this fresh lie, hoping I would not be called upon to support it.


  “How did you find out about my brother? Do you know Vincent?”


  Ah! Vincent was his brother, then! The matter began to unfold.


  “Your brother is a perfect stranger to me,” Vernet replied.


  “Then how did—” Van Gogh looked down at the letters in his lap. He gathered them up and folded them hastily.


  Vernet’s lip curled into something that mimicked a smile. “I do have the ability to read upside down,” he said in quiet rebuke. “But I would not idly peruse a gentleman’s correspondence.” A statement I very much doubted.


  “Then perhaps you can explain your knowledge of my private affairs,” Van Gogh demanded, still in high dudgeon.


  “Observation and inference merely.”


  Van Gogh’s icy stare required a fuller explanation.


  “You’re a gentleman of breeding and impeccable manner, as your profession requires. You bore up under my improprieties with grace and good humor. Yet the news you received from Monsieur Hirschig prompted you to depart without so much as a nod of courtesy in our direction. You are embarked upon a mission of some urgency.”


  Van Gogh shrugged. “Obviously.”


  “It is obvious once it is explained. Curiosity piqued, we searched you out on the train. We found you reading the letter which is the cause of your agitation. Disturbing news of a personal, rather than a business nature. A Parisian, as the cut of your clothes proclaims you, would hardly have urgent business interests in the little hamlets to the north. A death in the family? Death requires no such haste. A sudden illness or accident is indicated. It cannot be your wife—I see by your ring you are recently wed—a wire would have been sent. Your parents? Old enough that illness has touched them many times before. It would grieve you, but not upset you so. A brother or sister, then. After examining the first letter—written by a doctor, the script is nearly illegible—you take out another one, written by a man. A lady would never use such coarse stationery. Your close scan of the letters side by side leads me to the inference that the second was written by the subject of the first. Your brother, or one as close to you as a brother. Thus my condolences.”


  One had to admit it was a neat bit of reasoning. Vernet settled back in his seat triumphantly. Van Gogh was not a man to gawp, but I could see he was impressed. Yet it was not Vernet’s deductive legerdemain, I think, that won him over; there was something genuinely sympathetic in the detective’s nature that perhaps Van Gogh could not help but respond to.


  “Your powers of observation are formidable, monsieur—I’m sorry, I’ve forgotten the name?”


  “Vernet.” We shook hands all around. “Lermolieff,” I said self-consciously.


  “Theo van Gogh. Monsieur Vernet, are you by any chance a painter yourself? I’ve known few with your eye for detail.”


  “I’m fond of painting, but I’ve never pursued it myself. My great-uncle was Horace Vernet. Perhaps I have his eye. Art in the blood takes the strangest forms, I’ve been told.”


  “Monsieur, you know so much. If you don’t mind—”


  “I’d be honored to receive any confidence you might place in me.”


  That was Vernet’s real talent, I surmised, to put his interlocutors at ease, so that one minute they were guarded and mute, and the next they were unburdening their hearts to him. It is a talent shared by country priests and the better sort of prostitutes.


  Van Gogh took out pipe and tobacco, and Vernet followed suit. For some men, this ritual is preparatory to the sharing of confidences. I am not one of those. Soon the two were puﬃng away like steam engines flashing past one another through a gorge. And I was trying to suppress a coughing fit.


  “Perhaps you could tell me something about your brother, monsieur?” asked Vernet, ingenuous. This was the very subject Van Gogh wanted to enter into, of course.


  “As it happens, he’s a painter. A genuine talent, if I may say so, but misunderstood, like so many of the painters I represent. The public always resists a revolutionary at first, then they rush to the barricades once the danger is past. He’s always been at the front lines. Many times it has seemed the fight might be more than he could bear, but each time he has martialed his reserves and soldiered on. Two months ago, he came to Auvers-sur-Oise to make a new start. Two days ago, he attempted to take his own life.”


  Vernet didn’t bother with the usual vapid condolences. “By what means?” he asked.


  “He shot himself.”


  “Is he . . . out of danger?” It was a double-edged question.


  “The doctors seem to disagree on that question. And every other.”


  I am a man of tender digestion. My stomach was hollow as a kettle and turning bilious. Many consider the effects of tobacco salubrious, but on an empty stomach I can hardly abide the smell of the most inoffensive pipe smoke. Both of these men smoked Dutch shag, the foulest leaf in the world this side of hemlock. They were soon bundled in smoke. My eyes were raw. My forehead began to feel clammy. The continuance of this subject line could only exacerbate my discomfort.


  “Has your brother attempted to harm himself before?” asked Vernet.


  “Two years ago, while he was living and working in Provence, he slashed—”


  I shot to my feet. “Gentlemen, please excuse me. I believe I’ll take a turn.”


  I had expected some reaction, sympathy or approbation. Neither man seemed to notice I had spoken. I tucked my Gladstone under my arm and decamped into the passageway. If I could find a quiet compartment where I could gentle my stomach, I might be able to bring some order to my comparative studies. They were the heart of my report to the consortium.


  It was not to be. The coach was unusually crowded; there were no empty compartments. I roamed up and down the passage, pressing my face against windows, peering in like a forlorn little boy outside a sweet shop, surprising passengers in their private moments. Fingers were pointed at me; fists were shaken. The standees in the narrow passage made their annoyance plain as I bumped through, forcing them to perform feats of acrobatics to let me pass. To add to the confusion, there was a straggling line of boisterous schoolboys bouncing up and down the passage, shrieking and laughing, utterly indifferent to the nuisance they created. It was impossible to avoid them. Then one got an imp on his shoulder; he reached out as he passed and tried to tear the Gladstone from my hands. I jerked back reflexively, and for a moment found myself in a tug of war with a twelve-year-old. Then the horrid boy butted me in the vitals like a billy goat. I folded to the floor, the wind knocked out of me. There was a yelp from the boy as a hand reached out to box his ears; then the whole mob of little villains went romping away, no doubt to inflict themselves on some unsuspecting innocents in the saloon car.


  I sat propped against the wall of the passage, feeling the rumble of the train rearrange my insides as though I were Aetna ready to erupt. My Gladstone had been wrenched open; there were sketches strewn down the corridor.


  “Damned Freemasons! You’ve got to watch yourself every second!”


  Green morocco-gloved hands, weaving in front of my eyes, beckoning for me to take them, helping me to my feet. The same hands had cuffed the boy; I remembered the stumpy green fingers. Now the hands were helping me gather up my sketches. Most solicitous, for French hands.


  The hands spoke: “Ah, you’re an artist? On your way to Auvers? Guess who I’m going to visit!”


  My knees were water. I was in no mood to enter into parlor games.


  “Dumoulin! I commissioned a portrait from him! My dog and wife!” crowed the hands.


  I tried to assemble a congratulatory smile.


  “Now you’ll say Meissonier is the finest painter alive in France. Bosh! It’s Dumoulin! You saw his exhibition of Japonisme last year at Georges Petit?”


  I nodded dumbly, trying to remember if I had ever heard of Dumoulin. Since the French government had thrown up its hands and called it quits with the Salon ten years ago, it was hard to keep track of even the most serious French painters.


  One of the hands reached out to shake mine. “Jules Brunelle, monsieur.”


  I was surprised to hear myself reply, “Dr. Ivan Lermolieff.” The detective’s penchant for masquerade had wormed its nasty little way into my heart.


  “Ah! A Russian! The court of the czars!” He pumped my hand once again, which made me queasy. Apparently, he mistook my look. “You’re admiring the gloves. I’m in the line. Van de Walles, out of Bruges. We make ladies’ opera gloves, mostly, but those don’t fit my paws. We’re going to be great friends, I think.”


  My eyes traveled up the sleeve to the shoulder, to the face of Jules Brunelle. He was a dapper little man in spectacles, with a silky imperial. His shoulders were broad, his torso squat like a rolltop desk. He wore a cravat with an emerald tie pin. The gloves, which emphasized the smallness of his hands, seemed more likely to belong to some small forest creature—a badger, perhaps, if badgers wore breeches and gaiters.
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