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Аннотация
Renowned bone detective Bill Brockton and his intrepid assistant, Miranda, are about to get immersed in murder and intrigue in Avignon, France, home of the popes for most of the fourteenth century. But first, in this artful prequel to The Inquisitor's Key, other mischief is afoot in the ancient walled city. Inspector Ren� Descartes of the French National Police is roused from a deep sleep to investigate a break-in at the Petit Palais, Avignon's museum of medieval masterpieces. Descartes's discovery plunges him into an elaborate, art-lined labyrinth: a labyrinth that leads him to a master forger's studio� and to a charred corpse. Just as he's finally closing the case, Descartes gets called to an even more bizarre death scene, where his path � and his fate � will collide with those of Brockton and Miranda.


Jefferson Bass
Madonna and Corpse


Chapter 1
Descartes

The Petit Palais Museum
Avignon, France
�Turn off that damned alarm!� Ren� Descartes � Inspector Ren� Descartes, of the French National Police � waved his arm in a sweeping arc of annoyance that encompassed not just the bored police officers and the nervous museum staffers, but also the museum itself, its collection of ancient paintings, and possibly even their long-dead creators, as if the artists themselves might bear some of the blame for rousting him from sleep at one in the morning.
�We�re working on it,� croaked the museum�s director, a withered crone named Madame Clergue. Christ, how old is she? wondered Descartes, jotting her name in a pocket-sized notepad that he�d fished from inside his jacket. She probably bought these pictures from the guys who painted them. Beneath her hastily donned raincoat, Mme. Clergue appeared to be wearing only a thin cotton nightgown. Its embroidered collar was unraveling, sending tendrils of thread curling upward toward her wispy white hair.
Unlike Mme. Clergue, Descartes was fully decked out in his de facto professional uniform � dress pants, dress shirt, jacket and tie � not because he�d swiftly suited up when the dispatcher awoke him, but because he�d fallen asleep on the couch at eleven, still wearing the rumpled outfit he�d donned fifteen hours before. Somehow this had become his nightly ritual of late: nursing a few beers or a bottle of wine in front of the television until the news or soccer highlights lulled him to sleep. As a result, his dreams often hitched themselves to the sirens and shrieks emanating from the television, creating the odd sensation that he�d not actually fallen asleep, but had simply switched to a channel specializing in French surrealism. As the museum�s alarm continued to jangle mercilessly, Descartes wondered if this, too, might simply be another of those dreams, conjured up to explain a particularly clamorous sound track.
Just as he could bear no more, the alarm ceased. Its clang echoed for several seconds in the stone corridors and stairwells of the vast structure. In the acoustic void left behind, the silence seemed as close and dense as fog until Descartes spoke, dispersing it. �And you�re quite sure it�s not a false alarm, Madame?�
Mme. Clergue nodded vigorously for a woman of her years. �Quite sure. Pascal��she stretched a clawlike finger toward a uniformed guard hovering in a nearby doorway��found the door propped open at the service entrance.� At the mention of his name, Pascal, who managed to look as self-important as a key witness yet also as sheepish as a guard who�s been robbed, approached the director and murmured in her ear. She blanched, then said to Descartes, �If you wish to see the security-camera footage of the thief, Pascal has it on the monitor.�
�Sure, let�s take a look.� The inspector followed Pascal and Mme. Clergue through a doorway into a small, windowless room located just off the entry hall. Arrayed above a low, desklike counter that lined one wall, an appliance-store-worth of small televisions showed video feeds from a fleet of cameras. Three of the cameras monitored exterior doorways � the museum�s main entrance, a large loading-dock door, and an emergency exit � and the others offered wide-angle views of the museum�s galleries. At the center of the cluster, a larger monitor featured a zoomed-in view of the loading-dock door, propped open with a stone block. A man, frozen in midstep, was emerging from the building. Pascal stooped and snaked an arm between Descartes and Mme. Clergue to press a button on the console; on the screen, the door opened wide and the man exited the building.
Descartes leaned in for a closer look. As he did, he inadvertently collided with Mme. Clergue, who was likewise angling for a better view. �Excuse me,� she squawked. It was an accusation, not an apology, and Descartes ignored it.
The man on the screen was wearing black: black shoes, black pants, black pullover, black cap. His head was bowed and as he emerged fully onto the loading dock, he wrapped one arm across his face and then turned away from the camera. �He knows where the camera is,� Descartes said to Mme. Clergue. �Could he be one of your staff?� Using a wooden crate for a boost, the man scaled a gate and dropped into a quiet street on the other side. To Pascal, the detective said, �Back up. Let�s watch that again.�
Mme. Clergue pursed her lips and shrugged, then drew a deep breath and puffed it out, pphhtt, in answer to Descartes�s question. �From this picture, who can tell? Nine men � ten, if you count the gardener � work at the museum. One is as fat as a pig, so it�s not him.� Descartes heard Pascal suppress a snicker. �One is tall enough to be an American basketball player; another could be a circus midget. I suppose it could be any of the others.� She frowned at the screen as the man reemerged once more in playback, then turned and frowned at Descartes, her pale eyes raking him up and down. �But it could be anyone. It could be you, Inspector.�
Descartes raised his eyebrows at her. �You missed your true calling, Madame Director,� he said drily. �You should have been a detective.� He gestured at the monitor. �So, with your keen powers of observation, what other helpful deductions can you share with us?�
His sarcasm brought a flush to her cheeks and a flash to her eyes, but she dutifully studied the screen once more. Finally, sighing, she said, �I deduce that we should hide our security cameras in the bushes, so the robbers won�t know where they are.�
Descartes laughed, his irritation unexpectedly dispersed by the dry, self-deprecating joke. �Touch�, Madame.� After a pause he added kindly, �Also, perhaps it�s worth noting that the man�s hands are empty?�
She drew a sharp breath, staring at the screen. �Then he�s not stolen anything? Oh, thank God!� She breathed deeply in relief.
�Well, he hasn�t stolen everything, at any rate,� the detective hedged. �Does the collection include jewelry? Gold? Gems? Other small, precious things he might have put in his pockets?�
She pursed her lips, taking mental inventory, then shook her head. �Our specialty is medieval and Renaissance paintings. We do have some artifacts, but mostly sculptures and architectural fragments � the tops of columns, effigies from tombs, that sort of thing. Nothing of much value. Certainly nothing pocket-sized.�
Descartes tapped the figure frozen once more on the screen. �Could there be a painting under his shirt? Or rolled up in the leg of his pants? Something he�s cut from the frame and tucked in his clothes?�
�Heavens, Inspector,� she sighed, �just when I�m beginning to find you reassuring, you pull the rug out from under me again.� She put a hand to her chin, a yellow, hornlike fingernail stroking thin lips as she pondered. �We have a number of small paintings. The only way to know is to check all the galleries. Shall I go and get started?�
�Not yet.� Descartes turned to the security guard, who had rolled his chair away from the counter in search of more personal space. �Pascal, can you scroll through the footage from the galleries? Starting when the alarm sounded, and going backward?�
�Of course.� The guard rolled toward the console again, parting the inspector and the director. �Starting with Gallery One?�
The inspector turned to Mme. Clergue. �Let�s think like a thief, shall we? What�s the most valuable painting in the museum, and how much is it worth?�
�Goodness, that�s a difficult question, Inspector,� she replied. �Most of our paintings were donated or loaned to us years ago, so it�s hard to say what they might fetch these days. Take that piece, for instance.� She turned and pointed through the security room�s doorway at a picture suspended from the ceiling of the entry hall � a large portrait of a couple standing side by side. �Mary Magdalene and John the Baptist. That�s just an enlargement, of course. We paid sixty thousand francs for the painting, thirty years ago. Earlier this year, a work not nearly that good fetched three million euros at auction.�
�Three million, eh?� Descartes studied the painting with growing interest. The colors were vivid and vibrant, and the couple possessed movie-star good looks � sex appeal, even, he was surprised to notice. �But I thought you specialized in medieval art,� he said. �Surely that�s more modern?�
She gave him a tolerant smile. �Actually, it�s six hundred years old,� she said. �But it looks almost contemporary, doesn�t it? Not the pinched, anemic figures you see in most medieval paintings.�
�For a religious painting, that�s pretty sexy,� Descartes remarked. �Which gallery is that one in?�
�Six,� the director said. Even before she said it, Pascal had switched the main monitor to the Gallery 6 camera. He scrolled backward rapidly, the minutes in the time-stamp box spinning down as fast as seconds.
�Stop,� Descartes ordered. A shadow had flitted across the screen, so swiftly as to be almost invisible. �Go forward, Pascal. Not so fast.� The guard reversed the direction of the playback. �There! Slow down, slow down!� A man entered the gallery, then turned toward the camera so that his face was clearly visible. �Damn,� said Descartes.
�Sorry,� Pascal shrugged. �Just me, making my rounds.�
�Okay. Scroll back the rest of the way. All the way to closing time.�
Pascal made two more cameo appearances on-screen, each time turning to face the camera. Otherwise the room remained empty except for the sundry saints and martyrs lining the walls.
Descartes turned to Mme. Clergue. �So what else might be especially tempting to an art thief?�
Pphhtt, she puffed again, shrugging. �We all have our own tastes.�
He cocked his head quizzically. �And what�s your taste? What would you steal, Madame?� She drew back, shocked, and searched his eyes for signs of accusation. He smiled and winked. �Me, I�d steal the sexy couple.�
She flushed slightly, a faint pink suffusing the parchment of her cheeks, but her eyes twinkled. �Oh dear me,� she fluttered. �Well, if I were shopping for my personal collection, I, too, might take the� the couple that you like. But if I were hoping to sell it on the black market, I�d go for name recognition and pinch the Botticelli.�
Descartes�s eyebrows shot up. �Botticelli? The guy who painted Venus on the half shell?�
�Really, Inspector, have you no respect?� She made a piping sound that might have been either a wheeze or a giggle. �Yes, Botticelli was the guy � the artist � who painted The Birth of Venus. We have � I hope we still have � a lovely Madonna and Child by Botticelli. In Gallery Eleven.�
The guard was already on it. He�d barely begun to scroll backward when the screen flickered with motion. He stopped scrolling and reversed direction. For the fourth time, they watched as Pascal entered a gallery, faced the camera, and then strolled out of frame. Seconds later, though, he ran back in and � without slowing down or looking at the camera � sprinted out the doorway he�d originally entered. �That�s when I heard the alarm,� he explained. He pointed to the time stamp on the screen. �12:08 A.M.�
Descartes consulted his notepad. �Yes, that�s when we got the signal,� he said. He chewed on his lower lip. �Do you have a floor plan of the museum?� Pascal tapped the counter; pressed beneath a glass top was a diagram of each level. The detective studied it, then pointed with the tip of his pen. �So when you heard the alarm, you were here. Where were you just before that?�
�Directly above, in Gallery Twelve,� the guard answered. �The top floor. I came down the spiral staircase��he indicated the stairs on the map��and went through Gallery Eleven. When the alarm sounded, I ran back to the stairs and came down here, to see which alarm sensor had gone off.� He pointed to a bank of indicator lights � a row of steady green LEDs, broken by one blinking red diode.
Descartes nodded. �Okay. The video. Keep scrolling backward, please.� Pascal resumed, but he�d barely gotten beyond his own 12:08 appearances before another shadowy figure began darting across the frame. Pascal twitched the knob on the control panel. The video slowed, just in time to show the black-clad man walking out of the gallery. He was carrying a painting, and for a moment, as he passed through the wide doorway, the upper-right corner of the picture was visible. It showed the delicate face of a beautiful girl, who appeared to be looking down at the man abducting her.
Mme. Clergue gasped and clutched Descartes�s sleeve. �Oh dear God,� she whispered. �I think he�s got the Botticelli.�
Descartes tapped Pascal on the shoulder. �Go back. Play the whole thing in real time, start to finish.� The guard nodded and pressed a button. After a few seconds, the black-clad man entered the screen, moving in reverse, hugging the young woman to his chest. �No, no,� Descartes snapped. �Forward, forward. Start at the beginning and go forward.�
�I am going forward,� Pascal protested.
�Then why the hell is he moving backward?�
The guard shrugged. �I don�t know why, but he is,� he insisted. He tapped the corner of the screen. Sure enough, the time-stamp numbers were spinning up, second by second. �See?�
�I don�t understand,� Mme. Clergue fretted.
�He doesn�t want to show his face,� Descartes said. �Maybe he�s teasing us, too, knowing we�ll be watching. In any case, he knows where all the cameras are. He must be an insider.� Mme. Clergue started to protest, but the inspector raised a hand for silence. They watched with growing puzzlement as the man stopped and leaned the painting against the wall, fished an implement of some sort from his pants, and struck the wall three times. Then, to their utter astonishment, he hoisted the painting from the floor, hung it, and strode from the gallery.
There was a moment of stunned silence, broken by a single bark of laughter from Descartes. �I�ll be damned,� he said. �He�s not looting your collection; he�s adding to it!�
�This is very�� Mme. Clergue began vaguely, but Descartes was already out the door, moving at a ponderous, middle-aged jog toward the spiral stairs. When Mme. Clergue caught up, he was in the middle of Gallery 11 staring at the wall. Hanging directly in front of him, where it had hung for years, was Botticelli�s Madonna and Child. Hanging alongside it was��Botticelli�s Madonna and Child.
* * *
�Your mystery donor has a knack for copying,� Descartes said finally, alternating his gaze between the museum�s new acquisition and the original. The likeness was so perfect that the detective could not have said which was Botticelli�s handiwork and which was the copy. And it wasn�t just the images; even the frames � gilded wood with ornately carved borders � were twins. �A remarkable knack.�
�Indeed,� spat Mme. Clergue.
Descartes turned his attention from the Madonna�s face to Mme. Clergue�s. The inspector was intrigued; the director seemed furious. �What�s wrong, Madame? You still have your Botticelli, and now you have a superb backup, if something happens to the original. Why the sour face?�
She glowered at the freshly hung painting. �But what�s he doing?� she finally snapped. �Is he just having fun at our expense? What if he comes back and does take something valuable?�
�Madame, a word in private?� It was a command, not a request. She shot him a look, then spun and walked toward the doorway. �Very well,� she said. �My office is just around the corner.�
�Everyone out,� Descartes ordered over his shoulder. The two uniformed police officers, Pascal, and another museum staffer whom Descartes had successfully ignored so far looked at him blankly. �Don�t touch anything. Don�t even look at anything. Everybody go back downstairs.� They stared, unmoving, as rooted as Michelangelo�s Prisoners in their blocks of marble. �Out,� he barked. �Now.� They scurried like shooed pigeons.
In her office, Madame Clergue sank into a high-backed chair behind the library table that served as her desk. Descartes drummed his fingers on the edge and studied her face, his eyes narrowed. Suddenly he demanded, �Who is �he,� Madame?�
She blinked and shifted in the chair. �Who is who, Inspector?�
�Don�t play games with me. A moment ago, in the gallery, you said, �What�s he doing? What if he comes back?� Who did you mean by �he,� Madame?�
A deep crimson penetrated the chasmic depths of her wrinkles. �I� I meant� the thief.�
�There was no theft,� Descartes pointed out. �Therefore, no thief.�
�Very well, the intruder, then,� she snapped, �if you want to split hairs.�
Descartes lunged forward in his chair, as if to hurdle the table and shake her by the throat. �I don�t want to split hairs!� he roared, slapping the table with a sound like a rifle shot. The old woman gasped and shrank back, and her right eye began to twitch. �I want to know the truth, Madame. You were thinking of someone. Some particular �he.� Tell me who.�
�I was not,� she quavered, slowly drawing herself up. They glared at each other. Finally, steeling her voice, she said, �Since, as you say, there was no theft, there is no need for an investigation. I do not wish to press charges for the break-in, Inspector.�
Descartes�s surprise gave way to suspicion. Only a fool � or someone with something to hide � would drop the matter here. �That�s not how it works, Madame. If I suspect a crime � and I do, criminal trespass � I am obliged to investigate. And you are obliged to cooperate.�
�I have no information that could possibly help.�
�What are you keeping from me, Madame?�
�Nothing, Inspector.�
�Then why is your eye twitching like that? And why are your hands shaking?�
She turned her face to the right, so he could no longer see that eye, and folded her arms resolutely across the raincoat.
Descartes glowered. Finally he rose, anger emanating from him in waves. �Stay,� he commanded sternly, shaking a finger at her as if she were a wayward spaniel. �If you move from that chair before I get back, I�ll arrest you for obstructing an investigation.� He spun and stalked from the room. Ninety seconds later he returned. �Now come,� he said harshly. He led her back to the gallery.
Both paintings were gone.
She seized his arm with both hands, a pair of buzzard�s claws clutching at a tree branch. �What have you done?� she gasped.
He pointed through the doorway to the adjoining gallery. The two paintings rested in the far corner, leaning against adjacent walls. Madame Clergue shuffled toward them, her feet � in slippers, Descartes noticed for the first time � rasping across the varnished floor.
�So, Madame Director,� he said coldly. �Which is your original, and which is the copy?� Standing wide-eyed before them, she looked from one painting to the other, back and forth, back and forth, as if the Madonnas were engaged in a tennis match. �Well? Which is which?�
She opened her mouth to speak, but all that came out was a choked sob. Madame Madeleine Clergue wept, burying her face in her hands. When at last she looked up, her face had aged another ten years. �I don�t know,� she whispered. �God damn that son of a bitch.�

Chapter 2
Dubois

Jacques Dubois dips a clean cloth in turpentine and drapes it across the painting, stretching and smoothing the fabric to remove all wrinkles. The white cloth � cut from an expensive linen bedsheet � is virtually transparent. Through the fine weave of fabric, as if behind a veil, a homely Virgin Mary cradles an even homelier Jesus. The baby�s head is far too small for his body, his face more like a middle-aged man�s than an infant�s, his body bizarrely muscled like a miniature weightlifter�s. Dubois smiles at the pair and murmurs, �Soon you will be so much prettier. You�ll thank me.�
In his early years, Dubois felt guilty about taking solvents or a heat gun to ancient paintings simply so that he could recycle an old canvas or wooden panel for his own works. By now, though, he knows he�s performing a service: ridding the world of mediocrities and replacing them with masterpieces. It�s as if he�s buying up dreadful shacks on spectacular lots, then knocking them down and erecting architectural gems in their stead.
After washing his hands in the paint-stained sink, he leaves the studio, crossing his backyard through clouds of blossoming plum and pear trees. In the kitchen of the old farmhouse, he assembles a simple lunch: fresh goat cheese, briny black olives, baby arugula drizzled with olive oil and lemon, a crusty baguette, and a glass � then another � of a delicate, apricot-hued ros� from a nearby vineyard. He eats slowly, savoring both the food and the latest auction catalog from Sotheby�s of London, which includes one of his works, a �Gainsborough� landscape he painted two years ago. �A previously unknown work, this is a particularly fine example of the simple style Thomas Gainsborough favored in his later period,� the catalog informs him. Once Dubois has finished with his modest portions of food, wine, and triumph, he washes, dries, and puts away the dishes before recrossing the backyard.
When Dubois bought the farm�what was it, twenty years ago? no, my God, nearly thirty!�� the studio was a roofless set of walls, crammed with broken-down tractors, rusted plows, and God-knows-what-other ruined implements. The house was no prize, either, but Dubois focused solely on the barn for the first year, transforming the cavernous ruin into a bright, airy workspace.
For years now, every morning he�s brought his coffee out here, gazing across the Rh�ne as the rooftops of Avignon catch fire in the rising sun. The light paints the grim gray towers of the Palace of the Popes a delicate shade of pink and sets the cathedral�s towering gold statue of the Virgin blindingly ablaze. Dubois has tried to capture this magical morning alchemy of light and stone in paint on canvas, but even his prodigious skills are not up to the challenge.
Inside the studio, Dubois inspects the Madonna and the Christ-child. Their features have softened, as if the two glasses of wine are blurring Dubois�s vision. Folding back one corner of the turpentine-soaked cloth, he presses a thumbnail to the paint and feels it yield. �Perfect,� he purrs. He puts a CD into the Bose player and presses Play, and Mick Jagger laments, �I can�t get no satisfaction.� Nodding his head in time to the beat, Dubois begins to deconstruct the ancient painting.
Peeling off the veil of fabric, its fibers smeary with reds, blues, and golds from the painting, he lays it on the table and picks up a putty knife. Starting at the bottom-left corner of the panel, he scrapes upward and across in a series of short, swift strokes, taking care not to dig into the soft poplar wood beneath the paint. A moment�s carelessness, a single gouge, and the panel, for which he paid half a year�s income to a rapacious dealer in Rome, would be ruined, useless except as firewood or a tavern sign. The cost of Dubois�s raw materials � mediocre medieval paintings exhumed from attics and junk shops; blank paper and vellum, sliced from the flyleaves of ancient volumes beneath the noses of dozing librarians; boards pilfered from unguarded old chapels and fortresses � has risen a hundredfold during his career. Luckily, his own prices have increased a thousandfold, at least for showpieces like the one he�s about to create.
With each push of the putty knife, the paint glides another fraction of an inch up the blade, accumulating in thin, rippled ridges like multicolored cake frosting. Back and forth, left and right he works, pausing each time he reaches one side or the other to wipe the knife with a rag. After several hours of rhythmic strokes, he is approaching the base coat of white lead. He soaks another clean piece of linen in turpentine and lays it on the panel, then steps back to stretch. When he straightens up and arches backward, the ache in his back makes him groan. Oh, shit, I�m too old for this, he thinks, then, Good thing I�m getting out. Twisting his torso from side to side, he wrings a satisfying series of cracks from his spine and smiles slightly. Not with a whimper, but some bangs, he thinks. After a few more stretches, he removes the cloth and gently wipes off most of the white-lead primer, taking care not to rub all the way into the gesso, the underlying mixture of animal-hide glue and chalk dust used to fill the grain, smooth imperfections in the wood, and create a rigid, perfect surface on which to paint.
If he works quickly for the next few days, he�ll be finished by the time Fran�ois arrives from Marseilles, bringing Dubois the final piece of the puzzle. Dubois owes Fran�ois for this � owes him both money and sex � but the investment will be well worth it.

Chapter 3
Descartes

�Thank God I stuck my chewing gum on the back of the copy.� Descartes�s proud announcement was not greeted with the outpouring of gratitude he�d expected.
The inspector, Mme. Clergue, and her chief conservator, Henri Devereaux � the museum functionary who�d been fluttering on the edge of Descartes�s vision since one A.M.�� were huddled blearily in the museum�s workshop. They�d spent hours poring over the two paintings. They�d used their naked eyes, they�d used magnifying glasses, they�d even used ultraviolet light to search for the telltale fluorescence of modern pigments. They�d found innumerable minor differences � after all, each work was painted by hand � but absolutely nothing to indicate which painting was created in 1467 and which in 2012.
For a painting that was more than five hundred years old, the Botticelli � whichever the hell the Botticelli was � looked damned good, Descartes thought. The inspector had been raised Catholic, so he�d seen enough Madonna-and-child paintings to last him an eternity. This one, though, was different. For one thing, it wasn�t dark or gloomy; beneath a bright blue shawl, Mary wore a reddish-orange dress; the arched window opening that framed the mother and child was also a cheery blue. The Virgin � the mother � looked to be all of fifteen years old, Descartes thought; seventeen, tops. Her face was pale, with delicate, pretty features, large eyes, and a high, intelligent forehead. On her head she wore a sheer lace cap that allowed glimpses of golden hair; above the cap was a disk of gold filigree, so gossamer-fine as to be nearly invisible. Her neck was long, slender, and gracefully arched as she gazed down at the robust boy sprawled across her lap. Her right hand cradled his head; her left hand covered her right breast, and barely visible between the index and middle fingers was a nipple, all but concealed by the design of the dress and the modesty of the mother. Descartes had no children � he no longer even had a wife, not since that bitch Yvonne had dumped him for some German tourist she met in a bar � but somehow this painting evoked in him feelings of paternal protectiveness and tenderness he wished he could attach to a family.
After removing the paintings from the gallery wall, Descartes had kept the director twisting in the wind for hours, refusing to tell her about the telltale wad of chewing gum he stuck behind one corner of the copy�s frame � not until he�d pried the truth, or at least some of it, grudgingly out of her. Three years before, the museum had hired a restoration expert, Jacques Dubois, to clean and restore the Botticelli, she�d finally told the inspector. �People think that paintings get dark over time,� she said. �You�ve probably seen pictures like that � dingy old Rembrandts and Van Dycks that are almost black with age?� He�d nodded, though he couldn�t quite recall if that was actually true. �But it�s not the paint that�s darkened, it�s just the varnish. Strip that off, and a five-hundred-year-old painting is as bright as the day it dried on the easel.� The Botticelli�s varnish had dimmed the painting�s vibrancy, so they�d hired Dubois � one of the best restorers in France, living right here in Avignon � to strip off the old varnish and put on a fresh coat.
�Why didn�t you want to tell me this? And why did the appearance of the copy upset you so much?�
She�d looked down at her desk, unable to meet his gaze. �Against my better judgment, I allowed Dubois to do the restoration at his studio. With lesser works, we don�t worry so much, but the Botticelli was a treasure. I was afraid it might be stolen. But Dubois was adamant. He insisted that the restoration wouldn�t be as good if he had to work in our �soul-sucking, fluorescent-lit circle of hell��that�s how he described the museum�s conservation shop. I also knew there was bad blood between him and Monsieur Devereaux. So I agreed to let him take the painting. When I saw the copy, I felt� it seemed a betrayal of our trust. And the mocking way he hung the copy. It was a slap in the museum�s face.�
Descartes had felt sure there was more to the story than she was telling, but it was clear she was prepared to stonewall. He decided not to press the point � for now. But he would get to the bottom of it sooner or later. Was it possible that she and Dubois were in cahoots � colluding in some sort of scam � and that he was setting her up to take the fall? Descartes had good instincts � a good nose, he called it � and beneath the scent of the old lady�s baby powder or face cream or whatever the hell it was, the detective caught a strong whiff of fear.

Chapter 4
Dubois

As he changes the CD in the Bose and begins squeezing white lead from a tube, Dubois laments the changing of the times. In the years since health agencies have banned lead-based paint in homes and offices, white lead � artists� favorite primer for millennia, a white so dazzling it makes paintings glow from within � has become virtually impossible to obtain. It remains perfectly legal, of course, for expendable artists like Dubois to risk lead poisoning, but alas � in dutiful obedience to the law of supply and demand � paint manufacturers no longer find it profitable to make the meager amounts of white lead required by artists, and so stockpiles go steadily down and prices go swiftly up. The single tube he�ll use to reprime this one panel cost him a week�s grocery money, and he had to grovel to get it at all. Soon he may be forced to make his own white lead, the same way the ancient Greeks did, by suspending thin sheets of lead above a vat of vinegar (encased in fresh horse dung, for warmth!) until the lead is covered with white corrosion, then scraping off the corrosion, grinding it, and mixing it with linseed oil. A damned nuisance, he fumes, and all because a few stupid babies ate too many paint chips.
Once he begins applying the white lead to the panel, though, he forgets his irritation and, as always, falls under the spell of the work: the velvety feel and silky sound of the white lead gliding onto the panel. He turns and touches the Bose, and angelic voices fill the studio � a women�s quartet singing an eleventh-century polyphonic chant, �10,000 Virgins.� The soaring melodies infuse his studio and his paint and his soul with sublimity. At this moment, anything is possible; on this luminous, immaculate surface, he can be a Michelangelo, a Da Vinci, a Rembrandt, or any other genius of the ages. As it happens, he will be Botticelli, specifically, the Botticelli who painted the sweet Madonna and Child. This one, his third, will be his best yet � far better than the two that he�s foisted off on the old bat at the Petit Palais � for this time, he has a buyer willing to pay a price worthy of the work.
It�s taken three years to reel in the buyer, a British art dealer named Felicia Kensington. It began when she wrote to express her admiration of a Caravaggio painting�Salome Receives the Head of John the Baptist�that he�d cleaned and retouched for the National Gallery in London. �The painting now glows with Caravaggio�s genius and your own,� she said. Dubois responded with an equally effusive thank-you note, and they passed a few more flattering messages back and forth. Eventually he mentioned, oh so casually, that occasionally he got lucky enough to unearth a work by an old master � a painting or drawing languishing, unsigned and unrecognized, in some junk shop or attic.
�If,� she�d swiftly responded, �you should happen upon any unsigned works in the style of Caravaggio � for instance, drawings or preliminary studies of the Salome painting, or other scenes in a similar vein � I should be most grateful for the opportunity to have them appraised, and to offer them to certain clients of mine.� Dubois, no fool, had instantly decoded the phrase �unsigned works in the style of,� and six months later, he wrote with the happy news that he�d �discovered� three unsigned studies �in the style of Caravaggio�: one of Salome�s face, one of the Baptist�s head on a trencher, and the third of the old woman (Salome�s mother, perhaps?) lurking in the background. Kensington had paid a thousand pounds apiece for them; a year later, he read that a rare group of three Caravaggio studies had been found and sold to a private collector, for the rumored sum of a million pounds!
Not long after producing the �Caravaggios,� he�d dined with Kensington in Paris at the King George V Hotel � a lovely, delicate piece of fish in white truffle oil, he recalled fondly � and she�d asked him to keep an eye out for other, similar finds. �My top clients are especially keen on Rembrandt, Titian, Michelangelo, and Botticelli,� she�d gushed. In that moment � the taste of the truffle oil vivid in his memory � Dubois had glimpsed a remarkable opening.
He�d just been hired by Avignon�s Petit Palais Museum to clean and restore their prized Botticelli, and it had occurred to him that the opportunity of a lifetime glittered before him, if he had the courage to seize it. �What do you think you could pay for a preliminary study of Botticelli�s Madonna and Child?� he inquired in an offhand tone. �First quality, of course; verifiable fifteenth-century materials.�
Her eyes took on a hungry gleam. �That would be quite a find,� she said, struggling to keep the excitement out of her voice. �I imagine I�d be able to pay somewhere in the range of, say, fifty thousand pounds?�
Dubois had nodded noncommittally. Then � after a moment�s pause � he delivered the coup de gr�ce: �And what if I told you that the museum that thinks it owns the finished painting has been deceived? That the painting hanging in Avignon is a modern fake� and that the actual, authentic painting might�possibly�be available, for the right price, to a very discreet buyer?�
She�d stared at him, openmouthed, all pretense of nonchalance gone. �You can�t be serious.� Then, leaning forward, laying a hand on his hand: �Can you? Are you? Is it really possible?�
He�d played it cool. �Notice, I said �what if?� But I gather you find the idea intriguing. Do you have any clients with ambitions � and budgets � as lofty as that?�
She regained her poise swiftly. �I believe I do,� she purred. �How soon do you need to know?�
�One month,� he�d answered.
Two weeks later his phone rang. �I have a client who is extremely interested in� the painting you mentioned to me in Paris,� she said. �Needless to say, he�d want assurances that the work is authentic.�
�Of course,� Dubois had responded, his voice smooth as fresh varnish. �And, I assume, he�d want proof that the other � the one on display � is not authentic.�
�Yes. That, too.�
�Neither of those conditions poses a problem,� he went on. �If.�
�If what?�
�If the price is right. Bear in mind, only four paintings by Botticelli are in private hands. Four. For a true connoisseur, this would be the acquisition of a lifetime.�
�I understand.� She paused. �Did you have a figure in mind? A number I could relay to my client for consideration?�
�I like round numbers,� Dubois had answered. �Do you recall the figure you mentioned for a preliminary study? Fifty thousand, I believe?�
�Yes, that�s correct.� Her voice was hungry.
�Multiply that by a hundred.� He heard a soft gasp at the other end of the line. �It is,� he reminded her, �one of Botticelli�s finest early works. Simple. Sweet. Vibrant. I understand, of course, if it�s more than your client can afford��
�I didn�t say that,� she countered, perhaps more eagerly than she might have wished. �Let me run this past him, and I�ll ring you back.�
Two hours later, she�d called back. �If you can conclusively demonstrate the authenticity of what you�re offering, we�re in.�
Dubois was smiling as he hung up.
Now, months later, he smiles again as he finishes applying the white-lead primer, cleans his brush, and lays out the pigments with which he will paint the �authentic� Botticelli for Felicia Kensington and her wealthy, greedy, and gullible client. Caveat emptor, he thinks: Let the buyer beware.

Chapter 5
Descartes

Descartes�s stomach rumblings had been reverberating for hours in the museum�s workshop. Still, before leaving for lunch, he dashed upstairs to Gallery 6 for a look at the portrait whose entry-hall enlargement had caught his fancy. The original was even more vivid and striking than the reproduction. Mary Magdalene�s hair was long, wavy, and golden; her blue dress and red shawl were bright and cheery; her features, shown in three-quarter profile, were strong, anchored by a roman nose and eyes that were large, frank, and sensual. No downcast, demure virgin, this one, Descartes thought. John the Baptist was equally powerful. Over a furry animal pelt, he wore a full-length purple shawl trimmed in gold. His long hair and beard were dark brown and curly, and his sun-baked skin was a deep bronze verging on black, although the narrow, chiseled nose and cheekbones made it clear that he wasn�t African. Staring at the painting, Descartes finds himself entertaining inappropriately larcenous fantasies. Hell, as long as the guy was inside, he thought, why didn�t he steal this one?
Spiraling back down, he emerged, bleary-eyed, blinking, and famished, into the dazzling Proven�al day, the sun nearly overhead. A leftover sandwich awaited him in the refrigerator at police headquarters, but he was far too hungry for that now. Swimming against a tide of tourists, he angled across Avignon�s main square in search of a more satisfying lunch.
The museum was on the narrow, northern end of the long, thin plaza. Flanking the long eastern side was Avignon�s main tourist attraction, the Palace of the Popes, an immense Gothic fortress where a series of pontiffs had reigned during the fourteenth century.
Descartes had lived in Avignon for nearly two decades � ever since graduating from the academy � but he�d never set foot in the palace. He regarded Old Avignon as a museum or a stage set�mausoleum, in fact, might be the word that best expressed his sentiments. The papal palace and the art museums were fine for the flocking tourists, but Descartes couldn�t be bothered to care about power-hungry priests and self-indulgent artists who�d lived half a millennium ago. But now, the fact that a crime had occurred at the museum � not just spray-paint graffiti or rock-throwing vandalism, but something offbeat and baffling � suddenly made the museum itself intriguing. It was as if he�d discovered a youthful, racy photo of an elderly spinster aunt. Perhaps, he thought, there were similar mysteries, unknown depths to be plumbed, within the soaring walls and mighty towers of the papal palace.
Descartes�s hunger pangs brought his mind back to the primal exigencies of the body. He needed to eat, he needed to take a dump, and he needed to take a nap. For need one and maybe need two, he angled toward a Moroccan couscous place a block beyond the Palace of the Popes. The food was simple but tasty, and the prices weren�t bad, especially if you flashed your badge to remind the manager that you were a cop. Descartes�s mouth began to water as he imagined the restaurant�s chicken tagine, the succulent, tangy meat � seasoned with green olives and lemons and sweet, plump raisins � falling off the bone, the savory juices saturating the small pearls of couscous.
A few doors before he reached the restaurant, he passed Cinema Vox and paused to see what was playing. Leaning against the theater�s large front window, he cupped his hands around his eyes to block the glare and peered in at the posters. The Avengers, Battleship, and Best Exotic Marigold Hotel. Foreign crap, he thought, conveniently overlooking the fact that he actually preferred foreign crap � especially American action thrillers � to the depressing, pretentious fare French filmmakers produced.
Just as he was pulling away from the window, something he�d glimpsed shifted from his subconscious, and he leaned back in for another look. For some reason, the cinema had a large print of Botticelli�s The Birth of Venus hung over the refreshment stand, but the picture wasn�t quite right. Descartes stared, then laughed out loud. Instead of Venus, Marilyn Monroe perched on the clamshell, her feet in stiletto sandals, her pleated white dress swirling around the tops of her thighs, her mouth open in her signature vampish smile. It was an unprecedented experience for the detective: seeing a modern painting that was a playful riff on a classical masterpiece � one of the few classical masterpieces Descartes actually knew. With the force of an epiphany, he realized that art itself � like the museum he�d just left � was both more intriguing and more sexy than he�d ever dreamed.
* * *
After chasing his lunch with two strong hits of espresso, the inspector decided to forgo his nap and gut it out until bedtime, so as not to wreck his sleep cycle even more thoroughly. Instead, he spent several hours in Avignon�s library � a spectacular old building, he noted with newly appreciative eyes, housed in what had been a cardinal�s palace back in the fourteenth century, when the popes called Avignon home. Situated in the vast reading room, surrounded by ancient frescos, hand-glazed floor tiles, leaded windows, and an ornate coffered ceiling, Descartes scanned a stack of books about art restorers and art forgers. He learned, to his surprise, that the line between restoration and forgery was not as bright a line as he�d assumed, and that in practice, the two endeavors were often separated by only the narrowest and most slippery of slopes. A restorer hired to repair a flaked-off Virgin Mary here, a water-stained Jesus there, might eventually be asked to re-create entire scenes, repaint entire canvases� and might well be tempted to sell similar re-creations for more than the paltry wages museums paid for restorations. The more Descartes read, the more flooded with fakes the art world seemed � and the more gullible and foolish art �experts� appeared. One British forger, a cheeky Cockney named Tom Keating, had such scorn for the experts that he planted blatant clues in his fakes. He used modern materials, included modern images in his backgrounds, and even went so far as to scrawl the word FAKE in lead-based paint beneath the primer of his �masterpieces,� so that any dealer, auction house, or museum that bothered to X-ray the work would see, instantly and beyond a doubt, that it was a modern counterfeit. Astonishingly, Keating managed to pass off some two thousand fakes before he was caught.
Another Brit, Eric Hebborn, became a one-man assembly line for �old master� drawings. Unlike Keating, Hebborn � a classically trained artist of considerable talent � was careful to use antique paper, centuries-old recipes for inks and paints and varnishes, and historically authentic techniques to create his pieces. By Hebborn�s reckoning � he published a boastful memoir shortly before he died � he�d passed off hundreds of his drawings as the works of old masters before he was exposed� and hundreds more afterward, once unscrupulous dealers knew he was the go-to guy for high-quality forgeries.
Thus forearmed with knowledge of the wiles of fakers, Descartes felt prepared to take on Dubois. He would trick the artist, ensnare him in a trap from which there could be no escape. Leaving the library, which occupied a clogged artery in the ancient heart of Avignon, the detective threaded the Peugeot police sedan through the maze of streets, then out through a portal in the medieval city wall. He took the Daladier Bridge over the Rh�ne, then midway across, veered onto the exit ramp for Barthelasse Island��the largest river island in France!� the Tourism Office liked to boast, though the competition was not particularly fierce, as best Descartes could tell. Still, the island � mostly public parks and private farms � was a pretty piece of pastoral land, with great views of Avignon�s medieval skyline, and Descartes had had good luck bringing dates here on pleasant weekends. Take the water taxi over�women love that shit, he reflected with a smile � and pack a picnic lunch. Plenty of wine and a big blanket, those were the essentials.
The GPS was worthless out here � there wasn�t a numerical street address for Dubois � and it took Descartes twenty minutes and a half-dozen map checks to find the artist�s place. It was a renovated farmhouse in the northern, less developed part of the island, set a half mile down a narrow lane that led to a handful of other farmhouses. The lane was tightly hemmed in on both sides by stone walls, and while Descartes wasn�t much prone to claustrophobia, he heaved a sigh of relief when the walls widened and Dubois�s property hove into view on his right. A semicircular drive arced past a wooden fence with trellised gate, and Descartes parked behind a rusting Citro�n that was pulled off the driveway just ahead of the gate. Descartes felt the car�s hood and found it cool, but he noticed that the tires had left fresh tracks in the mud, which meant the car had been driven home and parked sometime after yesterday�s rain shower.
Inside the fence, the property seemed more botanical garden than yard, with riotous red beds of poppies, dangling clusters of violet wisteria, and enough lavender to turn the whole yard purple-blue and supply the Chanel perfume factory, come midsummer. Somewhere behind all that foliage, he felt sure, was a house.
When he found it, he rapped the weathered brass knocker three times without getting an answer. He peered through a side window, saw no signs of movement, and cocked his head to listen. Rock-and-roll music � an English band, Dire Straits, if he wasn�t mistaken � floated up from somewhere behind the house. Descartes followed the sound around to the back, through an orchard of blooming fruit trees, and up to the door of a building that was simultaneously rustic and sophisticated: rough stucco walls into which large, many paned windows had been set, the roof composed of clay tiles, supported by exposed rafters whose carved ends curved upward slightly: a French peasant of a barn that had acquired an aristocratic Japanese accent somewhere along the way.
Descartes held his police credentials in his left hand and rapped the door with his right � moderately at first, to no effect, then harder, so as to be heard over the throbbing bass and drums of the music. Putting on a stern face, he rehearsed the steps that would lead Dubois slowly but inexorably into his snare. Dubois beat him to the punch, though, flinging himself into the trap the moment he opened the door and saw Descartes�s credentials. �Welcome, Inspector,� he said with a smile that actually seemed genuine. �I�ve been expecting you for hours. Have you come to ask why I was crazy enough to sneak a fake Botticelli into the museum� or why I was stupid enough to return an original masterpiece I�d managed to make off with?�
Descartes was taken aback, but only for a moment. He gave a half smile, a compliment to an adversary whom he realized he�d been underestimating. �Which question should I be asking?�
Dubois shrugged. �If I knew that, it would mean I knew which painting was which. And the sad truth is, I don�t.�
�Excuse me? Don�t what?�
�Don�t know. Come in, Inspector. Take a look around my studio. Have a cup of tea, or a glass of wine. And hear my mortifying confession.�
Two hours and two bottles of wine later, the inspector�s head was spinning with pigments, fixatives, sizings, solvents, brushstrokes, and discourses on the unique, unmistakable, inimitable, yet easily aped techniques of Michelangelo, Rembrandt, Van Gogh, and � last but not least � Botticelli. �Botticelli was the Andy Warhol of his day,� pronounced Dubois. �You�ve seen Warhol�s posters of Marilyn Monroe�s face, yes? He transforms her into a cartoon character with rainbow-colored skin. Look at Botticelli�s Birth of Venus. The goddess is almost a cartoon. A beautiful, sexy cartoon, but a cartoon nonetheless. I tell you, Inspector, if Botticelli were alive today, he�d be making his art with cans of spray paint on city walls.�
Descartes tried to recall the trap he�d designed for Dubois, but the vision was gone, dispersed by the painter�s preemptive strike of erudition and wit � or erased by the second bottle of wine � a delicate ros� that packed a deceptive punch. �But wait,� the detective said, raising an index finger to halt Dubois. �What about Madonna and Child? You said you had a confession.�
�Ah, yes.� Dubois looked chagrined. �The terrible truth, Inspector, is that I abused Madame Clergue�s trust.�
Descartes leaned forward eagerly, taking the notepad and pen from the inner pocket of his jacket. �In what way? Tell me everything.�
�I talked her into letting me bring the painting here to do the restoration. I convinced her that I couldn�t do as good a job there, in that horrid shop of theirs.�
Descartes pounced triumphantly. �And that was a lie!�
�No, no, that was completely true. Have you seen the shop? Dreadful! Those fluorescent lights would have given me the shakes in a matter of minutes, Inspector. No, I did a beautiful job of restoration here, just as I said I would. I�ve brought at least a dozen of their paintings here to work on. But�but�once I finished restoring the Botticelli, I took the liberty of making a copy. As exact a copy as was humanly possible.�
Descartes�s eyes shone in bloodshot triumph. �And you gave the museum the copy and kept the original!�
�Here�s the thing, Inspector. I just don�t know.�
�What do you mean, you don�t know? One was five centuries old; the other had a �wet paint� sign on it. How could you not tell them apart?�
Dubois shrugged. �I�d just removed the old varnish from the original and put on a new coat, so it looked and smelled new. And I treated the copy to make it look older than it was. Then, disaster struck. The day before I was to return the Botticelli to the museum, the wind tore the roof off my studio. Remember how fierce the mistral was last March? It blew down buildings all along the Rh�ne Valley.�
�I remember. It blew a tree onto my neighbor�s car.�
�You see? So when it started to rip the roof off, I scooped up all the paintings and put them in the cellar of the house. I was lucky nothing blew out of my hands when I was crossing the yard. But in the confusion, I didn�t keep track of which was the Botticelli and which was the copy. So the next day, when Madame Clergue called and demanded the Botticelli back, I panicked. I couldn�t tell the paintings apart. So you know what I did, Inspector?�
�No, but I suspect you�re about to tell me.�
�I flipped a coin. I literally flipped a coin. �Heads, it�s this one; tails, that one.� It landed on heads, so I took that one. When I delivered it, I was sure Madame Clergue and Devereaux, that smug, snobbish curator of hers, would denounce it as a fake. Instead, they went on and on about the brilliant restoration.� Dubois shook his head sadly. �I shouldn�t have given it another thought, but instead, Inspector, I became obsessed. What if I�d given them the wrong painting? Finally I couldn�t stand it anymore. So, yesterday, when I was returning another painting I�d worked on � a piece-of-crap Annunciation that was starting to crack and flake � I hid the Madonna and Child in the same crate. I arrived when I knew Devereaux and Madame Clergue were out to lunch and I�d have the shop to myself. I uncrated both paintings, left the Annunciation for Devereaux to find, and hid in the furnace room until midnight. Then � as you know � I took the painting I�d smuggled in up to the gallery and hung it alongside the other, so the museum could sort it out.�
�But they can�t,� said Descartes. �Madame Clergue and Devereaux are both tearing their hair out. They can�t tell Botticelli�s work from yours.�
Dubois smiled. �Well, I�ll take that as a compliment. A high compliment indeed. But yes, it�s simple to tell the two apart.�
�How?� Descartes held the pen poised above his notepad.
�Mine has the word Dubois in lead foil embedded under the gesso and the primer,� Dubois said. �X-ray the two, and mine will be as plain as the nose on your face. I�m surprised they haven�t already tried that. Still too cheap to buy an X-ray machine.� Descartes made a note��lead: cf. the Brit, Keating��then looked up and lifted a bushy, inquiring eyebrow. �It was my way of keeping myself honest, Inspector,� the painter explained. �Of making sure I couldn�t fool the museum even if I were tempted to.� He shrugged sheepishly. �It never occurred to me that I might accidentally fool myself.�
Descartes smiled. �Well, if the camera never lies � the X-ray camera, in this case � I�m sure Madame Clergue and Monsieur Devereaux will be very relieved.�
Dubois hesitated, then added, �Do you think they might be persuaded to return my copy to me?�
�I�ll ask,� said Descartes, �but that might be pushing your luck.� The inspector glanced at the wall of windows in the nearer end of the building. Night had fallen, and instead of seeing outside, the inspector saw only reflections � his and the artist�s, multiplied almost to infinity by the wall of windows at the opposite end of the studio. They were in a rustic version of the Hall of Mirrors at Versailles. �Shit, I�m late,� said the detective, rising from the chair, a task that took more effort than it should have. �But can I ask you a question?�
�Isn�t that why you came, Inspector? To ask me questions?�
�But this one�s unofficial. It�s personal.�
�Now you�ve got me on pins and needles, Inspector.� Dubois smiled slyly, and Descartes felt a moment of panic: My god, is he gay? Does he think I�m hitting on him?
�No, no, it�s not about your sex life or anything,� the inspector blurted. �It�s about a painting I saw at the museum. It�s six, seven hundred years old, but the faces looked modern. A man and a woman � John the Baptist and Mary Magdalene.�
�Ah, yes. The Puccinelli. Puccinelli prefigures Botticelli in some important ways, you know,� the painter went on, and Descartes nodded, though of course he didn�t know, or hadn�t known, until this moment. �Human figures in low relief. Not much depth or volume to them. Doesn�t that painting remind you of a cinema poster?�
�That�s it!� Descartes exclaimed. �I couldn�t quite put my finger on it, but that�s it.� His mind makes a connection between the religious painting and the playful painting of Marilyn Monroe on the half shell.
�Puccinelli died half a century before Botticelli was born,� Dubois went on, �but it�s almost as if Botticelli apprenticed with him. Puccinelli worked in Siena and Florence, so Botticelli would have seen his works, of course.� He smiled. �Sorry. You didn�t ask for an art-history lecture. Did you have a specific question about the painting, Detective?�
Descartes suddenly looked self-conscious. �I was wondering� Obviously you have quite the knack for copying. Could you do a copy of that one?�
Dubois smiled, again almost flirtatiously. �Come.� He led Descartes to a stack of paintings leaning against the studio�s back wall. When he�d flipped halfway through the stack, he motioned for the inspector to look.
Descartes was stunned. The picture leaning so casually against a wall, in a jumble of other paintings, was a perfect likeness of the one in the museum. �Would you consider selling it to me? Not that I could afford it, I�m sure.�
Dubois laughed. �Ah, Detective, this is my own personal copy. It has, shall we say, sentimental value to me.� Seeing the detective�s crestfallen expression, he added, �But I expect I could dash off another copy without much trouble. Maybe not quite this good, but close. I suspect you wouldn�t be able to tell them apart.�
�What would it cost?�
The artist smiled. �For you, Inspector? No charge. Consider it my initiation gift.�
Descartes raised his eyebrows, puzzled. �Initiation?�
�Your initiation into a new addiction, Detective. Art. Its joys and its sorrows.�
Descartes laughed. �I won�t get addicted. I just happen to like this one painting.�
�It always starts with one painting, Detective. That�s the gateway drug. Soon you�ll be coveting others. Other portraits of Mary Magdalene and John the Baptist. Other works by Puccinelli. Works by later artists he inspired. A Madonna and Child by Botticelli, for instance.�
* * *
The next day at noon, the inspector, Mme. Clergue, and Devereaux took the two Madonna and Child paintings to the Radiology Department at Avignon Hospital for an X-ray examination, which the museum lacked the equipment to perform. One painting � the painting Dubois had hung on the wall thirty-six hours before; the painting the inspector had tagged with his used chewing gum � looked uniformly gray in the films. The second painting � the one the museum had displayed proudly for two years since its �restoration��lit up, the word DUBOIS in white block letters. �I�ll be damned,� said Descartes. �You had the copy and he had the original. And he brought it back. He actually brought it back.�
Once more Madame Clergue cried, with a mixture of humiliation and relief � humiliation at having been fooled, relief at having the lost masterpiece restored.

Chapter 6
Dubois

A less skilled, less confident artist would have begun by sketching the Madonna�s outlines in pencil, then painting over them meticulously. The result might have been close to the original in all its dimensions, yet it would have been patently inferior: clearly the work of a cautious, tentative copyist. From years of experience, Dubois knows that it�s not enough to imitate Botticelli; no: he must boldly become Botticelli, just as a skilled actor temporarily loses himself in the character he�s portraying.
So he begins by sketching a collage of disjointed, deconstructed images atop the brilliant white lead: A pair of downcast girlish eyes here, another pair there. A rosebud of a mouth, floating freely in one corner of the panel. A baby�s pudgy arm and outstretched fingers, reaching for nothing but the edge of the panel. Dubois dashes off these images swiftly, with the bold strokes of a limbering-up exercise not meant for any eyes but the artist�s alone. As he sketches, he moves in an almost balletic dance with the panel, accompanied once more by the intricately entwined voices of �10,000 Virgins.� In his mind the trappings of the modern world blur and dissolve, like the paint he�s scraped off the panel, and he travels back and back and back: back to a time when Lorenzo de Medici�Il Magnifico�ruled Florence with an iron hand and a golden purse; back to a time when Michelangelo and Leonardo and Botticelli blazed across the starry firmament like dazzling comets. The sketches are the perfect way to warm up. But more than that, they�re also a brilliant part of his plan.
They take less than an hour. He steps back to survey his work. Although he�s drawn them with a crayon of dull gray lead � he casts the crayons himself by melting down fishing weights � the images are bold and energetic. They�re just the sort of studies, he feels sure, that a cocky twenty-two-year-old Botticelli might dash off, brimming with confidence after eight years of grueling apprenticeship.
Satisfied with the images, and with his own chameleon-like transformation from an aging Frenchman to a youthful Botticelli, Dubois exchanges the lead crayon for a broad brush. He dips it in white lead, and in minutes the sketches have vanished, covered by another silky coat of primer: the foundation for the painting itself. Thanks to a series of extensive, expensive experiments he performed years before in Rome, Dubois knows that if the finished painting is X-rayed � as he�ll earnestly suggest that it be, for everyone�s peace of mind � the London dealer and her American client will be astonished. Beneath the lovely Madonna and Child, their eyes will behold a hidden treasure: the ghostly image of Botticelli�s own preliminary study for the finished work. The panel, they�ll realize, is a miraculous two-for-one deal, easily worth ten times the paltry five million pounds Dubois has settled for! It�s a steal, they�ll congratulate each other. All parties to the transaction will be delighted, including Dubois, who earmarked part of the five million for a secure, climate-controlled vault in Switzerland, where the genuine Botticelli � the genuine genuine Botticelli � awaits him, safe, sound, and spectacular.
Only the final piece of his plan remains to be set in motion.

Chapter 7
Descartes

Six weeks after Madame Clergue�s �original� Botticelli was restored to its prominent spot in Gallery 11�six weeks after the lead-signed fake was consigned to an ignominious storage bin � Descartes received a call from Detective Sergeant Reginald Smythe of New Scotland Yard. According to the excruciatingly courteous Smythe, London�s National Gallery was having serious doubts about the authenticity of one of its prize paintings. The painting was Caravaggio�s Salome Receives the Head of John the Baptist, which had passed through the hands of an art restorer in Avignon, a Jacques Dubois, several years before. Before Smythe traveled all the way from London, he wondered, might Inspector Descartes be so very kind as to determine, by discreet observation, whether Dubois was, in fact, still in residence and available for interrogation? Of course, Descartes assured the British detective, he�d handle it immediately.
Descartes tried Dubois throughout that morning and afternoon � a dozen calls � with no answer. Finally, as darkness fell, he decided to take a drive out to Barthelasse Island. It was possible the artist was away, but it was equally possible that he was simply absorbed in painting.
The day had been gray and cool, and as he crossed the bridge to the island in the deepening dusk, Descartes noticed fog spooling down the river, blanketing the emerald-green waters, spilling onto the low-lying farmland, triggering � for some inexplicable reason � his lifelong fear of drowning. By the time he descended the exit ramp, the road was dark and blanketed in mist. If Descartes hadn�t saved the GPS track from his prior visit, he�d never have found his way back to the narrow lane that led to Dubois�s place.
Halfway up the narrow, walled lane � all the more claustrophobic in the darkness and fog � Descartes felt the hairs on his neck prickle. At first he could not attach the sensation to anything but the looming walls and blinding fog. As he approached the house, though, he realized that the mist ahead was glowing red-orange, the light flickering and throbbing, rapidly growing higher and brighter. He punched the throttle, heedless of danger, careening between the high, narrow walls. Suddenly, with a crack like a gunshot, his left mirror snapped against one wall. Reflexively he swerved slightly, and with another sharp crack, his right mirror shattered.
By the time he reached the house, the foggy glow had resolved into flames � soaring, roaring flames � and he saw that behind the house, the studio was ablaze, the inferno fueled by turpentine, oil, and God only knew what other flammables. Skidding to a stop behind Dubois�s old Citro�n�he�s home? he wondered with a mixture of surprise and concern � he leaped from the car and raced through the gate, not even slowing to glance at the incongruous object propped against the fence.
The high clerestory windows in the shop burst just as he reached the building, raining bits of glass upon Descartes. Shielding his face in the crook of one arm, he ran to the door and tried it, but it was locked. Pushing through the lavender that hugged the wall, he reached a large window and peered inside. Even through the glass, the heat broiled his face and he wrapped both arms across it, leaving only a narrow slit through which he surveyed the interior. Through the dancing flames, his eyes locked on a shape. �Shit,� he muttered. Slumped over the work table was Dubois. His right arm was splayed out on the table, and resting atop the hand, slightly askew, was what appeared to be a pistol. The left side of the artist�s head was missing.
�Shit,� Descartes repeated��shit, shit, shit��and stepped away from the window to call the dispatcher. He had not even begun to dial when the window exploded. Shards seethed past his head and tore across the yard, shredding the leaves of ornamental plants. Moments later, the window on the other side of the door blew, too. Arms of flame reached out from each window, enfolding the building in a deadly embrace, clawing at the roof. Small blooms of flame sprouted through the arches of the clay roof tiles. Then, in swift succession, the rafters burned through, and a hole in the roof opened like a maw, gaping wider and wider until it had swallowed the top of the studio entirely.
By the time the fire trucks arrived, the building had been reduced to smoldering embers.
* * *
The autopsy and forensics report confirmed what Descartes already knew. The corpse was burned beyond recognition, but the coroner confirmed that it was a white male, somewhere in his fifties or sixties. Although the fingers had burned down to bare bone, and the artist had no dental records that Descartes could locate, DNA from the charred corpse was matched to DNA from a hairbrush in the house, so the dead man was positively identified as Dubois. His manner of death was a single gunshot wound to the head, and his death was ruled a suicide.
As he tucked the autopsy report into the case file, Descartes took one last look at the note Dubois had tacked to the gatepost at the entrance to his yard. �The police in London plan to arrest me, but they�re too late. I cannot bear the thought of prison, and so I take the coward�s exit. My life has been one long series of deceptions and evasions, so this sort of death is only fitting.� Descartes replaced the note, closed the dossier, and filed it in the archive of closed cases. Then he signed out and headed home for lunch.
When he unlocked the deadbolt, Descartes stood in the apartment�s open doorway, his face breaking into a smile as he surveyed the opposite wall. There, Mary Magdalene and John the Baptist � regal, serene, and sexy � basked in the glow of the halogen track lights Descartes had stayed up late last night installing. The painting looked infinitely better than the horrible Jackson Pollock print that had hung there for years. Thank God that bitch Yvonne had taken it with her when she left.
Perhaps he should have left Magdalene and the Baptist where he�d found them, propped against the fence at the Dubois place, beside the post where the artist had tacked his farewell note. But what business was the painting of the National Police? The painting was a parting gift � a personal gift � from the old faker. A second note, taped to the frame, made that clear: �Goodbye, Inspector. I enjoyed meeting you, and I hope this trifle brings you much pleasure. �R.D.�
He�d driven home in the pale, watery light of midmorning, the second note tucked into his pocket, the painting tucked into the trunk of his car, the shattered mirrors dangling and flapping on either side of the car. He�d slammed the trunk only moments before the firemen and the forensic technicians had arrived to hose down the ruins, recover the charred body, and gather their evidence.

Chapter 8
Dubois

Jack Woods raises the back of his chaise longue and takes a slow, appreciative swig of sangria. Woods is a grizzled sixty-year-old Englishman; until six days before, he was a grizzled sixty-year-old Frenchman, Jacques Dubois. He�s working hard to inhabit the new name, but so far he still thinks of himself as Dubois.
His eyes shielded behind reflective sunglasses, he surveys the youthful bodies gleaming on the sand here at Cala del Home Mort��Dead Man�s Beach��a speck of Spanish coastline whose very name seems tailor-made for Dubois. With a few pale, doughy exceptions, the nude young men on display here are as tautly sculpted and bronze as any casting by Donatello or Rodin, and despite the name of the beach, they seem very much alive.
Dubois�s lover, Fran�ois � one of the pale, doughy exceptions � dozes on a neighboring chaise. He�s neither attractive nor interesting, but he deserves Dubois�s undying gratitude. If not for the cadaver Fran�ois spirited away from his Marseilles mortuary � a fifty-six-year-old heart-attack victim, whose body Fran�ois replaced in the coffin with sandbags � Dubois could never have composed such an artful forgery of suicide: the charred body; the gunshot-shattered head; the pistol in the outstretched hand; even the new hairbrush, raked through the corpse�s hair and then planted on the bathroom counter. Yes, Dubois chose Fran�ois wisely, and he does feel deeply grateful.
Nevertheless, he�s pondering how to rid himself of the pasty mortician, who, having served his purpose, begins to grow tiresome. Dubois needs to shed Fran�ois without angering him � that is, without sending him running to the police � but it�s a tricky business. He has to think the breakup is his idea, Dubois realizes.
A nearby sunbather coughs, and the germ of an idea begins to incubate in Dubois�s mind. Perhaps if I came down with an illness, some malady, he muses. Something debasing and repellent, yet not so grave as to inspire nobility and self-sacrifice. Lip cancer? Irritable bowel syndrome? Cadaverous breath? Finally, in a flash of inspiration, it comes to Dubois: Warts � genital warts! Molded of silicone, they can be glued on, their ranks and size growing day by disgusting day. Best of all, Dubois can lay the blame at Fran�ois�s own��door, since Fran�ois � in a moment of drunken remorse � has confessed to three recent infidelities. (Dubois could have consoled Fran�ois by making a similar confession, but instead he wept, a study in wronged innocence.) Yes, warts will do nicely; in a week � two, at most � Fran�ois will scurry back to Marseilles, brimming with guilt and compassion. After a day or so of public melancholy, Dubois will set up an easel on the beach, sketch beautiful young men, and swap art for idyllic interludes with one Adonis after another.
Dubois will soon need a more meaningful outlet for his prodigious energies. But he has a plan for that, too. Only yesterday, on a stroll through town, he spotted an ad in a realtor�s window: �Private villa for lease.� The property � perched on a rocky bluff, with stunning Mediterranean views � includes a gardener�s cottage that would make a charming studio. Already, in a Barcelona warehouse an hour away, Dubois�s materials � sheaves of ancient paper and parchment, handmade pigments and brushes, musty frames and panels, even a few dreadful, sacrificial old paintings � await their metamorphoses into masterpieces.
He wishes he�d had the nerve to bring the Puccinelli, too, but the risk seemed too great. Astonishing, to think that a policeman � a provincial dolt!�� possesses an authentic medieval masterpiece. For the moment, Dubois can appreciate the mirror-image ironies: the blissful ignorance of the museum in Avignon, proudly displaying its �original� Botticelli, and the ignorant bliss of the policeman, adoring his free �copy� of Mary Magdalene and John the Baptist. Someday soon � perhaps with the help of some lithe, lock-picking Spaniard � Dubois will retrieve the original from the policeman, replacing it with an undetectable copy. The swap will be his third time to deceive the inspector, he realizes: first, with the pair of faked Botticellis; second, with the faked suicide (he smiles, recalling the daring ambiguity of the phrase �this sort of death�); soon, with the theft of a priceless painting from the policeman�s own home. All in all, a delightful hat trick.

Chapter 9
Descartes

Descartes was still savoring his lunch and his painting when his mobile jangled. He glanced at the display and frowned; the call was from his boss, the chief inspector. �What�s up?� he asked, trying not to let his annoyance show.
�A new case for you. A homicide.�
Shit, not a homicide, Descartes groaned inwardly. Homicides are such a pain in the ass. �Me?� he said, feigning surprise. �Isn�t Pierre next in the rotation?�
�Pierre is sick. Jean-Paul leaves tomorrow for antiterrorist training. And Etienne is still on paternity leave. Besides, you have the best English, and the case involves two Americans. One���a pause, and Descartes heard papers rattling��named William Brockton. The other, probably his girlfriend, Miranda Lovelady.�
Hmm, Descartes thought, a homicide involving foreign lovebirds. That might be interesting after all. �Okay,� he said, as if he actually had a choice. To guilt the boss, he added, �But you owe me. Don�t forget, I put in a shitload of overtime on the Dubois case. A weird one, eh?�
�Ha,� the chief inspector scoffed. �This one is much more bizarre.�
�Bullshit. What could be more bizarre?�
There was a silence � Descartes thought he�d lost the call, but it was just his boss letting him twist in the wind briefly. Then, with a mixture of smugness and horror, the chief inspector uttered a single word before hanging up: �Crucifixion.�
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