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Chapter 1





Wait, let me get this straight. Isnt what youre suggesting called breaking and entering?


Faith Fairchilds fingers had been hovering over the plate of sticky buns her friend Patsy Avery had put out to go with the coffee they were drinking as they sat in Patsys large kitchen on Maple Streettwo blocks from Faiths house, the First Parish parsonage. Now she pulled her hand away as if the buns themselves might be larcenous.


Entering, no breaking involved. All very legit. As president of the board of trustees I have the museums alarm code. Trustee. Trust. Were not removing anything from the property, merely taking a look at something thats already there.


Then why do we have to do it at night when the Ganley is closed? And why does it have to be we, by the way?


Have a bun. You know you want one. I havent been explaining this very well. To reiterate.


Youre sounding very lawyerly. Faith took a bun and started picking the pecans from the top. Patsys mother sent the toothsome pastries up from Louisiana periodically, and even though Faith was a caterer, she had never been able to duplicate them. The recipe was a family secretlike the ones for jambalaya and cornbread.


I am a lawyer.


Just a reminder.


Okay. When we were first married, Will and I bought a Romare Bearden. You saw it in the show thats up at the museum now.


Faith remembered it well. It was a Bearden collage from the 1960s, often considered the period when he was doing his best work. This piece was deceptively simplea bass player in blue set against a background of more shades of blue. The rich brown of the musicians hands and face were in sharp contrast to the soft yellows and reds of the instrument itself, which merged to become part of his body. Looking at it, you could hear the notesmellow, vibrant, pure jazz. Feel the intensity of the player, floating through the space the artist had createdBearden, the figure, the viewer, all one with the music.


She nodded. Its wonderful.


When I was asked to join the board, Will and I decided to offer it to the museum as a permanent loan. We didnt plan to take it back, but we wanted to see what kind of commitment the museum would make, and continue to make, toward broadening its horizons before we gave it outright. Loan is the operative word here, my nervous friend. Its still my Bearden.


Faith nodded again. She was with her friend so far, recalling that African-American artists were severely underrepresented at the Ganley before the Averys gift started the ball rolling. The Ganley, to its credit, was making up for lost time. A new acquisition, an Elizabeth Catlett mother and child bronze, that was also in the show was stunning. Faith had almost wept it was so beautiful. Catlett often portrayed mothers and children, which reminded Faith why she thought Patsy had asked her to drop by.


When Patsy had called Faith to come over for coffee, that she had something important to tell her, Faith happily jumped to the conclusion that the Averys were expecting their first child. They had been trying for a long time. A good-sized house and yard for the family they were planning to start was the reason they had moved from Bostons South End to Aleford, a western suburb. Patsy and Will had both grown up in large New Orleans families, and Faith had sympathized with Patsy at the announcement of each sisters, sister-in-laws, and cousins new arrivals, while the Averys cradle remained empty. The way theyre poppin them out, must be something in that Louisiana air. We need to move home, Patsy had said at one point. But Will had made partner in a prestigious firm, and Patsy loved her exhausting job as a juvenile public defender. These babies have no problem having babies, and thats the problem, shed mentioned to Faith often. The Averys had seen specialists and engaged in all kinds of treatments without success so far.


Yet, it wasnt news of a blessed event, but of an unexpected one. Faith had no sooner sat down than Patsy had excitedly started talking about getting into the Ganley tomorrow night to look at the Bearden collageone she strongly suspected was not the one the Averys had loaned the museum. Now she had calmed down and was patiently explaining it all to Faith, who had quickly gotten over her initial surprise and in one part of her mind was even starting to agree with Patsys rationalizations. The woman was the president of the board of trustees, after all.


It was all right at the opening, although its hard to see whats on the walls with so many people milling around. Thats why I went in today to take a last look by myself. I wanted to say good-bye for a while before it goes into storage. It could be a few years before its in another exhibition. There I was, almost alonethere are never many people first thing in the morningand right away I knew it wasnt our Bearden.


How could you tell? Faith asked.


It was a vibe. Im not one of those people who can spot a fakeI dont have the Eyebut Ive lived with this piece of art. I know it. The colors were right, the composition, everything, but something was off. Beardens signatures were very distinctive. This one was vertical in black script so fine it looked like it was written with an etching toolfour lines, Rom, are, Bear, and den. As much of a work of art as the rest.


Faith had an art dealer friend from the years before her marriage when she had been living in her native Manhattan. Andy always said the way an artist signed a piece of art could make or break it.


Patsy continued. The signature was very good, but not good enough. Im sure its a fake. And the signature is key. Its not a crime to copy a work of artthink of all those students on campstools at the MFAbut it is a crime to forge a signature. The show comes down tomorrow when the museum is closed, so we have to act fast. Early Wednesday morning it will all be transported to the storage facility in South Boston. Ill never be able to get at it! Before this happens I have to take some photos, and theres a tiny mark on the back that the forger may have overlooked. The frame looks the same, but whoever did this would have been smart enough to put the fake in the original one.


But why dont you just go in and look at it during the day tomorrow? Surely Maddy wouldnt object to your taking it down from the wall.


Madelyn, Maddy, Harper was the current museum director.


Faith. Patsy sounded a bit impatient. If theres something funny going on at the museum, the last person I want to alert at the moment is the director.


Of course. I wasnt thinking. Its just that the whole thing is so implausible. This is Aleford, not London or New York. The Ganley is a small, New England museum, not the Tate or the Met. The idea that someone has switched an original for a fake here is hard to believe.


Believe it. Romare Bearden died in 1988 and his work, especially his collages, has appreciated enormously. London and New York dont have a monopoly on greed. In fact, a fake at a museum like ours would be less likely to be spotted. Not only dont we have a large number of specialists on staff, but we also dont have the kind of traffic those museums havetraffic that includes connoisseurs from all over the world who might raise questions. And whoevers responsible knows the piece will be in storage for a long timeand in an off-site location. Maddy is hoping to launch a campaign for an on-site facility in the not too distant future, but its a hard thing to get people to donate tocant put your name on it or exhibit it. Too utilitarian.


Which means whoevers responsible has to be on the staff or somewhat intimately connected with the museum to know the schedule of exhibitions, Faith said. Were not dealing with Banksy here. You know that British artist who sneaks into museums and glues a piece of his own work onto the walls? He hit the Met, MoMA, Brooklyn Museum, and the Museum of Natural History all at once. Nobody noticed that what he calls his subverted art wasnt supposed to be there for several days. I mean, the man disguises himself as Inspector Clouseau, although I guess in New York people wouldnt bat an eye.


They would in Aleford, but although our crook is leaving something, its not with the same intent. So heres the plan. We go in tomorrow night. Better wear dark clothes, and we can park at Have Faith and walk from there.


Faith had started her catering firm, Have Faith, in New York before moving to New England as a new bride, and after brief hiatuses when Ben, now twelve, and Amy, nine, arrived on the scene, had continued the business in Aleford. Faith only lied to her minister husband, Tom, when it was absolutely necessary and even then crossed her fingers behind her back. Patsys plan would make both unnecessary. Faith could tell him she was going to work. Which she was. Kind of.


Lying to members of the clergy in some form was inevitable when one was the daughter and granddaughter of men of the cloth. Faith Sibley Fairchild and her sister, Hope, one year younger, had grown up on New Yorks Upper East Side. Their mother, Jane Sibley, a real estate lawyer, was descended from the canny Dutch who had made such a profitablefor themdeal with the original New Yorkers. The long-ago indigenous people who were unfortunately swayed as much by fashionthose blankets and beads were to die foras present-day New Yorkersgot to have that Prada bag and Jimmy Choos.


Jane had no problem assuming the tasks a ministerial spouse inevitably inheritsLadies Aid, calls on the infirm in mind and bodybut she firmly refused to leave her island, or her neighborhood. The Sibley parsonage was a very roomy duplex just off Central Park. Early on, Faith and Hope had sworn never to enter even as well-appointed a fishbowl as the one in which they had grown up. Hope married Quentin Lewis, her counterpart on Wall Street. They synchronized their PDAs and produced Quentin Lewis III in due time.


Faith, however, had fallen. Fallen very much in love, virtually at first sight. The Reverend Thomas Preston Fairchild was in town performing the wedding ceremony for his college roommate, and Faith was catering the reception. Tom had shed his robes and collar. By the time she found out what he did for a living, it was too late. While she never regretted her choice, there were moments when she regretted hismembers of the parish offering her friendly child-rearing advice or entering the parsonage living room and declaring in aggrieved tones, Youve rearranged the furniture. And then there was the omnipresent fact that with rare exception, Tom was on call twenty-four hours a day, 365 days a year.


I dont want to park in the museum lot, and your place isnt far. Patsy was revved up. She was speaking fast again. Ms. Avery liked having a plan; she liked following up on one even better.


Faith had finished one sticky bun and was seriously contemplating another. This was what was so devastating about themthe first merely whetted your appetite for the second, and so on


You havent explained why you need my company for your escapade. Certainly not to park at the kitchen. Thats no problem. And its not a large work of art. You can get it off the wall by yourself.


Honey, I can get into the museum, but I cant shimmy under the laser beam into the gallery where everything will be wrapped and waiting to go. Theres where you come in. And now that you mention it, it would be nice to have some company.


Take Will. He can do the limbo number as well as, if not better than, I can.


Will Avery was thin. His wife was more ample, much more ample. She liked to point out that when they met, Will told her he didnt like to see bone on a woman, and thank goodness still didnt.


Are you crazy, Faith! Can you imagine what he would say about all this? Hes a lawyer, remember?


Since she had brought it up before, Faith didnt feel it was necessary to remind Patsy of her own esquire status. The sugar rush or Patsys enthusiasm was making Faiths skin tingle. It had been a slow fall so far at Have Faith with the downturn in the economy. She suspected many of her previous customers were transferring Costcos shrimp platters and other offerings to their own silver salvers instead of hiring outside help. Investigating possible art fraud would be a pleasant diversion, and as for entering the museum, Patsy had the codeno break-in involvedand the only things they would be taking were a few photos.


One more thought occurred to her.


What about surveillance cameras? Ive seen them on the outside of the building when weve catered events.


Major secret, but theyre there for show. I dont think the film has been changed since they were installed. Thomas, the security guard, told me that one was removed recently when he found mice had not only left little calling cards on the path below, but had had the further audacity to line their nest with the wires theyd chewed through.


Patsy paused for a moment.


In or out? she asked.


In. Faith sighed. Basic black and we meet when?





As she walked home, rustling through the fallen oak leaves on the sidewalk, Faith wondered what had happened to September. Or the summer, for that matter. Time seemed to be speeding up. Is that what happened as you got older? She remembered longing to be more grown-up when she wasnt. Always waiting to be a certain ageold enough to wear makeup, old enough to drive, old enough, well, for all sorts of things. She was old enough now, but the funny part was that she didnt feel all that grown-up. Even with two very much wanting-to-be-grown-up children. Especially Ben. As she looked at the shadows that were growing longer each day, a shadow crossed her mind. Middle school.


Ben couldnt wait for the first day. All summer he and his best friend, Josh, had agonized over what to wear, what school supplies to buy. And then there was the mighty cell phone debate. Ben had started earlylast springwisely avoiding the ineffective Everybody else has one for the canny Youd know where I was all the time. Youd never have to worry. And They have number blockers and limited-minutes programs, not that you couldnt trust me, but Im just telling you. Faith and Tom had gotten to the point in life where they couldnt imagine how they functioned before cell phones, using them, on occasion absurdly enough, to speak to each other when they were both in the houseTom in his study, Faith in the kitchen. Cell phones werent permitted in elementary school, but the middle and high schools had given in to parentalnot studentpressure two years ago. If little Jack missed the bus, he could call right away. If little Jills soccer practice was canceled, she could let a parent know. Latchkey children needed all the connections they could get. And in the post-9/11 world, the option many parents wanted above all was 911.


Although he didnt come home to an empty house, Ben got his phone.


Faith cut across her next-door neighbors, the Millers, backyard. The house was dark. In the past at dusk, there would have been lights on in the kitchen as Pix, Faiths closest friend, supervised her younger son Dans homework and chose from an array of boxes with the word HELPER on them for something to put together for supper. Pix worked part-time for Faith, balancing the books and doing some of the ordering, a job she had taken with the proviso that she would not prepare any actual food. Dan was in his first year of college now; his older brother and sister already out. The nest was empty, and it looked as if Pix had flown off, too. Probably meeting her husband, Sam, in town for dinner. It was a good thing those boxes in the cupboard had a shelf life measurable by carbon dating.


The lights were on in the Fairchilds kitchen and up in Bens bedroom, one of the ones in the back of the house. Faith had left Amy doing math homework at the big round table in the kitchen. She was also supposed to keep an eye on the chicken dish simmering on the stove that theyd have once Tom got home from whatever parish meeting would delay him tonight. Ben had been at his desk writing a book report on a book of his own choosing. Hed picked Eldest, the sequel to Christopher Paolinis Eragon.


She opened the back door and was happy to see Tom home early.


This is a nice surprise, she said, walking over to where he was sitting at the table with Amy. She put her arms around him as she planted a kiss on the top of his head. His rusty brown hair was as thick as it had been when they met and so far no silver threads.


Where have you been?


This was not the greeting she expected. The tone was accusatory, not friendly curiosity.


Just over to Patsys for a half hour or so. Why?


Aimster, he said, using his own special nickname for his daughter, Ill be right back. Youre doing a great job. Try the next problem on your own. He motioned Faith toward the living room. As she followed him she noticed that the flame under the chicken had been turned off. She paused to uncover it. It definitely needed to simmer longer. She replaced the lid and turned the burner on. It was an easy dish and a family favorite. Shed browned the skinless breasts in olive oil, then topped them with layers of thinly sliced onions, red and yellow peppers, plus two cups of fresh chopped basilthe last from the garden. Shed harvested the crop earlier in the afternoon, making and freezing pesto, saving one large bunch for this dish. Salt, pepper, and half a bottle of red wineshed had some leftover pinot noir in the fridgecompleted the dish, which needed to simmer for at least an hour so the chicken could absorb the flavors. Theyd have it with whole-wheat couscous, which has a lovely nutty taste, and a salad.


When I came home, Amy was almost in tears over her homework, and there was no one to help her. Shed asked Ben, but he said he was too busy. When I went upstairs to check, he was busy all right. Busily instant-messaging a friend. Hes lost his computer privileges except for schoolwork for the rest of the week. And I dont think Amy is old enough to be left in charge of dinner.


Is this a talking-to? Faith felt her cheeks flush. If so, Amy was fine when I left and wed gone over what she had to do. I told her if she got stuck to start reading her English assignment and wait for me to come back. Im surprised she asked Ben, as hes never been known to help her out. Not sure what siblings would. Maybe in the Walton family. And she was not preparing dinner, although shes capable of it. Merely checking to make sure the chicken didnt start to cook too fast.


Tom, to his credit, looked somewhat chagrined. Its just that I dont like coming home and finding the kids alone.


I know. Your mom was in the kitchen whipping up cookies for you to have with your milk the moment any of you crossed the threshold. Those days are over, Tom. Not that I want the kids here on their own, either, and you know its a rare event, but briefly stepping two blocks awayand they both knew where I was and have the number memorizeddoes not constitute abandonment. Or bad mothering.


Theyd been standing in front of the bay window that overlooked the backyard. The swamp maples were turning red, and the last rays of the sun were setting the leaves ablaze. Tom sat down in the big wing chair and pulled Faith down onto his lap.


Sorry, sweetheart. Its been a rocky fall, and I overreacted. What with starting this new capital campaign and the damn Harvest Festival, not to mention Ben. He looked so glum Faith didnt have the heart to be annoyed any longer, although shed been about to move from peeved to mad.


The vestry will handle the campaign. You just have to show up at the meetings, mores the pity, and deliver a few subtle sermons about stewardship on several Sundays. The Harvest Festival is another matter, and if it werent such a moneymaker, Id say ditch it. But since Im on the committee, not you, try to stay away as much as you can. No, you dont have to thank me. Its my cross to bear and its how I justify not getting involved in the Sunday school Christmas pageant. Maybe this year I can steer the group away from asking your opinion on where the cornstalk/hay bale display should go and how many pumpkins they should order to sell. Whats really bothering you, and me, is Ben and you know it, not that were mentioning him.


The shadow that had fallen across Faiths mind as she walked back from Maple Street thinking about her son and his entry into middle school returned. It loomed even larger now that Tom was beside her, sharing her anxiety. The greatly anticipated event had proved to be a major disappointment. His clothes were wrong. Even his pencils werent the right kind. After hearing he never had time to go to his locker between classes, Faith had bought him one of those knapsacks on wheels, like luggage, to save his back. Hed thrown it across the room, shouted, Are you crazy, Mom! Only losers have these! and stormed to the sanity of his own room, strictly off-limits to his mother, father, and sister.


Ben had had his moments, but was essentially an even-tempered child, happy at school where hed always done well, happy at play with lots of friends. Now he never seemed happy, and his temper was on a hair trigger. Faith kept telling herself that it was the age. Hormones. Puberty. All those dreaded events such as when ones little boy stopped smelling like Johnsons baby shampoo and started reeking of Right Guard and hair gel. Pix, who was Faiths Brazelton, Spock, and Leach rolled up into one, had agreed, pointing out that Bens choirboy soprano would soon be a bluesy bass and theyd have to start buying milk by the case. But, she cautioned, all else paled before the particular kind of hell, unknown anywhere else on the planet, that middle school brought. Once he emerged from eighth grade all would be well again. Faith hoped she could last that long, and more to the point, would Bens bedroom door? The last slam had produced a hairline crack. She knew this was going through Toms mind, too. Theyd talked it to death.


I should have called you to tell you I was going over to Patsys.


No, that would have been ridiculous. Tom had burrowed his face in his wifes thick blond hair and was nuzzling her neck. His words were muffled, but she could hear him. You dont have to let me know where you are every minute of the day.


Which was a good thing, Faith thought, given her plans for the following evening. Theyd decided to meet at a quarter to 10:00. Aleford shut down early. Most people would be in bed reading their library books or even asleep. It had taken Faith a long time to absorb the fact that the town ate dinner at 6:00 P.M. or earlier, possibly watched something on PBS, then settled down for their eight hours to be up with the birds. Shed tell Tom she was going over to the kitchen. Recently shed been toying with the idea of offering carryout cuisinemain dishes, desserts, baked goodsin one section of the building that she occupied. Her assistant and only full-time employee, Niki Constantine, liked the idea, especially since desserts were her specialty. It needed much more fleshing out, though. The danger was ending up with too much leftover food. But if they did advance orders only, theyd lose all those harried customers running in for something for supper that night. Tom would assume she was going over to work on the plans, and she wouldnt disabuse him of the notion. Her other project was a cookbook, Have Faith in Your Kitchen. He might also assume she was working on that. Either way she wouldnt have to be too specific.


Reluctantly she got up. They didnt get too many moments together like this. You go check on Ben. Ill see how Amys doing, and we should be ready to eat in half an hour.


Movie Wednesday night? We could catch something at Kendall Square and eat down in Chinatown at King Fung afterward.


Its the first Harvest Festival committee meeting. Seven oclock and you know I wont get out of there before nine at the earliest. Thursday night?


I promised to go see Joel Bishop. Hes not doing too well.


Maybe next year, Faith said ruefully.





Since so much of Faiths wardrobe was black, Tom didnt comment on her attireblack jeans and a black turtleneck sweateras she left for work the following evening. It was 9:30 and Tom was on the phone with a parishioner whose wifes cancer had recently spread to her brain. Faith kissed his cheek, registering the pain in his glance, a look that told her how helpless he felt.


Today shed made sure to be home well before the kids and their homework was all done before dinner. Bens book report on Eldest was due tomorrow, and Faith had offered to proofread it, but hed explainedto the Luddite unaccountably related to himthat he had a spell and grammar check on his computer. Said Luddite pointed out that you still had to go over what you wrote, since the programs wouldnt necessarily tell you if youd used its when you meant its, as both were spelled correctly, but this logic fell on deaf ears. Literally, since hed plugged into his iPod as soon as shed opened her mouth. She hadnt had the energy to pursue the matter further. Pix kept stressing the importance of choosing battlegrounds, and this one had Waterloo written all over it. The iPod had been a birthday gift from Toms youngest brother, Craig, divorced, childless, and in this case, clueless.


Pix had warned her that two of the problems Faith would face as her children got older were that shed have to wear increasingly opaque nightwear and that theyd eventually stay up later than she did. Ben was pushing this last item hard, complaining that no other sixth grader had to be in bed at 9:30 on school nights. Since he invariably fell asleep over his book once there, his parents knew they were right and stuck to it. At Back to School night, they felt further justified when the school nurse told parents the biggest health problem among the students was not enough sleep. Send a note explaining why the homework isnt done. When your children were infants, you made sure they slept on their backs to avoid the tragedy of SIDS. Now you have to be equally vigilant, so they arent overtired and pick up the colds, viruses, and flus that go around, among other things. Plus theyll have more energy for schoolwork, sports, and be more pleasant to have around the house without those drooping eyelids! Ben wasnt all that pleasant to have around the house these days, but his eyes were wide open.


As Faith drove through Aleford, mindful of the rest of her outfita black denim jacket, watch cap, and flashlighton the seat beside her, she thought about her day. As soon as the kids had left for school and Tom for his officea hop, skip, and a jump among the tombstones in the cemetery that separated the parsonage from the churchFaith had headed out to Have Faiths kitchen. Shed spent the morning and early afternoon drawing up plans for the carryout counter with Niki, whose irrepressible and often outrageous conversation made most of their work fun.


Niki Constantine had married the man of her mothers dreams the previous December, resisting the fact that he was also the man of her own almost to the altarHarvard M.B.A., more than gainfully employed, tall, dark, handsome, wants a family, and is Greek. What could be worse? shed wailed to Faith, her matron of honor. The parade of bikers, communists, punk rockers, and men older than her father that shed very deliberately brought home over the years hadnt fooled her mother for an instant, although Mr. Constantine seemed to sprout a new patch of gray hair after each introduction.


Mrs. Constantine even got her way with Nikis wedding dressSort of like those dolls with the ruffly crocheted skirts my aunt Olympia makes to cover toilet paper rolls, except white tulle. Nikis choice, a Vera Wang strapless sheath, never made it from the magazine page to the dressing room. Niki had kept her name to use professionally, but was proudly introduced by her mother as Mrs. Theodopoulos, my daughter. The one whose husband is an executive at Fidelity.


The idea for expanding the business was starting to become a reality, and it had been a productive day. Niki, normally so tuned into Faiths moods that she would have known something was up the moment she walked through the door, was preoccupied by her mothers ongoing campaign for a grandchild.


If I hear her mention my organic clockshes started shopping at Whole Foods and has gotten a little mixed up on biological and organicIm moving to the West Coast.


You know shell follow you, Faith had said.


I know, believe me, I know.


By the time Niki had described the various fertility advice being offered by the fiftysomething and up female Greek-American population of Watertown, Massachusetts, all her mothers best friends, Faith was helpless with laughter and had almost, but not quite, forgotten the nights escapade.


Lying down afterward with your legs in the air would make too much sense. No, its got to be a full moon and an empty stomachnothing but hot water and lemon during the day. Oh, and a sprig of rosemary under the pillow. I tuned out when she got to the part involving a potato. Possibly you get to be naked, but we didnt go into that. However, on no account whatsoever are you to enjoy yourself. You should have seen my mother. She was so stern, looked me straight in the eye when she said it. I pretended not to know what she was talking about and she left the room in a huff. When youre an old lady and you dont have anyone to take care of you, youll remember this. Im remembering it now and Im not even thirty!


There was some logic in Mrs. Constantines thinking, the taking-care-of part, and Faith hoped Amy would prove to be the kind of daughter who would cut her mothers ugly toenails in old age. Or there would be a suitable daughter-in-law. Bens taste in women at present ran to the waiflike girls with the big eyes in his Japanese manga books. They looked sweet, though.


Now Faith was sitting in her car waiting for Patsy. It was just ten oclock. Alefords Yankee thrift extended to streetlights, and aside from the outside light on her building, Faith was in the dark. Where was Patsy? A car slowed up. At last! Then it sped off. Faith suddenly felt very vulnerable. This wasnt a residential part of town, and at this time of night, no one was around. Another car, but this time it pulled up next to Faiths.


It wasnt Patsys.


For a moment, Faith felt a strong surge of fear. Then the car door opened and her friend got out. Faith joined her.


Sorry, Patsy said. You must have been startled. I should have told you Id be driving this. Its a loaner. Mine is in the shop. Lets go.


Patsy was wearing what looked like a dark monks robe, but upon closer inspection it proved to be a long black cape, a black skirt, and cowl-neck sweater. The whole situation was beginning to seem like a scene from a movie Faith thought she might have seen or a book she might have read. Vaguely familiar and definitely bizarre.


Love the cape, but Halloween isnt for a couple of weeks.


Ill have you know this is vintage Oscar de la Renta and I wear it to Symphony.


They walked up a side street that dead-ended in the woods behind Alefords Industrial ParkFaiths business, a small press, and a clipping service. The latter two were housed in one building. It wasnt exactly Silicon Valley. The woods were the start of the Ganley estate, now the museum and its sculpture park.


Theres a path, actually a former service road, left over from Theodore Ganleys day. It leads straight to the employee parking lot and the back entrance to the museum.


The path was easy to find. The dirt road was overgrown with alders and other invasive flora, but enough Aleford dog walkers and birders had kept the way open. The moon had risen, and Faith could see the glistening orange bittersweet berries looped like necklaces in the surrounding brush.


They werent talking much, which was why the noise Faith heard behind them was audible. The sound of branches being pushed aside, leaves rustling. She put her finger to her lips and motioned for Patsy to stop.


Whats up? Patsy whispered.


The noise behind them had stopped. Faith stood still for a moment. The whole escapade, including Patsys cape, was spooking her out. The woods were filled with nocturnal creatures. Best not to think about them.


Lets go. Its nothing.


She didnt hear the sound again, and it wasnt long before they reached the museum. Patsy led the way up the hill straight to the large double doorwide enough and tall enough for all but the most gargantuan artworkat the rear of the building. There was a loading dock next to the entrance and beyond that an overflowing Dumpster. Unlike the rest of Aleford, which trekked to the Transfer Station, better known as the dump, each week, the Ganley had a trash collection service. This convenience meant that they missed out on the latest news, impromptu dinner invitations, and most important of allthe swap table, which could yield anything from a dog-eared copy of Valley of the Dolls to an only slightly nicked set of Spode dinner plates. Tom was addicted to the dump, and Faith often had to surreptitiously return some of his finds, a frayed leather belt, still good for working outdoors and clay flower pots, do you know what these cost at the garden center!


The moon was waxing and had risen, sending its bright rays across the parking lot and the pond below. It would be full on Saturday. Mrs. Constantine must have the date circled in red. Faith wondered what stratagem Nikis mother would use to get her daughter to fastand all the rest. Watching the battle of wills between these two equally stubborn women was endlessly fascinating. Now one was ahead; now the other. She looked over at her friend, another stubborn lady. Patsy was carrying a large pocketbook, one shed had before the luggage-size monsters had come into fashion last spring, bigger than ever this fall. Patsys wasnt a Gucci or Fendi, but it would pass muster.


Ready? Patsy said softly, although their only company was a chorus of bullfrogs in the pond.


Faith nodded. She was as ready as she would ever be, and as doubtful. She took some comfort in the backup plan, the one theyd put in place in case the alarm went off or they heard someone coming. Patsy would stand her ground and Faith would run like hell into the woods and go home, thus avoiding the inevitable Local Ministers Wife B and E Suspect headlines. Patsy wasnt sure what she would say, but as a trustee she figured shed be able to bluff her way out of it.


Patsy punched in the code, opened the door, and they slipped inside. They turned on their flashlights, and Faith noted that they were in the long, wide sloping corridor with shelving on one side that she knew from catering events there. They soon emerged through another set of double doors into the museum proper. The gallery that had housed the recent exhibition was to their left. Patsy stopped at the entrance, set her bag on the floor, and began to rummage through it. From the light filtering down through the high windows, Faith could see the artwork in brown cardboard boxessome smaller pieces wrapped in brown paperleaning against the walls, all ready to go into storage. Patsy had told her that the pieces were first wrapped in layers of bubble wrap before the final protective covering was added. Each work had a large label on the outside stating the artists name, title of the work, and destinationGanleys storage, back to the artist, owner, or another institution if a loan. Before any of it left the museum, the registrar would check it against the list that had been made upon arrival. A foolproof systemsupposedly.


Patsy straightened up, leaving her bag open. Take your jacket off, she instructed. Faith shrugged it off and put it on the floor next to Patsys flashlight, a powerful lantern that any Scout would be proud to own. Patsy slid a roll of packing tape on Faiths wrist like a bracelet and handed her a box cutter.


All you have to do is cut the tape on the top flap, remove the Bearden, and when were finished, put it back, then tape it up, covering the place where you made the cut, she instructed as she bent down to get something else from her Mary Poppinslike bag.


Piece of cake so far as Patsy was concerned, Faith thought, hoping her friends assessment would prove correct. Cakes had a way of falling.


Patsy stood up again. She was also holding a can of hairsprayextra hold. Her dark hair was straight, a legacy from a Native-American ancestorWe all want to be part Indian you know, no nappy hair, shed told Faith. But not Condi Rice straight, no breeze would think of messing with that helmet. Patsys hair swayed. Faith doubted she used any but the lightest spritz of spray. In any case, this did not seem an appropriate time for grooming.


Watch carefully. You have to know how low the laser beam is.


Wait a minute! Its invisible?


Dont worry. I saw this in a movie.


Before Faith could say anything more, Patsy sprayed the entrance, and sure enough, a thin red line of light was revealed. About two feet off the floor.


Get down, quick, and slither under it. I dont know how long this lasts.


Faith crawled under, flattening herself as close to the ground as she could, although the knots in her stomach were raising her up several inches.


You can stand up, Patsy said.


But arent there others? Faith asked.


Good point. Patsy rolled the canister along the floor, and Faith picked it up, trying hard to remember she was in Aleford and not Istanbul.


How are we going to know where the Bearden is?


Im assuming they took them from the wall, wrapped them, and left them more or less in place, so start with the ones on the wall nearest you. Thats where it was hung. The package third from the left looks about the right size.


Spraying the air in front of her, Faith cautiously made her way over to the artwork. Burdened with hairspray, tape, and box cutter, shed left her flashlight behind, but Patsy was training her lanterns beam on the wall. The Bearden, clearly marked, was the third from the left, and it only took a moment to slice through the tape and ease the collage out. She carefully unwrapped the protective bubble-wrap layers. Bingo, she said.


Slide it over to me and Ill be right back, Patsy said.


Where are you going?


To the restroom. I can turn on the light there. Dont worry. It wont take long.


Faith wished she could go with Patsy, but it would be foolish to take the chance of setting off the alarm. She wanted to see what Patsy was talking about, the signature and the special mark. Even more, she had to pee. She shouldnt have had that second cup of coffee after dinner. She sat down on the floor. It had been a piece of cake so far, and if it was for them, why not someone else? She looked around at all the tidy packages. Since it was a small museum, the Ganley didnt have a full-time crew to hang and pack up shows, but Patsy had told Faith the museum had been using the same people from a company specializing in installations for many years. In addition, the curator and assistant curator were with them at all times. But, thought Faith looking around, during the hustle and bustle of packing up it would be easy enough to slip a small piece under a jacket on the floor to carry out later, filling the empty container with bubble wrap and something slightly heavy. The label was on the outside. No one would find out for years if the artwork was on its way to the storage facility. Or the switch could be made in the truck. Or the truck robbed. Last year thieves had broken into a delivery truck parked overnight in a lot outside a Pennsylvania Howard Johnson Inn and scored a Goya on its way from Ohios Toledo Museum of Art to the Guggenheim in New York City. The Goya was apparently not what the thieves had had in mindflat-screen HDTV more likelyand deciding it was too hot to handle even for them, theyd had a lawyer contact the FBI and arrange a pickup in New Jersey, no questions asked. The painting was unharmed, and what happened in Jersey stayed in Jersey.


Then there was Bostons own, still unsolved, 1990 heist at the Gardner Museum. The treasuresa Vermeer, three Rembrandts, and eight other paintingswere still missing. The thieves had posed as police and gained entry at night where it was the work of a few minutes to grab what they wanted. Faith knew there were twisted collectors, whose pleasure would be increased, not lessened, by knowing they could never display a masterpiece. That it was for their eyes only.


Patsy was taking forever, but when she looked at her watch, Faith was surprised to see it was less than five minutes before her friends return.


I got some good pictures of the signature. Im going to slide it back to you, then lets get out of here.


Faith quickly rewrapped the collage, put it back in the box, taped it shut, and placed it in what she thought was exactly the same spot, then made the return trip as fast as she could. Pulling on her coat, she followed Patsy out of the museum and waited until they were in the woods to speak.


Well?


Without doubt a fake. Will didnt want to destroy the value of the piece by writing an inscription. It was an anniversary gift, but he wrote the date in pencil on the back. The numerals were so tiny they looked like dust spots. It was our secret. She paused. Theyre not there.


What now?


Ill send the photos to a couple of places I know that can tell me about the signature. Two very discreet dealers in contemporary African-American art. Once I hear from them, well go to plan B.


Plan B?


This being plan A.


I got that, but whats plan B?


Plan B is you, sweetie.










End of sample
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