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    To all my fans: It is I, the great international art forger, Georges LeFleur. To all those who believe a man who exalts the beauty of the Renaissance cannot become part of the twenty-first century, I say, “Bah.” I may be a Luddite when it comes to egg yolk tempera, pure linseed oil, and crushed-earth pigments, but here I am, with my new blog, surfing these modern internets and sharing my knowledge, free for the asking.


    —Georges LeFleur’s blog, “Craquelure”

    (A web of fine lines indicating age, that results in greater beauty)


    “What was that?”


    “A ghost?” Samantha teased me.


    “Naw, that ain’t no ghost,” my temporary assistant, Evangeline, said with surprising conviction, her stage whisper reverberating down the wood-paneled hall. “Sounded like a lady to me.”


    We picked up our pace down the stairs. Although the day outside was bright and cheerful, as befit San Francisco in the early fall, inside the Fleming Mansion it was dim and gloomy. Sunshine struggled to find its way past the floor-length, hunter green velvet curtains to cast a pattern of shadowy prison bars on the intricate Turkish wool runner. A bone-deep mustiness permeated the portrait-laden walls: the smell of old money.


    I longed to tear down the curtains and fling open the leaded windows, allowing the sun and fresh bay breezes to air out the place, but we were already sort of trespassing. Two rules had been made crystal clear to me when I signed the contract for this job: what happened in the club stayed in the club, and double-X chromosomes who wandered beyond the service areas would be summarily fired. According to my birth certificate, that meant me.


    Another sound split the tomblike silence.


    A woman’s scream.


    The three of us gaped at each other for an instant before charging down the rest of the stairs to the second-floor landing, across the hallway, through an open bedroom door, and into an old-fashioned en suite bathroom.


    Samantha, in the lead, stopped short. I bumped into her, and Evangeline—nearly six feet tall and built like an Olympic shot-putter—plowed into me, throwing me off-balance and causing me to clutch at Sam, who stumbled forward. Our Keystone Kops routine came to a halt as we took in the scene.


    The man in the bathtub looked ill. The sword protruding from his bony white chest didn’t help.


    A curvy blonde with a cheap dye job knelt by the side of the claw-footed tub and sniffled, her blood-curdling screams having subsided to high-pitched whimpers. She wore a black-and-white French maid’s outfit, complete with a stiff lace apron and cap, and her name, Destiny, was stitched in gold thread on her right shoulder.


    Not so long ago I would have been screaming and whimpering right alongside her, but now I just felt woozy. In the past year and a half I had tripped over a few dead bodies. Apparently a person could get used to anything.


    Chalk one up for personal growth.


    What bothered me most at the moment was the way the sword’s hilt swayed in the air...to and fro...to and fro...as if keeping time to a soundless beat. The movement started when the maid let go as we piled in. Which implied that she had been wielding the sword. Which, in turn, suggested that Destiny-the-maid had just stabbed Richie-the-rich man to death in his bathtub.


    I heard Samantha repeating, “Oh Lord oh Lord oh Lord” in her Jamaican sing-song lilt as she hurried from the bathroom to the bedroom and snatched up the receiver of the old-fashioned black desk phone. Evangeline followed her, dropping with a whoosh onto a soft leather armchair next to the huge stone fireplace.


    The flames from a gas jet hidden behind a fake log cast an incongruously cheerful glow across the dark bedroom. More heavy velvet curtains covered the arched floor-to-ceiling windows and shielded the ornate Victorian wallpaper and Oriental rugs from the sun’s rays. Above the fireplace mantel, in lieu of the cheesy oil painting of an American Revolutionary naval battle so beloved of men’s social clubs, was an empty set of brackets suitable for hanging a musket.


    Or a sword.


    I heard Samantha giving the 911 operator the street address, though it was probably not necessary. The Fleming Mansion is well known in the city. The forbidding historic brownstone holds pride of place at the summit of chic Nob Hill, and is home to the Fleming-Union, one of the most exclusive men’s clubs in the country. The membership list is a closely guarded secret but is said to include past and present U.S. presidents, and the board regularly turns away mere corporate moguls, especially those who had committed the unpardonable sin of being born female. By and large, San Franciscans aren’t big on gender or class deference; most of us refer to the Fleming-Union as the “F-U.”


    We four women were sorely out of place in such a masculine domain. I doubted the place had witnessed this much concentrated estrogen since the strippers from the last bachelor party decamped.


    “Destiny, come away from there,” I said gently, beckoning to the maid from my position in the bathroom doorway. Personal growth or not, I was not entering the Marbled Chamber of Horrors.


    “What... What happened?” The maid seemed rooted in place, her gaze fixed on the corpse. “Who coulda done such a thing?”


    I refrained from stating the obvious: she coulda. The flickering light from the ancient wall sconces gave an amber tint to Destiny’s features, smoothing the crow’s-feet at the corners of her eyes and making her appear younger than the forty-something she probably was. I scarcely knew her, but seldom loath to leap to conclusions, assumed any maid who plunged a sword into her wealthy employer’s chest probably had an excellent reason.


    I passed my flashlight beam over the scene. Even taking into account the fact that he was dead, the deceased looked unwell, more like an inmate at a tuberculosis sanitarium than an imminent threat. He appeared to be middle-aged, his blank dark eyes sunken into his skull and underlined by half circles. His body was frail, the ribs outlined beneath pale, almost translucent skin. A white towel was draped around the crown of his head, and a handful of dark hairs speckled his scrawny chest. He was unshaven, with tufts of black hair poking out from beneath the folds of the towel. One arm hung over the side of the tub nearly grazing the floor, the fingernails broken and discolored. The other floated in the water as if playing with the blank letter-sized piece of paper that drifted about on the surface.


    A single drop of blood oozed from the chest wound and slowly made its way down his ribs. Shouldn’t there be more blood, I wondered, enough to tint the water? My stomach lurched.


    “The police are on their way,” Samantha called out, still holding the phone to her ear, and I heard the faint wail of a siren.


    “I’m not supposed to be here,” the maid mumbled. She tore her eyes away from the body and looked around, as though surprised to find herself in the room. “None of us are supposed to be here!” She bolted for the door.


    “Destiny, stop!” I shouted.


    Evangeline, more comfortable with action than with words, grabbed the maid around the waist and lifted her clear off the floor. Destiny let out a string of vile curses and dug her French-tipped nails into Evangeline’s forearm. Kicking and screaming, the maid reached back and tried to grab Evangeline’s hair, but my assistant’s signature buzz-cut was too short and spiky to grip.


    “Need a hand here, Annie,” Evangeline grunted.


    I started toward them, but Destiny’s flailing legs kept me at bay, so I picked up the wooden desk chair and approached the twosome like a lion tamer.


    “Calm down, Destiny, it’s okay,” I soothed, though it was doubtful she heard me above her vitriolic shrieking. “Take a deep breath....”


    Footsteps pounded up the stairs and a frightened-looking security guard stumbled into the bedroom and stopped short, mouth agape. I recognized him as the boyish blond who sat at the club’s back door signing the staff in and out and guiding limited-edition Bentleys and DeLoreans into the club’s coveted parking spots. He was clearly out of his comfort zone.


    Close on his heels were two San Francisco police officers.


    The cops pulled their guns and assumed the shooting stance. “Put her down!” one cop yelled at Evangeline. “Put her down now. Don’t move! Nobody move!”


    Nobody moved except Destiny, who added spitting to her repertoire of wailing and kicking.


    “You!” One cop focused on Evangeline. “Let her go. Now!”


    Evangeline promptly released Destiny, who fell to the floor on her butt before bounding to her feet and bolting for the door. Unsure who the evil-doers were, one cop kept his eye and gun on the rest of us while the other launched himself after Destiny, tackling her in the doorway.


    More uniformed police thundered up the stairs and poured into the room, eyes wary, radios crackling. The tension eased when they spied the first responders, and then the interminable discussing and speculating began.


    All talk halted when a woman materialized at the top of the stairs. The cops fell back, making way as if she were Moses and they the Red Sea.


    Tall, more striking than pretty, she wore a dark gray tailored suit and royal blue silk blouse, and projected an imperious air. The type of woman who never had to ask twice.


    Inspector Annette Crawford.


    Of all the cops in all the towns...


    “Are you the only homicide detective in San Francisco?” I asked as she approached.


    “Are you the only artist and faux finisher who sniffs out murder scenes? Oh, that’s right, you are,” the inspector replied, her sherry-colored eyes giving me the once-over. “I happened to be on duty. Besides, whoever called 911 asked for me by name.”


    “That would be me,” Samantha said, holding up her hand. “I thought it might reduce the need for lengthy explanations. Hello, Inspector.”


    Inspector Crawford and I had met last year, when a museum custodian had been murdered to hide the knowledge of a stolen, and forged, Caravaggio masterpiece. Since then, our paths had crossed at crime scenes more often than either of us would have liked. I admired the intelligent, acerbic inspector, and had once entertained the notion that we might become friends, but circumstances had made friendship difficult. Especially the part where I kept ending up on the wrong side of the law.


    On the other hand, I no longer hyperventilated in the presence of what my felonious grandfather, the internationally acclaimed art forger Georges LeFleur, called “the constabulary.”


    Score two for personal growth.


    After scoping out the scene and issuing orders, Annette led the way down the cop-clogged hallway to a small sitting room, whose flocked burgundy wallpaper and gold-leaf trim gave it the appearance of a down-at-heels bordello. Plopping onto a tufted velvet settee that looked more comfortable than it turned out to be, I watched Annette settle gracefully into a blue brocade armchair, her notepad and pen at the ready. What would it be like, I wondered, to be able to literally poke at a corpse one minute and then appear ready to sit down to tea with the queen, the next?


    “I hear I missed a good time,” the inspector said. “The men said something about breaking up a catfight?”


    “That makes it sound like we were mud-wrestling.”


    “So what did happen?”


    “We were trying to keep Destiny from leaving. She wasn’t cooperating.”


    “Okay, we’ll come back to that. Let’s take it from the top, shall we?” The inspector’s eyes shifted to an ornate hunting scene in oils hanging on the wall behind me. “Please tell me there isn’t a forged painting here somewhere.”


    “Not that I know of. I’m working, actually. Upstairs, with Sam and Evangeline.”


    “Doing what?”


    “Stripping wallpaper in one of the attic rooms, where—”


    “You’re in the wallpaper business now?”


    “Not normally. The club wanted to convert the attic rooms into overflow guest chambers, but there was a roof leak, which damaged the wall coverings. See? The water came all the way down into this room, as well.” I gestured to the corner where ugly rust and black stains marred the old yellow-and-brown wallpaper, which was pulling away from the wall in some places. “The contractor who repaired the roof is a history buff, and recognized the wallpaper as an original William Morris print dating from the nineteenth century, when the Fleming Mansion was built.”


    The contractor, Norm Berger, was an incongruous mixture of good ol’ boy and amateur local historian. We’d worked on a few jobs together, and had become semi- sort-of friends. Or at least as good a friend as I could be with a man whose favorite T-shirt bore the slogan WILL FART FOR FOOD.


    “The board chairman, Geoffrey McAdams, hired me to re-create the look of the ruined Victorian wallpaper, using paint. Milk paints are preferable to wallpaper because they allow the walls to ‘breathe’ so that the plaster doesn’t develop mold, which means—”


    “That’s fine,” she said, waving off my treatise on plaster and paint. I adore talking about restoration and the artistic process; wind me up and it can be hard to shut me down. Annette knew me well.


    “Where’s your assistant, Mary Grae? Upstairs?”


    “Thailand.”


    Annette raised one eyebrow.


    “She has a friend who opened a bar in Bangkok, and...it’s a really long story involving a punk rock band, a beer bottle collection, and a gangrenous thumb. You sure you want to hear it?”


    “Never mind. Mary’s out of town, got it. Sam’s your new assistant?”


    “Evangeline Simpson’s giving me a hand until Mary returns. Sam’s here today because of the wallpaper.” I lifted a purple-patterned paper curl caught in the bib of my scruffy overalls: Exhibit A. “Sam and her husband renovated three Victorians, so she knows a lot about removing old wallpaper.”


    “Given the club’s reputation, I’m surprised they allow women to work here in any capacity other than housekeeping.”


    “Most of the women do have to wear those French maid outfits,” I conceded. As far as I was concerned, that sort of thing belonged behind closed doors, between consenting adults. “I prefer my overalls.”


    “Tell me something I don’t know. Such as how you got this gig.”


    “The contractor gave them my name, and Frank DeBenton, who installed the security system, vouched for me.”


    “How is Frank?”


    “Technically, he’s not talking to me, but since he vouched for me I guess there’s still hope.”


    “Where are all the club members, anyway?” Annette asked. “Other than you three, a few housekeepers, and the parking lot guard, this place is deserted.”


    “Most of the staff is on vacation while the members are on a retreat in Sonoma County. You know, like the Bohemian Club?” The Bohemian Club is a super-secret fraternal society whose elite membership engages in an annual male bonding retreat that, rumor suggests, involves pagan rituals, cavorting nude in the forest, and urinating on centuries-old redwood trees. I didn’t get it, but I wasn’t really the target audience. “The board asked me to finish the job while they were gone.”


    “Don’t want your arty self polluting their rarified atmosphere?”


    “Something like that.”


    A cell phone trilled, and Annette answered, murmuring softly. It occurred to me that the F-U boys would have a collective aneurysm when they returned from their fresh air frolic to learn that not only had one of their own been murdered in the mansion, but also an African American woman was running the investigation. The thought made me smile.


    Annette snapped the phone shut, dropped it in her jacket pocket, and resumed the interrogation. “Continue.”


    “We were working upstairs, but when I plugged in a hairdryer to dry some plaster, a fuse blew. This place not only has the original wallpaper, it must also have some of the original wiring. We were on our way downstairs to look for the electrical panel.”


    “All three of you?”


    “Sam’s better at electrical stuff than I am, and Evangeline refused to be left alone. This place creeps her out, and I can’t say I blame her. Even in the middle of the day it’s full of shadows. Feels like bad juju.”


    “And by juju you mean...?”


    “Negative energy.”


    “Have you been hanging out in Berkeley again?”


    I nodded. “I’m taking a yoga class.”


    “How’s it going?”


    “I pulled a groin muscle, but I’m learning to breathe.”


    Annette smiled and nodded. “Go on.”


    “The three of us were coming down the staircase when we heard a woman screaming. We found Destiny in the bathroom with the, um, body.”


    “Do you recognize the victim?”


    “Never saw him before.”


    “How well do you know Destiny?”


    “I’ve seen her around, but we haven’t had any real interaction. She’s one of the few housekeepers working during the retreat.”


    “Describe what you saw when you entered the bathroom.”


    “The man was in the tub, just as he is now, with the sword....” Something about the gruesome tableau nagged at me, like an itch in the brain that I couldn’t scratch.


    “Where was Destiny?”


    “Kneeling over him. She was...sort of...touching the sword.”


    “What do you mean, ‘sort of touching’?”


    “She was holding it.”


    “Stabbing him?”


    “No, the sword was in his chest and—” I took a deep breath. Murder made me queasy; I hadn’t outgrown that “—she had both hands on the hilt.”


    Annette scribbled furiously, and I hastened to add, “Maybe she was trying to pull it out.”


    “Mm-hmm.”


    “No, really. She seemed confused, asked me what happened, who would do such a thing. It could be, she discovered the body and grabbed the sword as a reflex. You know, trying to help him.”


    “Could be.”


    “We don’t know—”


    Annette reached into her jacket pocket, took out a well-worn brown leather case and flipped it open, revealing a shiny gold badge. “Oh look, I am still a detective. I thought for a moment we had switched roles.”


    Chastened, I held my tongue. Despite our earlier tussle, something about Destiny tugged at my heart. I couldn’t imagine her as a cold-blooded murderer, capable of running a man through the chest with a sword.


    Still, the inspector was right: I wasn’t a detective, and I didn’t know anything about Destiny. Maybe her usual mild manner and sweet face masked a homicidal soul. Maybe she was working through some childhood issues by stabbing a man who reminded her of her father/grandfather/pervy uncle. Maybe she’d changed one too many sets of five-hundred-thread-count Egyptian-cotton sheets and decided to off the first rich snob she encountered. I’d done a brief stint as a summer housekeeper at the Olive You Motel in my hometown of Asco, and by the time my first coffee break rolled around I was prepared to wield the toilet bowl brush to inflict grievous bodily harm upon the first rude guest to cross my path.


    “What did you do then?”


    “Sam called 911. That’s when Destiny freaked out and Evangeline grabbed her.”


    “And you threatened her with a chair?”


    “I was just trying to get her to calm down, and help Evangeline.”


    “Did Destiny say anything?”


    “She said she wasn’t supposed to be here. That none of us were supposed to be here.”


    “Did she indicate what she meant by that?”


    “When I was hired the board told me in no uncertain terms to stay out of the public areas and to use the rear servants’ stairs, never the main stairs.”


    “Why?”


    “I’m the hired help. And I don’t have a penis.”


    On that note a middle-aged officer entered the room and mumbled something in Annette’s ear. As he turned to leave I forced myself to meet his eyes and smile like an innocent person.


    When I was a mere stripling, my grandfather Georges had not only trained me in the techniques of art forgery, but had also implanted a deep and abiding distrust of officialdom in its many guises. I was starting to run out of patience with this trait—I was thirty-two years old, for crying out loud, surely the shelf life of Georges’s teachings had expired—and reminded myself that I was entirely, one-hundred-percent blameless. This time.


    “Is that it?” As Annette cocked her head, her pounded copper earrings flashed in the light, accentuating the strong planes of her otherwise unadorned face. “Any other details, no matter how insignificant? Did you see anyone, hear anything else?”


    I shook my head. Annette wrote another note to herself in her notebook.


    “Annette, what will happen to Destiny? Are you going to arrest her?”


    “Let’s see.... She was found standing over the victim, holding the alleged murder weapon with both hands, and tried to flee the scene. What do you think?”


    “But you don’t know that she—”


    “Do I need to bring out my badge again?” Annette looked up from her notes, and her tone softened. “I’m not going to railroad an innocent woman, Annie.”


    “Do me a favor?” I dug a business card out of my wallet. “Give her this?”


    “I doubt she requires the services of a faux finisher,” Annette said, and glanced at the card. “A defense attorney?”


    “Sounds like she needs a lawyer.”


    Annette stuck the card in her notepad. “Anything else?”


    I shook my head.


    “All right. Should you think of something, get in touch.” The inspector rose and handed me her business card. “In case you’ve forgotten the number.”


    “Thanks.”


    “Believe it or not, it’s good to see you again, Annie. I want to speak with your friends for a few minutes, then you’ll be free to go.”


    “Annette, I hope this doesn’t sound heartless, considering the circumstances, but I really need to get back to work. The attic’s one floor up, you won’t even know I’m here.”


    When I had mentioned this project to my Uncle Anton, an art-forger-turned-art-restorer whose decades of hands-on experience made him a font of useful information about the chemistry of paint and dyes, he’d subjected me to a lengthy lecture on the dangers of “killer wallpaper.” I had delayed stripping the paper until I tested for nasty toxins like lead, arsenic, and mercury in the original dyes to be sure I wasn’t about to accidentally melt my brain or those of my friends. Now the clock was ticking on the club members’ return, and I prided myself on finishing jobs on time, as scheduled.


    “Sorry, no. You’ll have to wait until we’ve finished processing the crime scene. I’ll have an officer go upstairs with you while you retrieve your things, and escort you out.”


    There was no point in arguing. Inspector Crawford Hath Spoken.


    “When do you think I’ll be able to get back to work?”


    “I’ll keep you posted,” she said over her shoulder as she headed for the door.


    The unscratchable itch suddenly presented itself. “Annette, wait.”


    She paused, one hand on the doorknob.


    “It sounds silly, but... You’re going to think I’m nuts.”


    She lifted a single eyebrow again. Apparently that ship had sailed long ago.


    “The murder scene reminded me of a painting.”


    “A painting.”


    “David’s Death of Marat.”

  


  
    


    2


    Betrayal can be beautiful: it is the source of exquisite pain, and therefore a fountain for great art. Always remember: artists must suffer for their art...but a lovely bottle of wine makes the suffering much easier to bear.


    —Georges LeFleur, “Craquelure”


    “Isn’t David a statue by Michelangelo?”


    “No—actually yes—but this has nothing to do with Michelangelo,” I said. “Jacques Louis David was a painter who supported the French Revolution. The Death of Marat is one of his best-known paintings.”


    “Who was Marat?”


    “One of the most radical of the French revolutionaries, which if you think about it is saying a lot. He was assassinated in his bathtub.”


    “Stabbed?”


    I nodded. “By a woman, something Corday. Charlene...no, Charlotte, I think.”


    I couldn’t remember what I ate for lunch or the names of influential clients I had met three times, but when it came to art-related trivia, I was a rock star.


    “How did she manage to corner him in a bathtub?”


    “Marat suffered from a skin disease that was relieved by cold water. He spent so many hours soaking in the bathtub that he habitually worked there. Corday was a moderate revolutionary who didn’t like Marat’s penchant for guillotining political opponents; she got in by claiming to have information about an uprising, but instead she stabbed him in the heart. In David’s painting, Marat’s head is wrapped in a white cloth, his arm is drooping to the floor, and in his hand is a piece of paper—a petition from his assassin, Corday.”


    “Talk about your bad juju,” Annette said. “What else can you tell me about this painting?”


    “David painted two other revolutionary martyrs, but only The Death of Marat survived the counter-revolution. I imagine it’s in one of France’s state collections, but I’d have to look it up.”


    “And you’re saying the murder scene was staged to look like this painting?”


    “It sure looks like it.”


    “If that’s true, we may be dealing with a lunatic.”


    “Or someone sending a message.”


    “About what? The French Revolution?”


    I shrugged. “You asked if I noticed anything unusual. You have to admit this fits the bill.”


    “Write down the name and artist. I’ll compare it to the crime scene photos.” She handed me her pad and pen, then gave me a searching look. “How well known is this painting? Would a normal person have heard of it?”


    Annette considered my endless store of Fun Facts about Fine Art to be “eccentric” because she was too polite to call it “freakish.” I suspected what bothered her most was the contrast between my expertise in art and forgery and my dearth of common sense in other areas: cooking, balancing my checkbook, staying out of jail....


    “It’s well known in France, both because of its history and because of its beauty. The poet Baudelaire praised the painting’s visual elegance.”


    “What about Americans?”


    “Most wouldn’t recognize it unless they’d studied art or French history,” I conceded.


    “That’s what I thought.”


    * * *


    Evangeline turned down my offer of a ride in the cramped cab of my two-seater truck, declaring her intention of picking up some takeout from her favorite Pakistani restaurant and holing up in the apartment she was subletting from my vacationing assistant, Mary. It wasn’t an apartment in the strictest sense, just the dining room of an old Victorian in the Mission District that was separated from the rest of the flat by a blanket slung over a clothesline. But to Evangeline it was home.


    She also muttered something about looking for another job. “No offense, Annie,” she honked in her upstate New York accent before heading for the bus stop. “But you’re kinda scary. I never did see no dead bodies where I come from.”


    Given all we had been through in the past year I didn’t blame her. Sometimes I thought I wouldn’t hang out with me if I had other options. I needed an assistant, though, because for the next few weeks I had a full painting schedule in addition to running my new Internet art assessment business.


    Not to mention coping with my ex-felon of a business partner who, despite the terms of his parole, had taken an unauthorized leave of absence.


    Samantha and I climbed into my little green Toyota truck and headed across town towards our studio building in China Basin. Sam spent her days creating one-of-a-kind jewelry, while I ran a mural and faux-finishing business, True/Faux Studios. My real love was portraiture, but faux finishing was much more lucrative. The days of artists becoming celebrated revolutionaries while making a living painting portraits were long past.


    I caught a faint whiff of patchouli oil and looked over at my calm, steady friend. With her long, thick locks, her penchant for wearing bright African-print fabrics, and the slight Caribbean lilt that was intensified under the influence of stress or too many mojitos, Samantha Jagger scored about a twenty on the Cool-o-Meter scale of one-to-ten. I looked at my paint-splattered overalls and worn athletic shoes. I cleaned up okay, given sufficient time and motivation, but even on my best days the Cool-o-Meter hovered around four and a half.


    Neither of us was in a chatty mood, but I needed a distraction from the ominous sounds emanating from beneath the hood.


    “Talk to me so I don’t have to listen to the engine’s death wail.”


    Sam was game. “How’s your love life?”


    “Nonexistent.”


    “C’mon, I’ve been married for twenty-one years. I have to live vicariously. Tell me the good stuff.”


    “I’m afraid there’s not much to tell these days.”


    Not long ago I had broken up with Josh, a sweet, decent carpenter because I decided he was a little too sweet, and a lot too decent, for the likes of me. Sam was rooting for me to hook up with our studio building’s straight-arrow landlord, Frank DeBenton, but he had treated me with icy aloofness since I announced my intentions to set up shop with an art thief. The criminal in question, Michael, was sex-on-wheels but bad news, all of which was a moot point at the moment. He had been AWOL for the last week.


    My mother advised me to find a nice, steady computer engineer with health insurance and a 401(k) plan. For the moment I was doing a fairly good job sublimating with chocolate.


    “Frank’s being exceedingly polite to me,” I said.


    “He’s not thrilled about your new online business. Or should I say, your new business partner. What’s his full name, Michael X. Something?”


    “Michael X. Johnson is his current moniker.”


    “Meaning?”


    “It’s the name he uses on the paperwork. I’ve given up trying to discover his real one.”


    “Was forming a business partnership with a man whose real name you don’t know such a good idea, d’ya think?”


    “There were extenuating circumstances.”


    “Such as?”


    “Poverty. Besides, Doug—Michael’s parole officer—believes that thieves like Michael can sincerely repent their lives of crime and be rehabilitated.”


    Sam laughed. “Let me guess: Doug’s a Buddhist from Berkeley.”


    She wasn’t far from the mark. I, on the other hand, was a lapsed Presbyterian from a small Sacramento Valley town—by way of Paris—who believed that felons such as Michael could sincerely rue getting caught and develop a healthy respect for the authorities.


    Last spring I had come to the realization that I would never attain economic stability—much less comfort, still less retirement—through my art studio alone. So when the allegedly reformed art thief I knew as Michael X. Johnson proposed we join forces to offer online assessments of art and antiquities, it seemed like a relatively straightforward cash cow.


    Besides, the FBI’s Art Squad was in on the whole thing. With their approval, Michael and I set up a website offering online assessments, while sending out a few rumors that we might be morally flexible when it came to assessing less-than-legitimate art. Despite the Hollywood archetype, most thieves are neither clever nor suave—Michael being the exception that proved the rule—and every so often a crook would contact our website looking for an online assessment of a stolen work of art. We forwarded the information to our “handler” at the Art Squad, and collected a hefty reward if the FBI arrested the perp.


    Last week, using information from our site, the police tracked down two Riker’s Island corrections officers who had swiped a Salvador Dalí drawing from the prison lobby and replaced it with a twelve-dollar poster. It had taken the prison authorities eight months to notice their Dalí was missing, and the thieves might have gotten away with it had they not quarreled over the value of the purloined piece and decided to seek an outside opinion.


    The naiveté of the average art criminal had paid the last few months’ rent with a few dollars to spare, and I had begun to dream about cutting back on my faux finishing to concentrate on portraiture. First things first, though: I was shopping for a new truck. I planned to call it the Thief Mobile.


    I pulled into a parking spot right in front of Frank DeBenton’s office, next to one of his armored cars. In addition to owning the building, our landlord Frank ran his own secure transport business specializing in—ironically enough—valuable art and antiquities.


    My gaze lingered for a moment on the sight of his dark, well-coiffed head bent, as usual, over the papers on his desk. I missed him. A couple of months ago, it looked as though our growing mutual attraction might be able to overcome our differences in temperament. But shortly afterward, Frank threw a memorable hissy fit in which he vowed to disown me as a friend, a tenant, an employee, and a romantic interest if I “took up” with the likes of Michael X. Johnson. The FBI must have gotten to him, because he finally agreed to rent the X-man and me a small office space right next to my faux-finishing studio. But since then Frank had treated us both with exquisite politeness, a sure indication that he was pissed.


    Sam caught my eye and smiled knowingly as I wrenched my gaze away from the man. We clomped our way up the exterior wooden stairs and down the second-floor hallway, then hugged good-bye and retreated to our respective studios, seeking the solace of art. It had been one hell of a Monday morning.


    I paused to straighten the wooden sign I had painted recently:

    



    


    BACCHUS ART APPRAISALS


    ONLINE ART & ANTIQUITIES ASSESSMENTS


    “WHAT’S IN YOUR GRANDMOTHER’S ATTIC?”


    WWW.ARTRETRIEVAL.COM

    



    


    Easing open the door, I fostered a tiny spark of hope that Michael X. Johnson—or whatever his real name was—would be sitting behind the gleaming antique mahogany partner’s desk he had insisted on buying when we set up shop. I tried to visualize him with a bag of Peet’s French Roast coffee beans in one hand, a recovered art masterpiece in the other, and a plausible explanation for his recent absence on his sexy lips.


    The office was empty.


    I hadn’t been able to bring myself to admit to Sam, or to anyone, that the X-man had skipped out on me. Again. But it was time to face facts: Going into business with a known art thief and convicted felon had been a mistake—especially for an ex-forger like me who had aspirations to legitimacy. A wise woman would have known this from the start, but I’ve always been a little slow on the uptake—especially when felonious tendencies are masked by a pair of sparkling green eyes and a deep, smoky drawl.


    Still, sooner or later someone official was going to figure out that the X-man had disappeared. I would be up to my ears in FBI harassment if I didn’t inform on him.


    Tossing my satchel onto a silk-upholstered hassock—another new item—I changed out of my grimy overalls into a red-and-black patterned skirt, simple black tank top, and black crocheted sweater. I exchanged my worn athletic shoes for a pair of low-heeled leather sandals, smoothed my curly brown hair, and checked out the overall effect in the full-length mirror inside the door of the armoire that held several changes of clothes. Since starting the desk job, I had been dressing less in paint-spattered clothing and more in acceptable business-wear such as skirts and blouses. People—male people, especially—had noticed. It seemed my mother was right: having the appropriate wardrobe was more important than frivolous things like, say, knowledge and talent.


    I sank into a plush leather desk chair, powered up the computer, and logged on to an art search site. While it loaded I drummed my fingers on my new desk, wondering how much I could get for it down in the Jackson Square antiques district. While I was at it, I could hock the leather chairs and silk hassock my absent partner had insisted on purchasing before his inconvenient disappearance.


    This was the crux of the last argument I had with Michael: I insisted he prove he had bought the furniture in some sort of above-board retail relationship. Feigning hurt, he informed me he had used the company credit card.


    What company credit card? I shrilled. We don’t have any money, how can we have credit?


    And you call yourself an American, he said. Some capitalist you are.


    Michael, we’re going to go bankrupt before we get this business off the ground if you keep spending like this.


    You’re caffeine-deprived again, aren’t you? he said, targeting my weakness like a heat-seeking missile. I’ll just make a quick run to Peet’s. Back in a few.


    That was a week ago. He never returned, leaving me vaguely insulted, overworked, and under-caffeinated to boot.


    Like now. I needed a fix. Not just any coffee would do, either. It had to be Peet’s.


    I taped a note to the door telling anyone who might stop by that I was next door, and went to my studio, where I found a large man in the little kitchen area. My heart soared. It wasn’t Michael-the-thief, but he would do in a pinch.


    “Annie!” boomed my Bosnian-born friend, Pete Ibrahimbegovics. “Cuppa Joe?”


    Pete ran the stained glass warehouse across the parking lot from the DeBenton Building. We’d been friends for years, and among his many charms was that he was the only one in our circle who could coax something approximating espresso from my cranky garage-sale cappuccino machine. This talent had earned Pete a lifetime pass to the studio and free access to my stash of Peet’s coffee beans.


    “Love one, thanks. How’d you know?”


    “Oho, I know you by now,” he chuckled. “You are joking me with this. Annie, I must speak with you.”


    “What’s up?”


    “I come today because I have a very important question. Please, sit and I will attend you and you can answer my question.”


    Uh-oh. The last time Pete had a Very Important Question to ask I wound up drinking too much loza and spent the night trapped in a crypt. I had already encountered a dead body today. A woman could only take so much.


    Pete balanced two cups of coffee plus a hand-painted ceramic bowl of sugar and pitcher of cream on a vintage decoupaged tray and joined me on the purple velvet couch. He set the tray on the antique steamer trunk that doubles as a coffee table, and fanned out an abundance of napkins, spoons, and small plates.


    “We both take our coffee black,” I said. “You know that, right?”


    “Coffee is to you the elixir of love, yes? And love must be celebrated.”


    What could I say to that? I took the cup he held out and waited. He took a deep breath, blew it out, and turned to face me. At six foot four, two-hundred-plus pounds, Pete made an incongruous little boy.


    “Evangeline.”


    “What about her?”


    “Do you think Evangeline, she likes me?”


    “Evangeline?”


    “She is so lovely,” he said, a dreamy note in his voice. “She is so... What is the English word...”


    Robust? Hearty? Strapping?


    “...delicate.”


    I didn’t see that coming. Evangeline was about as delicate as a runaway truck.


    “So you like her? Have you asked her out?”


    “No, no. This I cannot.”


    “Why not? She won’t bite.” At least, I hoped not.


    “I can’t just talk to her.” He blushed and fussed with the napkins.


    “Sure you can. Pete, you’re a good-looking man. Very handsome. Even better, you’re kind and sweet, and you have a good job and a good heart. You’ve got a lot to offer.”


    He blushed some more and started to rearrange the couch pillows. “I—”


    The studio door banged open and in strode my assistant Mary, a pink plastic bag clutched in each hand and a worn purple knapsack on her back. “Heya!”


    Mary was dressed, as usual, in some sort of gauzy, multi-layered concoction in different shades of black. Her chipped nail polish, her boots, her eyeliner—all black. The only exceptions to the mourning look were her bright blue eyes, pale skin, and long blond hair.


    “Mary! How was Thailand?”


    “Awesome; I’ve got stories. But I’m out of money. Hope you have some work for me.”


    “As a matter of fact I do,” I said, watching as she dropped the bags, shrugged off the knapsack, and sprawled on the floor. “I’m glad you’re back.”


    “Me, too,” she said, riffling through her things. “Now where is that... Aha!” She held up an airplane-sized bottle of tequila. “I knew that sucker was in there somewhere. I brought presents for you guys.”


    She handed me a pair of small bronze birds on round bases engraved with stamps.


    “They’re called opium weights.”


    “Opium weights?” I asked. “What line of work do you think I’m in?”


    “I don’t think they were really used for opium. They’re in all the curio shops. And this is for you,” she said, handing Pete an intricately painted mask. “I thought of you when I saw it.”


    Pete looked delighted. “I am touched. She is beautiful, this mask. I will wear it near my heart, always.”


    “I was thinking you could hang it on your wall, but whatever.”


    “You came straight from the airport?” I asked.


    “It’s a work day, right? It’s not, like, still the weekend is it? I kind of lost track of the days. Everything got all jumbled when we crossed the International Date Line and I never got it straightened out. Kind of like going backwards in time, except not.”


    Pete nodded gravely. Mary took a swig of tequila, jumped up, and donned a painting apron. “Hey, did you know Chinese vampires hop?”


    I had long ago given up trying to follow Mary’s thought process.


    “The Chinese, they have vampires?” asked Pete.


    “Sure,” said Mary.


    “Who hop?” I said.


    “That is their name?” Pete asked. “Who Hop?”


    I tried not to laugh.


    “Every culture’s got vampires,” Mary said. “It’s, like, universal. Thing is, though, they’re all way different. Like, a lot of places? They only have female vampires, who get that way when they die in childbirth, which is kind of like blaming the victim if you ask me. The Chinese vampires, though, are the coolest, ’cause they hop instead of walking like normal, and hold their arms out stiff in front of them, like this. Like a mummy. How awesome is that?”


    “Sure you don’t want to rest a bit after your trip?” I asked, trying to erase the visual of a Chinese vampire hopping toward me, arms outstretched like a zombie.


    “Slept on the plane. And I so totally need to make money ’cause I sort of misjudged things by a credit card payment or, ya know, several. Tricia says hi, by the way.”


    Tricia was the friend who was opening the bar in Bangkok, and who somehow wound up with a gangrenous thumb. I figured it was best not to ask.


    Pete stood. “We will speak again, Annie, yes?”


    “Call me later. We’ll figure something out.”


    “Figure out what?” Mary asked.


    “Nothing,” Pete and I said in unison.


    I put Mary to work creating sample boards for a faux-finish job scheduled for next week. In theory sample boards demonstrated to clients what the faux finish would look like so that they could change their mind before we started painting the walls. This didn’t always succeed. My wealthy clients tended to be rather high-strung, and many’s the time I’d been stuck repainting rooms multiple times until we got it “just right.” But at least when they’d signed off on the boards, I got paid for each new round of faux finishes.


    Mary and I were mixing glazes in subtle shades of putty and beige, this year’s exciting color palette, when the door opened again and a stranger stuck his head in.


    “G’day. I’m looking for Michael Johnson?”


    “I’m his partner, Annie Kincaid. Is there something I can help you with?”


    “D’you suppose we could speak in private?”


    “Of course. Why don’t we go next door?” I said.


    The man was short, just a little taller than I, with a thick prizefighter’s physique. His face sported two prominent scars, one running from beneath his left ear to the side of his neck, the other slashing down his right cheek. The scars were probably the result of a simple accident—I’d narrowly escaped similar injuries when I caught my head in a storm drain at the age of seven; long story—but they lent the man a sinister air. This was mitigated by a broad smile and his clothes: he wore khaki shorts with a multitude of pockets, a black T-shirt with a slogan for something called the ALL BLACKS, and scuffed tan hiking boots. Except for his modern clothing, mocha skin, and jet-black hair, he might have stepped out of one of Pieter Bruegel the Elder’s rollicking portrayals of feasting Flemish peasants.


    “Shout if you need anything, Annie,” Mary said, eyes narrowed. “You know how thin the walls are in this place.”


    “Thank you, Mary.”


    I led the way next door to the Bacchus Art Assessments office.


    “So you are the famous Annie Kincaid,” he said with a broad accent as he sank into a leather chair.


    “Famous?”


    “Within certain circles.”


    That gave me pause. My grandfather Georges is a notorious and entirely unrepentant art forger, currently on the lam in Morocco. I was once implicated in a European art scam myself. And though I had worked hard over the last several years to build up a legitimate decorative painting business in San Francisco, my current—though absent—business partner was a convicted art thief.


    It was hard to know which “circles” the stranger was referring to. And more to the point, whether or not I was supposed to own up to my membership in any of those rarified cliques.


    “What can I help you with?” I evaded.


    “I need your help finding a painting.”


    “We deal with art assessments here. We’re not really investigators, per se.”


    “No worries. I am.” Reaching into his pocket, he handed me a cream-colored business card:

    



    


    JARRAH PRESTON


    SENIOR INVESTIGATOR


    AUGUSTA CONFEDERATED RISK


    LONDON–PARIS–MOSCOW

    



    


    Preston’s white teeth flashed brilliantly against his dark face. “I’m a glorified insurance agent, but not to panic—I don’t sell policies. As it happens, Augusta Confederated has a painting in custody that we have reason to believe is not the one we originally insured. I hear that when it comes to art, you have, shall we say, a special expertise.”


    “I’d be happy to assess your painting, but I’m not qualified to track down a missing one. Why not go to the police? Or, presuming it’s worth more than a hundred thousand dollars, or older than one hundred years, you could turn it over to FBI’s Art Squad. I could give you a name.”


    “For the moment, I’d like to take a, shall we say, less formal approach.” He flashed another smile. “You may have noticed from my accent that I’m not from around here.”


    “Australia?” I guessed.


    “New Zealand. A Kiwi through and through. Maori on my mum’s side.”


    I tried to think of something relevant to New Zealand besides sheep and the Lord of the Rings movies, but only one thing came to mind. “I hear you have a fence made of toothbrushes in New Zealand.”


    “Just outside of Te Pahu,” he nodded. “In my estimation, though, it doesn’t come close to the interest of the Cardrona Bra Fence.”


    “A fence made of bras?”


    “A bunch of bras hung on a fence, more like. Officials declared it a danger to public decency, took about a hundred bras down, and a thousand more took their place. That’s what made it art.”


    I smiled at the thought.


    “But I’m not here to talk about bras,” Preston said.


    “That’s a relief. I spent all day yesterday talking about girdles with a client.”


    Preston chuckled. “Point is, I’m a stranger in your beautiful city. I don’t know the local smuggling routes, and I don’t have contacts among the city’s black market fences. I understand you and your partner do.”


    “What gave you that idea?”


    “I’m not the law, Ms. Kincaid. I’m not concerned with your past, or Michael X. Johnson’s for that matter. Quite the contrary. I’m in need of information of a highly specialized nature. I’ve admired your work—and your partner’s—for some time.”


    Our eyes met, and I realized he was serious. He liked me because of my shady past. It was a novel sensation.


    Preston’s wide mouth twisted into an odd but pleasant grin, and he set a battered leather briefcase on the desk between us. Unlocking it, he extracted several bags of honey-roasted peanuts from Qantas Airlines and handed me one.


    “D’ya mind? I haven’t had lunch.” He pushed a thick file folder toward me. “In here are photographs of a painting stolen seven years ago. Can you tell whether or not it’s genuine?”


    Whoever he was, Jarrah Preston had piqued my curiosity, and my appetite. I munched as I leaned forward and started flipping through the file. I stopped chewing when I realized what I was looking at.


    It was an exquisite Gauguin, but not one I had ever seen. Couched in tropical greenery and lush flowers, a couple embraced, their erotic intent made clear by their positions. Many great artists had produced erotica, but I had never heard of Gauguin doing so. His nudes of thirteen-year-old girls were suggestive, often distasteful to modern sensibilities, but they were not explicit. Not like this.


    I felt my cheeks redden at the overt sexuality of the painting. I was no innocent, but it was disconcerting to have a strange man watch me as I studied erotica. Forcing myself to ignore the content, I focused on the artist’s technique.


    Paul Gauguin’s Post-impressionist style is primitive in its simplicity, making the artist’s work easy to duplicate—on the surface. But the mark of a true Gauguin is his use of hue and tone. The French banker–turned–island-hopping bohemian played with combinations of complementary colors, overlapping and combining them in ways that fool the eye and render the pigments more vivid than they really are. Particular shades of green and orange placed next to each other, for instance, create the illusion of a shimmer.


    Gauguin’s exceptional understanding of color means that his works do not reproduce well in photographs. They have to be seen in person to be appreciated. The same is true of van Gogh and, indeed, most of the Impressionists as well, whose art was all about the interplay of light and pigment, color and texture.


    “It’s not an obvious forgery,” I said, clearing my throat. “As far as I can tell from the photo, the colors and brushwork are consistent with Gauguin’s work. But I can’t determine if it’s genuine or a good fake without seeing the actual painting. You say you have it in custody?”


    “It showed up for sale at Mayfield’s Auction House last week. I’d like you to swing by there and take a look. But I’m pretty sure it’s a fake.”


    “Why is that?”


    “When it was x-rayed, a secret message appeared.”
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    Dear Georges: Should a true artist paint what he or she sees, warts and all?


    —Clear-eyed in Belgrade


    Dear Clear-eyed: Caravaggio painted fruit and leaves as he saw them, blemishes and all. Years later, Cézanne did the same, including tiny areas of rot in his exquisite bowls of fruit. Bien sûr, in the hands of a true master, there is no such thing as ugliness, only beauty re-envisioned. Do not the faults make the picture more beautiful?


    —Georges LeFleur, “Craquelure”


    Jarrah handed me an X ray.


    A sentence leaped out of the black-and-white image: Nature morte est un plat qui se mange froid.


    The artist had probably written the message in lead white before methodically covering it up with layers of paint. Invisible to the naked eye, the sentence was revealed when the lead in the pigment fluoresced under the X rays.


    The phrase looked as though it had been drawn by an artist’s paintbrush, I thought, probably a number nine or ten filbert, and the grammar was perfect. But the handwriting was not the upright, looping script drilled into every French schoolchild by stern-faced professeurs des écoles.


    “ ‘Dead nature is a plate that one eats cold,’ ” Preston translated literally. “Any idea what that refers to?”


    I shrugged and shook my head. “In French—in all the Romance languages—‘dead nature’ is the term for what is referred to as a ‘still life’ composition in English and the Germanic languages.”


    “I didn’t know that.”


    “It’s a rare example of the northern Europeans having a sunnier outlook than their Mediterranean counterparts. I don’t understand its use in this context, but maybe it was Gauguin’s idea of a joke? Or maybe he used an old canvas that had been written on. In any event, by itself the sentence doesn’t suggest forgery.”


    “Except for one thing: the painting was tested before Augusta Confederated insured it. The message wasn’t there.”


    “Could it have been missed?”


    In point of fact, dealers, owners, even paid assessment “experts” might all have reason to conspire in keeping a fake painting on the market. For these folks, a fake is as good as an original if it could turn a profit. Only insurance companies—which pay out millions of dollars when an insured painting is stolen—stand to lose, and lose big, by being duped into insuring a fake. One way to make money fast is to insure a painting for millions and arrange to have it “stolen.” Lie to the insurance investigator, cash the check, and voilà—instant millionaire.


    Insurance companies are of course aware of the con and go to great lengths to avoid falling for it. It seemed unlikely that Augusta Confederated would skimp on the authentication before insuring a Gauguin, but it was possible.


    “I’m double-checking with the lab, but it’s a reputable group and I can’t imagine their technicians would have missed something so easily revealed by a simple X ray.”


    “True enough.”


    “Which leads me to the next question: if the Gauguin was genuine when we had it assessed, did its owner, Victor Yeltsin, sell the original and subsequently replace it with a forgery?”


    “You suspect fraud?”


    He nodded. “Yeltsin reported the painting as stolen, and filed an insurance claim to the tune of nearly ten million dollars.”


    “That’s a big pay-out.”


    “It’s a Gauguin.”


    “Maybe the original really was stolen, and someone knew the painting was missing and painted a copy to ‘show up’ at auction, see if they can slip it past the authorities. That happens.”


    “That’s why I’m investigating before making specific accusations.”


    “I’m still unclear how I can help other than to confirm what you already suspect: that the painting in your possession is probably a fake.”


    “I spoke with your business partner, Michael Johnson. According to him, you’re the ‘girl-wonder of the art forgery world.’ And your Uncle Anton seconded that view.”


    “You spoke with Michael? When?”


    “I called him last week. He said he was headed out of town, but thought he’d be back today.”


    “Really?”


    Preston gave me an odd look. It dawned on me I should at least pretend to know more about my business partner’s whereabouts than a potential client.


    “I wasn’t aware that his cell phone had service...where he is,” I improvised. I had been calling Michael’s number for a week, with no response. “And you say you spoke to Anton?”


    “He assured me you were the woman for the job.”


    Anton Woznikowicz wasn’t my real uncle—for that matter, I wasn’t entirely sure “Anton” was his real name, either. There’s a lot of this sort of thing in my life. Still, I had known him since I was a teenager learning the fine art of forgery from my grandfather in Paris. I still remembered one long, rainy weekend when Anton taught me the basics of traditional tempera, using egg yolks as a medium; afterwards he made us delicious egg-white omelets. Painting and cooking, he insisted, were two sides of the same coin. It worries me that the closest I come to producing an edible meal is dialing my local Thai food delivery service.


    I sat back, munched on a peanut, and thought. Jarrah Preston might be a fancy-pants international insurance investigator, but he had a thing or ten to learn if he was willing to take the word of a once-and-future scoundrel like Michael. And “Uncle” Anton’s reliability was just as suspect, albeit for different reasons. Why would both of them have recommended me for this job?


    I glanced up to find Jarrah’s near-black eyes studying me. The inspection went on so long I glanced down to be sure I hadn’t dribbled peanuts down my chest. There was a high-energy intensity to him that made me nervous. A slow smile spread across his face.


    “Mr. Preston, I’d like to help but I don’t want to give you any false hope. I exchange e-mails with people about the treasures—and I use that term loosely—they find in their grandmother’s attic. If I suspect something is stolen, I report it to the FBI and let them do the investigating.”


    “Call me Jarrah,” he said with a confident half smile. “As I said, I don’t know this town like you do. I’d like you to sniff around, ask a few questions, that’s all. I’m not expecting miracles.”


    I shook my head.


    “And whether or not you actually locate the original, my company’s willing to pay an obscene amount of money for your time and expertise.”


    I stopped shaking my head.


    “Do I detect a change of heart?”


    “You had me at ‘obscene.’ ”


    I pulled a notepad out of the desk drawer and jotted down a to-do list, beginning with 1. Find painting. I figured I’d elaborate from there.


    “Okay, let’s start at the beginning,” I said. “Mayfield’s Auction House notified you that it had acquired a Gauguin that was listed on the Art Loss Register?”


    The international Art Loss Register helps art dealers, museums, and honest citizens avoid being scammed by forgers, thieves, and those who traffic in stolen goods. Most insurance companies require such a listing before they pay a claim.


    “Yes. The auction house ran the required search, and found that it matched the description of the missing painting.”


    “And the painting has its provenance papers?”


    He nodded.


    “One thing I still don’t understand,” I said. “You’re an investigator. Why hire me?”


    “As I said, you have a unique background—”


    “I don’t buy it, Jarrah,” I interrupted. Once I had recovered from the uncommon thrill of not having my past held against me, I realized that Jarrah Preston’s stated reason for hiring me wasn’t plausible. I painted forgeries—at least I used to—I didn’t hunt them down. “A licensed PI or a retired SFPD inspector would be far more familiar with the local black market than I am. Why me?”


    Jarrah smiled. “Well done.”


    I eyed him for a moment, trying to decide if that crooked smile was endearing or menacing. One thing for sure, it was patronizing. “Well done?”


    “You’re not easily fooled.”


    “Just wait. You don’t know me very well.”


    “Well enough. You have something else going for you. Victor Yeltsin happens to be a member of the Fleming-Union.”


    Uh-oh.


    “I understand you have access to the mansion.”


    “Limited access. Very limited.”


    “You could poke around a little.... Perhaps you could blend in with the housekeeping staff.”


    I flashed on a visual of myself in a French maid’s costume. Not happening.


    “How did you know I was working there?”


    “Johnson mentioned it. Lucky coincidence, eh?”


    “Very lucky. Very coincidental.” I watched him closely. “You wouldn’t happen to know anything about David’s painting called Death of Marat?”


    “Remind me?”


    “French revolutionary, Neo-classical...”


    “Oh, right. Dead bloke in a tub?”


    “I thought you were in the business of insuring art. Doesn’t that require a certain amount of art knowledge?”


    “I study up on what I’m after. Ask me anything you want to know about Gauguin, and I’ll wager I know it.”


    “It just so happens that there’s a police investigation at the Fleming Mansion at the moment. I don’t suppose the missing Gauguin would have anything to do with that?”


    “What kind of investigation?”


    “Someone was...murdered.”


    “Bloody hell!” Jarrah looked genuinely shocked. “Who was it?”


    “I don’t know who he was, but the scene was pretty gruesome.”


    He shook his head and blew out a breath. “I’m looking for information on a painting nicked years ago from Yeltsin’s home. I don’t see how it could be connected to a recent murder at the Fleming-Union.”


    Silence reigned while I pretended to study the photos. I’d spent more than thirty years on this planet without giving a second thought to the Fleming-Union; all of a sudden I’m offered two jobs there? Coincidences tend not to bode well in my life.


    Still, I needed a new vehicle, and I was bone-tired of worrying about making the rent every month. Preston was offering the kind of financial boon I had been hoping for when I decided to go into this business with Michael. So why was I so worried?


    Because I wasn’t an idiot.


    If there was one thing I had learned over the last couple of years, it was to be cautious when, for instance, a smiling half Maori shows up out of the blue with an inflated check and no personal references. I would go along with him for the moment, but before involving myself in anything too dangerous or stupid I would have to check him out.


    Jarrah picked up the X ray. “There’s an old saying, ‘Revenge is a dish best served cold.’ D’ya suppose that’s what this message means?”


    “Hard to tell. Forgers are an odd group. Many have an axe to grind with the art establishment. It might be a phrase the artist paints under all his fakes, like a signature. I’ll have my guy run a check on known forgers, see if it rings any bells.”


    “My guy” is Pedro Schumacher, a dear friend who knows how to use Google’s advanced search function, but I saw no reason for my deep-pocketed client to know this.


    Jarrah patted the stack of papers. “You’ll find most of what you need here: a copy of the original police report, profiles of the individuals I’ve interviewed, and information on the painting’s last owner, Victor Yeltsin.”


    “Who brought the Gauguin to Mayfield’s Auction House for sale in the first place?”


    “A man named Elijah Odibajian.”


    I dropped a peanut.


    “As in Balthazar and Elijah Odibajian, the Brothers Grimm of Bay Area real estate? Those Odibajians?”


    “Elijah seems to have disappeared, up the boohai, as we Kiwis say. I’m off to run him to ground.” Jarrah sat back, his black eyes twinkling. “Big brother Balthazar insists he knows nothing, but I’d like you to talk with him. As it happens, Balthazar’s a member of the Fleming-Union, as well.”


    “How handy.”


    “He’s a bit of a dag, I’ll warn you.”


    “Translation?”


    “Rather difficult. A hard case.” He smiled that strange smile again. “But I have a feeling you’ll have a way with him. As the saying goes, Ka timu te tai, ka pao te torea, ka ina te harakeke a Hine-kakai.”


    “Oh sure, I say that all the time.”


    “It means, ‘The oyster catcher swims when the tide is ebbing and the flax of Hine-kakai burns.’ ”


    I had no idea what Jarrah Preston was talking about, and wondered what I was getting myself into. But as my grandfather was fond of saying, The road to wealth is strewn not with rocks but with boulders, Annie. Bring your hiking boots.


    * * *


    Preston left me with the case file, a fat retainer, and an uneasy feeling that there was more to this case than he was letting on. I glanced down at the computer screen.


    Google had obligingly answered my earlier query, and produced a full-color illustration of David’s magnificent painting of a dead bloke in a tub. The Death of Marat was housed in the Musées Royaux des Beaux-Arts in Brussels, I read, and there had been no reported thefts or scandals associated with it. Studying the painting—the position of the body, the letter in Marat’s hand—I was more convinced than ever that the poor schmuck at the Fleming-Union had been arranged to mimic the painting.


    But why?


    The more I thought about it, the surer I was that Destiny couldn’t be the killer. Among other things, it was hard to imagine her having the requisite knowledge. She seemed more like an ex-stripper than an art history major.


    I reminded myself that this wasn’t my problem. Annette Crawford and the SFPD were on the case, I was in no way implicated, and despite the staged reconstruction of a famous painting, it didn’t even have anything to do with stolen or forged art.


    Unless of course Jarrah Preston was lying through his Kiwi teeth.


    I dialed my guy, Pedro Schumacher.


    “You need somebody to post bail again?” Pedro answered without preamble.


    “No, I—”


    “Then don’t bother us. I finally got my woman to take a long lunch, and we’re napping.”


    “Oh, I’m sorry! Did I wake you?”


    “No, we’re napping.”


    “Oh. Then why did you answer the phone?”


    “I’m just giving you a hard time. I knew it was you.” I heard a woman laughing in the background. “We high-tech folks have this little gadget, Caller ID, that tells us who’s calling. I think it’ll catch on one day.”


    A self-employed computer geek with a genius IQ, Pedro spent his days rescuing his corporate clients from multi-million-dollar software snafus and his nights reveling in hardboiled detective fiction. We had been friends for years, and his longtime girlfriend Elena Briones happened to be an attorney who had helped me out on more than one occasion. I had the sneaking suspicion my antics kept them entertained.


    “Funny. I have a couple of things for you to look up,” I said. “And I’m getting paid this time, so keep track of your hours and eventually I’ll pay you a tiny fraction of what your skills are worth.”


    “Hearing your lovely voice is payment enough, mi amor.”


    “You’re such a charmer, Pedro.”


    “It’s a Latin thing. Whaddaya need?”


    “A background check on an insurance investigator named Jarrah Preston, employed by Augusta Confederated Insurance.” I spelled the name. “He’s from New Zealand. I’d also like you to search for any cases of forged paintings that involve hidden messages.”


    “Like how many animals can you find hidden in the drawing of Old MacDonald’s Farm? Man, I loved those. Remember Highlights magazine?”


    “I liked those, too. But that’s not what I mean.”


    “How else would you hide a message?”


    “By painting over it. The lead in certain types of pigment fluoresces under X rays. Look for a French phrase that translates into ‘Dead nature is a dish best served cold.’ ”


    “ ‘Dead nature’? Twisted.”


    “You speak Spanish, Pedro. It means ‘still life.’ ”


    “Dead nature’s more interesting.”


    “One more thing: I need information on a Victor Yeltsin, and Balthazar and Elijah Odibajian.”


    “As in the Odibajian brothers? The Brothers Grimm of Bay Area real estate?”


    “I read that article, too.” This was an exaggeration. I had read the headline but hadn’t gotten around to the article, which at the moment resided in a two-foot-tall stack of “to be read” newspapers slowly yellowing in a corner of my bedroom. “Would you look them up, please?”


    “Don’t need to. I can tell you all you need to know right now: those boys are bad news. I don’t know much about Elijah, but Balthazar is a major player whose opponents have a habit of abruptly moving out of state or disappearing altogether. More what you’d expect in Jersey than in kinder, gentler San Francisco. Steer clear of that guy.”


    “I just want to ask a few questions.”


    “What about?”


    “Elijah, the younger brother, brought a stolen painting to Mayfield’s Auction House for sale.”


    “He stole a painting?”


    “Hard to say. He had it in his possession. Actually, he had a copy in his possession.”


    “He stole a fake?”


    “Another good question. All I know for sure it that he was trying to sell a fake.”


    “Rewind. I’m confused.”


    “A painting was stolen seven years ago, and the insurance company paid the claim. Recently a copy of that painting turned up for sale at Mayfield’s Auction House via Elijah Odibajian. The insurance guy wants me to help him figure out if the painting was original when it was stolen, and where the original might be.”


    “Insurance fraud.”


    “Exactly. The owner of a genuine painting has it insured, then copied, then sells the original, has the copy stolen, and claims the insurance money on the supposed loss.”


    “Why even bother with a copy? Why not just have the original ‘stolen’ and leave it at that?”


    “It’s much more convincing if the insurance folks, or the cops, have a trail to follow.”


    “The insurance guy is Jarrah Preston, the fellow you want me to check out?”


    “Just in case he’s not who he says he is.”


    “Gotcha. I still say, keep away from the Odibajians, Annie. Insurance fraud isn’t the kind of thing they’re likely to bother with, frankly—the payoff’s too low and the downside’s too great. Their real estate holdings alone are worth close to half a billion, and that’s only what they admit to the IRS.”


    “Elijah probably had no idea the painting was a fake when he put it up for sale. Just see what you can find out about them for me, will you?”


    “You know who you remind me of?”


    “Salma Hayek?” Hope springs eternal.


    “A stubborn burro on my grandmother’s ranch.”


    “I prefer to think of myself as dedicated.”


    “I’ll just bet, my little burrita.”


    “This is me ignoring you. Could I talk to Elena for a second?”


    “Don’t tell me you really do need to be bailed out...?”


    “No, oh ye of little faith. But I know someone who does.”


    Pedro’s girlfriend came on the line. Elena had recently left the Oakland Public Defender’s office to set up her own criminal defense practice. Smart, aggressive, and savvy, her dedication to progressive causes made me feel I should be out protesting global warming, or raising money for AIDS orphans, or scaling a fence at a nuclear silo. I put in my time on peace marches and volunteer work, but Elena seemed disappointed that I had never been arrested for anything political.


    I told her about Destiny and the murder at the F-U, and explained that I wasn’t sure if the maid had been charged with anything. Elena assured me not to worry, she would take it from here. The steely note in her voice made me feel a little sorry for Inspector Crawford.


    Next I tried my Uncle Anton’s number. No answer. A Luddite of the highest order, the old forger didn’t even have an answering machine.


    The pictures I saw of the fake Gauguin were good enough to prove one thing: it was the work of a gifted forger. Anton loved the Post-impressionists, and would have especially enjoyed mixing his own authentic period paints and then mimicking the layering to recreate a true Gauguin. But if he had painted the Gauguin forgery, why would he have spoken with Jarrah Preston, much less given him my name?


    Maybe Anton had nothing to do with anything. Could the forged Gauguin have something to do with Michael’s recent absence? I had no reason to think so...but coincidences make me nervous.


    My hand still lingered on the receiver when there was another knock on the door. I looked up to see my landlord, Frank DeBenton, looking elegant as always in gray slacks and jacket, a striped tie, and a tailored cream shirt. My mind leapt to a memory of Frank a few months ago: tipsy, tie loosened, hair tousled, mouth coming down on mine.... I reached for a Hershey’s Kiss from the blue ceramic bowl on my desk.


    “Frank.”


    “Annie.” He glanced around the office. “Nice furniture.”


    “I don’t suppose you’d like to buy it?”


    He raised his eyebrows in silent question.


    “Never mind. Did you get my rent check?”


    “Yes, thank you.”


    “Have a seat. Would you like a Kiss?”


    “Beg pardon?”


    “Hershey’s Kiss?”


    “No, thank you.”


    Silence. Usually if Frank was quiet long enough I would start babbling, say something stupid, and either incriminate myself or agree to something I shouldn’t. I used to think it was just his way, but having learned recently that Frank was a former Special Ops agent, I now concluded it was an interrogation technique that, unfortunately, worked like a charm on mere mortals like me. I swore I would no longer buckle under the pressure. From this day forth, Frank’s sneaky tactics of silence were useless on me.


    I stared at the beams in the ceiling. I stared at the desk blotter. I stared at my paint-stained nails.


    I cracked.


    “Something I can do for you?”


    “I need a favor.”


    Well. That was unexpected. “Shoot.”


    “It’s about the College Club.”


    The College Club isn’t nearly as exclusive as the F-U, though it does rank high on the city’s list of Privileged People’s Lairs. But it admits women, which no doubt brings it down a rung or two on the ladder of social snobbery.


    “You want to join? I’d be delighted to write you a letter of recommendation.”


    “Cute. I’m already a member.”


    “You’re not here to sell me some magazine subscriptions, are you?”


    “Annie—”


    “I’m not buying any cookies, either. Unless you have Thin Mints.”


    Frank grinned despite himself, and our gazes locked. It was the first real connection we’d had since the beginning of the Ice Age, and I had a sudden sensual memory of his lips on mine.


    Zing.


    “I need you to find Hermes.”


    “The French fashion designer? I think he’s dead.”


    “No, the Greek god, also known as Mercury to the Romans.”


    “Have you checked Mount Olympus?”


    “Resting Hermes is a life-sized bronze statue from the 1915 Pan-Pacific Exposition. It stands outside the College Club, near the sidewalk. At least it used to. Somebody absconded with it.”


    “A bronze that size would weigh hundreds of pounds.”


    “More than three hundred pounds, so they say.”


    “Why would someone steal it? For that matter, how would someone steal it?”


    “That’s what I’d like you to find out.”


    “Me? Call the cops.” What was it with men and their missing art these days?


    “I did. They’re swamped; it’s been a week, and the police haven’t had much time to spare to search for a statue. I put out a few feelers, but nothing’s turned up.”


    “And you think I can find something you and the cops can’t? Have you learned nothing about me, lo, these many moons?”


    Frank’s eyes swept over me. “Quite a few things, actually.”


    It was my turn to squirm. I glanced over at the Hershey’s Kisses, but told myself “no.”


    Frank continued, “I hoped you would be willing to...talk to some people.”


    “People?”


    “You know who I mean. People.”


    “People who need people? The luckiest people?”


    “People who deal in this sort of thing.”


    “You think I know the people who stole your Hermes?”


    Frank tugged at his shirt collar. “I wouldn’t ask if there was any other way.”


    “Gee, thanks.”


    “The sculpture is important to the club, Annie. It’s important to me.”


    It was on the tip of my tongue to deny, for the second time in twenty minutes, any contact with the art underworld. Regardless of how hard and long I had worked to be an honest artist and faux finisher, my reputation as a teenaged forger—combined with that of my scalawag of a grandfather—always preceded me. To be fair, going into business with Michael-the-ex-con had not exactly burnished the luster of my good name. Still, it seemed past time for the art world to forgive and forget. What was a fake Old Master drawing or forty among friends and colleagues?


    But it was undeniably flattering to have Frank come to me for a favor. Maybe I should make the most of it. Besides, I rather liked the image of Annie Kincaid, Ace Investigator—Annie’s my Name, Art’s my Game.


    Too bad I hadn’t the slightest idea how to find a missing Hermes, much less a lost Gauguin. Half the time I couldn’t find my keys in my backpack with a flashlight and a metal detector.


    “The club will pay you for your time, of course,” Frank continued.


    “Frank, I’d love to make some extra money, but I can’t imagine I’ll be able to help.”


    “All I’m asking is that you look into it. If you don’t find anything, then we’ll just have to presume it’s gone for good.”


    This no-results-necessary thing was new to me, and darned attractive. I tried to imagine telling my painting clients, “Gee, I tried but the mural didn’t quite work out. Such a shame. Now, where’s my money?”


    “Won’t you at least ask around? I would consider it a personal favor.” Ever the gentleman, Frank did not point out the many times he’d done me a favor. He didn’t need to.


    I blew out a breath.


    “I take it that’s a yes?”


    “All right. But remember—I can’t guarantee results.”


    “Understood.” He reached into his inside jacket pocket, brought out an envelope, and slid it across the desk. “Here’s a copy of the police report and two hundred dollars. The cash is for expenses. If you need more, let me know. Just keep track so I can get reimbursed by the club. Your fee is, of course, separate. What is the going rate for your services?”


    I debated quoting Jarrah Preston’s offer, but Frank was, after all, a friend.


    “Why don’t I charge my hourly rate for faux finishing? Double for overtime. Triple if goons or guns are involved.”


    “Back off if anything dangerous comes up, Annie. No sculpture is worth your getting hurt.”


    “Those clubby types are a little scary,” I mused.


    “I’m a club member.”


    “You’d scare me, too, if I didn’t know what a marshmallow you are under your silk Armani. Oh, by the way, would you happen to know an insurance investigator named Jarrah Preston?”


    Frank’s dark eyes stared at me for a long moment. “How do you know him?”


    “He offered me a lot of money to track down a painting.”


    “Why?”


    “Why what?”


    “Why isn’t he tracking down the painting himself?”


    “He doesn’t have the, um, connections that I do.”


    “Would these be illegal connections?”


    “These would be the same sort of connections you just asked me to exploit, if I’m not mistaken.”


    A slight inclination of the head: I won that round.


    “He also asked me to speak with Balthazar Odibajian.”


    “Don’t.”


    “Don’t what?”


    “Don’t mess with Odibajian. He’s not a man to trifle with.”


    “But if I were, hypothetically, to wish to speak with him, how would I go about it?”


    Frank sat back in his seat. I couldn’t tell if his eyes were sweeping over me as a man who appreciates a woman, or as a concerned citizen who thought I was nuts. Pedro’s burrita comment had stung.


    His gaze paused for a fraction of a second on my lips. Aha!


    “Odibajian’s tougher to get to than the president,” he said. “He won’t talk to you. But he’ll know you tried to get to him, so you’ll be on his radar. Trust me on this one, Annie: you don’t want to be on that man’s radar.”


    “You know, the more people warn me away from him, the more I want to talk to him.”


    “Pardon me for pointing it out, but isn’t that the same character trait that almost got you killed a couple of months ago?”


    “But I saved—”


    “And the time before, when you spent Thanksgiving in jail after an encounter with homicidal drug runners?”


    “There was a good explanation—”


    “There always is.”


    This was the crux of the problem between Frank and me. Our interactions almost always led us to this point: Frank accusing, me defending. It did not bode well for the romantic relationship we had been dancing around. For several seconds, silence reigned.


    “So, what do you think about the Giants’ pitching lineup?” I asked.


    “I beg your pardon?”


    “I’m changing the subject.”


    “And you think I’m a baseball fan?”


    “Actually, I had you pegged for tennis. Or polo. Something expensive and exclusive. But even I’ve heard of Barry Bonds.”


    Frank chuckled. “I play squash, actually, which is why I’m a member of the College Club. Okay, Annie. Since I know you’ll do what you want to anyway, here’s some advice: don’t bother going to Odibajian’s home or office. He’s fortified against attack there. But he’s a member of the Fleming-Union. Aren’t you working there?”


    “Sort of.”


    “If I were suicidal and pigheaded like you, I would find out when Odibajian eats lunch and surprise him before he gets inside the dining room. It’s members-only—and by members, I mean men. Women are allowed in only by invitation, and even then they have to go in the back door.”


    “That place is so bizarre. You’re not a member, are you?”


    “Do you think I would spend my days dealing with unruly tenants such as yourself if I had that kind of money?”


    “And here I was thinking your opposition might be a social protest.”


    “It does boggle the mind that some men use their wealth to hide from women,” he said with a crooked smile. “I’d rather use my money to capture their attention.”


    Our eyes held. I thought about kissing him again.


    My hand inched toward the bowl of chocolates.


    “Don’t I get a Kiss?” said a deep voice from the doorway.
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