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			Alla mia Lorissima, from Dante’s La Vita Nuova

			
“In quella parte del libro de la mia memoria dinanzi a la quale poco si potrebbe leggere, si trova una rubrica la quale dice: incipit vita nuova.” 

			
“In the book of my memory, before which little can be read, you’ll find the words that say: here begins a new life.” 
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			Chapter 1

			ROME

			Dr. Paolo Bertolini was looking at a Renaissance print through two pairs of glasses when an unexpected visitor arrived. Paolo looked over the frames to see a man dressed in a wool suit and tie, looking a bit warm in the heat of the September afternoon. The man stood stiffly, in an almost military fashion, and waited until he had the full attention of the elderly professor.

			“Dr. Bertolini?”

			“Yes?” Paolo replied. He tried to focus on the man’s face, wondering if he knew him.

			“My name is Gunther von Schondorf,” the man said. “I believe that I have a Botticelli painting that is not in the Lightbown catalogue.”

			This piqued Paolo’s interest. There were only seventy works by Botticelli still in existence, some of them among the most famous paintings in the world. Almost everyone knew The Primavera and The Birth of Venus, but there were at least a dozen other Botticelli paintings that were also masterpieces, at least one of them unidentified until the 1930s. Still, the likelihood of an unknown Botticelli appearing at any point in time remained small, and Paolo thought it probable that the man was mistaken.

			“What kind of painting is it?” Paolo asked. Earlier in his life, he would have risen to his feet to greet a visitor, but a bad leg now made that too difficult.

			“A round painting – a tondo,” the visitor replied, “very much like the two tondi in the Uffizi.”

			Now Paolo became even more curious. There were records of such a painting hanging in Florence, at least until the 1490s, but then the work seemed to disappear. “And what makes you think this painting is a Botticelli?” Paolo asked.

			Von Schondorf replied, “I am not an expert on Renaissance art, Dr. Bertolini, but my father was something of a collector. He acquired this painting during the war, and our family – we have always thought that this particular work was by Botticelli. Unfortunately . . . we have never authenticated it.”

			“Please, sit down.” Paolo gestured at the chair across from his cluttered desk.

			“I have brought photographs,” von Schondorf said, smiling slightly. He offered a small brown envelope to Paolo.

			Inside were five photographs of a much-yellowed tondo that was clearly in need of restoration. The painting showed the Madonna and a set of angels in a composition much like Botticelli’s Madonna of the Magnificat. The veiling and the figures were similar to those of Botticelli’s middle-period work.

			Paolo tilted his head to look through the bottom section of his glasses, then he took a magnifying glass from his desk to look more closely. As far as he could tell, the veiling of the fabrics and the shading of the skin tones were very much like those of Botticelli. The composition was quite perfectly balanced, a mark of Botticelli’s great period in the 1480s. The face of the Madonna looked much like others painted by Botticelli, the idealized face the artist used again and again in The Primavera and so many other works. And the piece was set in an elaborate gilded frame with ornamentation that was similar to the frame of one tondo hanging in the Uffizi and another in the Gemäldegalerie in Berlin.

			“My goodness,” Paolo said, letting out his breath. “This is interesting.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			THE PAM

			I watched as the forklift awkwardly jiggled a wooden crate beneath the statue. For now, the Donatello Christus was held above the forklift by three woven-steel threads bolted into the beams of the ceiling. It had been suspended there for five years, ever since the museum had acquired the statue. But once the forklift was positioned properly, the threads would be cut and the statue – the $50 million statue – would settle into its traveling crate.

			Unless something went wrong.

			The Christus was mounted high above the floor, almost approximating its original position in the Florentine church of San Lorenzo. It had been our biggest attraction here at The PAM, but now the statue was going back to Italy on loan. Each steel thread had to be snipped carefully, ever so carefully, to keep the statue from swinging wildly and perhaps smashing to the floor.

			“Nervous?” I heard from behind. It was my friend Jeremy Thorne, the curator of modern art at the museum. He looked after everything painted after our handful of Impressionists up to whatever spray-painted urinal might be the current rage in New York or London. My job is curator of European art, mostly the older variety where you can actually recognize a human figure or a bit of landscape. The Donatello Christus, as Jeremy knew, was my responsibility. Not his.

			“Yeah.”

			“I’m surprised you’re not right up there with some wire cutters.”

			I said nothing.

			“So, Daniel,” Jeremy went on, “I have a question.”

			“Can’t it wait?”

			The forklift had lifted the crate quite smoothly under the statue, so now the Donatello was resting on a bed of soft polystyrene packing peanuts. It should be secure, unless the forklift tipped forward or the pneumatics stopped working. Two technicians began climbing up ladders.

			“Now, Daniel?” Jeremy asked. He was nothing if not persistent.

			“Yeah.”

			“Suppose . . . just suppose,” Jeremy began. He liked to do this, to begin questions with a supposition that was nothing more than a tease. “Suppose something should go wrong and the Christus were about to fall to the floor, reducing your $50 million piece of bronze to something that would be better suited for Gus the Wrecking Guy. Would you rush forward to break its fall?”

			“And risk getting killed,” I said, “to save a Donatello?”

			“That’s my question.”

			“Would you risk getting killed to save a Warhol or something by Jeff Koons?”

			“Now, now, ducky . . . I asked you first.”

			I hate it when Jeremy calls me ducky, one of his ridiculous British affectations. But he is my friend, after a fashion, and my only real friend at The PAM.

			“Yes,” I said, sighing. The first steel thread had been cut with no visible problem and no terrible crunching sound. “Yes, I would.”

			Jeremy smiled, not a full smile but just a sliver. “That, Daniel, is why you’re a fool. No hunk of metal is worth dying for . . . and certainly not a hunk of Jeff Koons plastic.”

			I grunted. “Have I mentioned lately that you’re a cynical bastard?”

			Jeremy gave me a full smile. “Thank you. I will answer to some of that. A cynic, yes, but not a bastard. At least as far as I know. Shall we discuss this over lunch?”

			“I’m flying to Milan tomorrow, Jeremy. I have a pile of work to do.”

			Jeremy shook his head. “Then we’ll wait till the party after work, your little going-away celebration. You need diversion more than work. Indeed, so do I.” And then he was gone.

			Above my head, the second and third threads were cut, the statue settled gently into the crate, and now the arm of the fork lift began moving down.

			“Slow,” I shouted. “Gentle.” The arm moved down even faster, then jerked to a stop. “Does anybody around here know what gentle means? Anybody?”

			The group of technicians stared at me, insulted. All of them had been working at The PAM for ages; I had been a curator here for barely six months.

			The PAM (“always include the “The” in correspondence, Daniel”) is the official acronym for The Pitman Art Museum, a mid-sized museum of no particular distinction in a mid-sized city of no particular importance. The museum had been founded a hundred years ago, back when local bigwigs felt that a handful of Roman statues and a few second-rate Dutch portraits would do much to edify the citizens. Since then, both the town and the museum have grown, so now The PAM is large enough to have half a dozen curators, many assistants, its own small restoration department and enough room to house a few important traveling exhibits.

			I always thought it something of a miracle that Donatello’s Christus should have ended up here at The PAM. One wealthy family, the Frommers, who bootlegged whiskey during Prohibition and now owned a string of supermarkets, had purchased the statue at Sotheby’s in the 1950s. They paid next to nothing for it because Sotheby’s wouldn’t vouch for its authenticity, but the father of the clan had spent years getting the statue authenticated as a real Donatello. When he finally succeeded, the family worked out a donation deal with the museum in exchange for a $50 million tax credit. In the press, the statue quickly became the $50 million Jesus, but the initial notoriety had long since died away. 

			For five years, the Christus had been hanging by its slender threads in the Italian gallery of The PAM, but now the statue was returning to Europe for its first cross-Atlantic travel in many years. A small museum in Lucca, an Italian city northwest of Florence, was putting together a Donatello exhibit with the Christus as its focal point.

			So the statue had to travel back to Italy, but was not traveling alone. Someone from our museum had to accompany the art, a kind of chaperone or watchdog to make sure that the statue didn’t fall into evil hands. That person was me.

			Part of me was looking forward to the trip to the ancient city of Lucca. But part of me had more mixed feelings about going back to Italy, a land of too many memories, some of which were still painful. 

			When I got back to my office, I saw that the new emails in my inbox had already filled one screen. Many of them were paperwork related to the trip, PDFs that had to be printed and signed to get the statue through customs and onto various trucks. Then there was a handful of emails from museum visitors and members – why was there so little contemporary art? (forward to Jeremy), why had the art in the Dutch room been moved around? (an easy answer – because the room hadn’t been painted in fifteen years), could I come to speak at a school’s careers night? (a gentle no; there are so few careers as an art curator, better to get a degree in accounting and be able to pay the mortgage), could I authenticate a possible Rembrandt found in the garage of someone’s aunt? (a smile – of course, but please bring it to the museum; we find it difficult to validate art wedged between a car bumper and a tool wall).

			There was, of course, the daily email from Max Cormier, the Director. His emails always included a “call-to-action,” something he’d learned at the last senior-level administrator conference in New York. Today’s call-to-action was to improve visitor attendance. 

			<Visitor numbers were down last quarter by 12%. The Norwegian art exhibit wasn’t a draw – no big surprise there – and even school visits were down. We’ve got to do something soon. Looking for ideas at the Monday meeting.>

			Max was always looking for ideas to boost attendance, or to find new donors, or to come up with some source of funding to keep The PAM afloat. After the last expansion, almost doubling our floor space, The PAM was starting to list like Titanic after hitting the iceberg. I believe Max even used that simile at one of his Monday meetings, inspiring no end of jokes from Jeremy at lunch that day.

			Then there was an email from my older brother, Reverend Michael Bradley, minister at our most distinguished downtown church, as he would often say. But today’s email had no religious content.

			<Family grapevine says that you’re going to Italy. Could use some good Balsamic vinegar. I hear that older is better, so maybe 20 years old or so. And have a good trip.>

			Perfunctory. My brother and I have always been perfunctory in our notes to each other. Years ago, when he went off to Yale Divinity and I went off to the Courtauld in London, we usually corresponded by postcard. It was more than enough. My brother prefers the flowery prose I call minister-speak, which is not unlike the pandering patter that Jeremy uses about his modern art, a kind of arts-speak. Personally, I prefer historical language. It has some substance.

			Of the forty other emails on my screen, it was only the last that had any real interest for me. It came from Paolo Bertolini, my old art history professor in Florence.

			<Daniel, my colleagues tell me that you are coming to Italy. This is most fortunate since I need your help on an important project. I cannot put details into an email, but I know you will be interested. Perhaps something long lost has been found. Can you come to Florence on Monday the 13th for lunch? I’m hoping that Laura will be joining us. Paolo>

			Paolo always knew how to get my attention: an important project, something long lost perhaps found, Laura. Already I was being drawn in.

			My reply was immediate:

			<Coming into Milan on the 10th with a statue for Lucca. Should be easy to do lunch on the 13th, one o’clock. How about Ristorante Gilli on the Piazza della Republicca? It will be like old times. Daniel>

			It would be an easy addition to my travel to Lucca and my little vacation in Florence. And perhaps I would see Laura again. That, alone, would be enough to take me halfway around the world.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			THE PAM

			Daniel, I’m so sorry.”

			When I looked up, I saw Veronica Delamare standing at my office door. She was dressed impeccably, wearing a dark blue suit that must have had some designer label, with a short skirt that showcased her very long legs. I stared briefly, surreptitiously, at her legs, then took a breath and refocused on her face. Her face was perhaps not beautiful, but certainly well made-up.

			She looked not like the assistant curator of European art, which was her job, but like the curator, which was my job. Jeremy never failed to point out this irony.

			“Uh, sorry?” I repeated in a half question. I’ve always had trouble shifting my mind quickly from one thing to another. “About . . . ?” 

			“This afternoon,” she replied. “I was so hoping to join you and Jeremy for the Friday party before you leave, but something’s come up.” This was probably a lie, but she said it convincingly. Good-looking women get away with that.

			“Oh, that doesn’t matter,” I said, then realized I had suggested her presence was unimportant. “I mean, we’ll miss you, but I’ll be back in two weeks. A little work and a little vacation, that’s all.”

			“And you will have a wonderful time in Italy, won’t you?” Nikki smiled to make this a wish rather than a question. Her lipstick was flawless and her teeth magically whitened, hence the perfect smile. “You probably know that I was supposed to be the courier, but you’re the department head, of course, and with your fluent Italian it will be so much easier for you.”

			“Semi-fluent,” I replied. “I was almost-fluent a dozen years ago, but it’s been slipping away.”

			“Oh, I know how that is,” she said, sympathetically.

			Nikki was actually very fluent in French and pretty adequate in German, from what I could tell. In fact, her academic qualifications were every bit as good as mine, and she should have been a shoo-in for my job . . . until she suddenly withdrew her application. She had changed her mind, Nikki said, but rumor suggested otherwise. Rumor, that notoriously unreliable goddess of multiple tongues, said that her affair with The PAM’s former European art curator, a slick character named Leonard Marcus, had come to an abrupt end, or that she was getting ready to jump from The PAM to join Marcus in New York, or that she had some better job coming along in Paris or London. 

			Of course, Jeremy maintained that none of those rumors mattered. He was the one who successfully pushed for my hiring, with a little help from my brother and his friends on the Board. But I liked to think that my handful of successful exhibitions and my little book on Botticelli’s Venuses were enough to win me the job. I was good at what I did: good at making sense of historical art, framing exhibits so that the pictures told stories and made connections to real people. “Dumbing it all down,” as Jeremy would say.

			“So you’re set to look after things while I’m away,” I said. “The Briggs donation . . . uh, the file is . . .”

			“Actually, I already have that,” Nikki replied. “I found it on your desk.”

			“Oh, right,” I said, a little surprised. Even I had trouble finding things on my desk.

			“So, do have a wonderful time after you deliver the statue,” Nikki said. Someone must have told her about my extra week off. “I brought you a little going-away present.” She handed me a tiny box wrapped in shiny blue paper and tied with a ribbon.

			“Oh, really Nikki, I can’t . . .”

			She just smiled. “Go ahead and open it.”

			“Well . . ..” I pulled at the ribbon, then ripped the paper. Inside were four pink pills.

			“In case you can’t sleep, Daniel,” Nikki said. Her smile was genuine. “I take one and it knocks me right out, but you’re so much bigger than I am so maybe . . .”

			“Well thank you,” I said. “That’s very thoughtful.”

			“Perhaps practical,” Nikki replied. “And do call me if there’s any problem. I’m not sure what I could do, not being in Lucca, but I’ll cover everything back here.”
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			“Let’s go, ducky,” Jeremy said as he stuck his head in the door. “The others are waiting.”

			“Oh, yes, yes,” I replied, annoyed at being rushed. I logged out of my computer, then turned off the screen. “Let’s go.”

			The others turned out to be Therese, the admin assistant, a restorer named Andrew, a young man named Mark from the workshops and two graduate student interns named Jodie and Jillian, or maybe it was Josie and Gillian, I was never quite sure. Our group of seven trundled down the streets north of the museum to Baldwin, then turned into a restaurant that proudly proclaimed “Best Veitnamese Cuisine” – the cooking considerably better than the spelling. The windows to the street were open so the deep essence of soy and bubbling fat was somewhat dispersed into the city air.

			“To Daniel,” Jeremy declared in mock Irish when the drinks arrived. “May he fly o’er the wide ocean and deliver his precious cargo with ne’er a care to wrinkle his sweet, sweet brow.”

			“To Daniel,” clinked the others.

			“To Florence,” I replied, feeling surprisingly cheerful. Maybe getting away from The PAM was exactly what I needed.

			“Ah, Daniel, you lost your heart to that city years ago,” Jeremy went on. “It’s not the same now – tourists, traffic, pollution, the smell of diesel, lineups at the Uffizi. In two days, you’ll be begging to fly home.”

			“In two days, Jeremy, I’ll be delighting in morning cappuccino and evening Barolo.”

			“On whose credit card?” Jeremy shot back. “Don’t tell me that Max was foolish enough to give you one of the museum’s cards.”

			I smiled back at him. “Indeed he did. And I do have a credit card or two of my own,” I replied.

			“Probably maxed.”

			Therese looked back and forth between us. English was her third or fourth language, so it sometimes took her a bit longer to process the words.

			“Maxed?” she asked.

			“It means that Daniel has probably spent up to his credit limit,” Jeremy explained. “The poor sod is always living slightly beyond his means. Just one of his many flaws.”

			“Jeremy, that is not very nice. Do you always pick on Daniel like this?” Therese asked.

			“Indeed I do,” Jeremy replied proudly, offering a very white smile. He’d been having his teeth whitened lately. “It’s important for someone to maintain Daniel’s humility, what with his new and very exalted position at The PAM. My friend would be positively egotistical if it weren’t for me. Daniel needs me to point out how poorly he dresses, how unrefined his speech may be, and how he so often reverts, unprofessionally, to swearing.”

			“Fuck,” I said.

			“You see? There’s the proof.”

			I shook my head. “Jeremy’s been picking on me for as long as I’ve known him.”

			“A long time?” Therese asked.

			“We were graduate students together back in London.”

			“Yes, I lived with the young lad,” Jeremy sighed. “Back when we were both struggling with dissertations, if not the complexities of life itself.” He reached out and touched Therese’s hand in a way that might have been flirtatious if anyone else had done so.

			“You lived together?” she asked.

			“But never slept together,” Jeremy sighed. “The poor boy was immune to my charms. A confirmed heterosexual. Can you imagine such a thing?”

			I swore again. The others laughed.

			“And imagine what it was like for me, sleeping just a wall away from a boy who looks like a Renaissance cupid, a putto. I tell you, it was torture!” Jeremy went on.

			I was ready to bury my head in my hands.

			A dozen years ago, both Jeremy and I had been in London doing graduate work at the Courtauld Institute. Jeremy was doing his thesis on Henry Moore and Barbara Hepworth; I was writing mine on Botticelli. Jeremy’s thesis went very well; mine was troubled . . . or tortured. I wasn’t sure about the proper adjective.

			Nonetheless, Jeremy had been a terrific flatmate. He kept our rooms wonderfully neat, and always knew where everyone – everyone, my dear – was supposed to be going.

			“I suspect I know Daniel better than anyone on earth,” Jeremy went on, “with the possible exception of his mother who was present at the birth. I know, for instance, that Daniel might well be the messiest person anywhere,” he said. “And you haven’t changed, Daniel. You have a wonderful new flat, and I suspect you still hang up your underwear to dry in the bathroom.” He punctuated this with a little sigh of exasperation.

			I said nothing, but I felt my face burning.

			“Even at work, Daniel’s files always look as if a hurricane had blown across his desk.”

			Now I was truly red in the face. “I was going to straighten them up,” I said to Therese, “but I guess you beat me to it.”

			Therese smiled appreciatively. “Actually, Dr. Delamare tidied up a bit.”

			I looked up at her for more, but Jeremy was on again.

			“Of course,” Jeremy laughed. “If I had a nickel for every time Daniel was going to straighten things up, I’d . . .”

			“Own your own Donatello,” someone concluded for him.

			“Actually I have my eye on a little piece by Klee, but you get the concept.”

			“Ah, but would you jump in front of a bus to save it?” I asked.

			“Of course not, you silly boy, but I might do a little backroom deal to get my hands on one. Not all of us are quite as scrupulous as you, dear boy.”

			The conversation turned away from me, and I was grateful for that. The talk went in circles around art and ethics, then in tangents to museum gossip and rumors of layoffs due to budget cutbacks, and then back to those at the table, especially the handsome young man from the workshops who had caught Jeremy’s eye.

			At seven, Jeremy gulped down the last of his beer and smiled at the young man. He did not speak to him, however, but to me. “I almost forgot to tell you, Daniel. There’s a hot rumor in New York. Apparently the Schermerhorn is planning a big Botticelli exhibit, maybe two years from now to celebrate the 500th birthday, or death day, or something like that. They’ve done a deal with the Uffizi, so a bunch of art is coming over. Maybe The Primavera. Maybe a couple of the tondi.”

			“Really?” I said. “The Primavera has never been out of Italy.”

			“Well, it’s just a rumor,” Jeremy replied. “But maybe you can get us in on the show. Ask around while you’re there. Use your charm, or that smile of yours. A piece of some big show might make Max a happy man. And a Botticelli show here at The PAM might be as close as you ever get to the tondo of your fantasies.”

			“A tondo?” Therese asked.

			“A circular painting,” I explained.

			“Michelangelo did quite a nice one with a pretty, curly-haired Jesus and a Mary who looks remarkably like Meryl Streep,” Jeremy added.

			I groaned.

			“When Daniel and I were studying in London,” Jeremy went on, “all he could think about was tondos, or tondi I guess they would be. He was quite focused on his research when any normal young man would be having his way with . . . well, me.” Jeremy sighed in mock frustration and the others smiled. “So Daniel studied and studied away, and finally came up with a theory about a Botticelli tondo that no one had seen for five hundred years. The real experts took him apart, of course, but Daniel still got his Ph.D. and managed to get a few people talking.”

			“Talking about what?”

			“The Lost Botticelli,” Jeremy said, as if this were common knowledge. “You mean Daniel’s never told you about his theory of the lost Botticelli tondo? Tsk, tsk, Daniel. You are keeping too, too much to yourself.”

			I was going to swear again but stopped myself.

			“But you were so passionate about it,” Jeremy went on. “The lost tondo, the Lost Botticelli! If only you could find it! If only you could figure out what happened to it! Ah, Daniel, I haven’t seen such passion, such enthusiasm in years and years. You’ve become, dare I say it, quite dull in the interim.”

			“Dr. Bradley, what is this all about?” one of the graduate students asked. Jodie or Josie was looking at me directly, her pale eyes focused on mine. 

			I sighed. “I came up with some evidence that Botticelli painted a very large tondo with an image of the Madonna in a library,” I told her. “It might have been the greatest Botticelli tondo of all, but it disappeared in 1497.”

			“Lost,” Jeremy declared, his voice dripping with theatrical emotion. “Lost to the world of art! Lost without a trace for five hundred years! The only clues uncovered by none other than Daniel Bradley!”

			“Clues?” the girl asked

			“There were some documents,” I told her. “A few contemporary accounts. A diary entry by one of the Medici wives. Just a few bits and pieces to show that the Tondo of the Library existed, once upon a time. So I started looking for it . . .” My voice dropped off.

			“But you never found it,” she concluded.

			“No. No one’s ever found it.” The simple truth; a harsh one.

			“The Lost Botticelli was Daniel’s first failure as an art detective,” Jeremy said. “But he’s not yet forty. Our lovely Dr. Bradley has half a lifetime of failure and frustration to look forward to.”

			Florence, 1467

			Alessandro Filipepi had been away for over two years when he returned to his family’s home on the Via Nuova in Florence. At age 23, Sandro was a young man with curly hair, wide eyes and full – some called them arrogant – lips. 

			Sandro had come back from Prato where he’d spent five years as an apprentice, or garzone, in the workshop of Fra Lippi. When Sandro had lived in Florence, he’d shown no aptitude for jewelry and no head for figures, unlike his older brothers. But he’d been able to draw, even as a child, and at Lippi’s studio he learned how to paint. Sandro soon took his nickname, “small barrel,” as his name as an artist: Botticelli.

			The young Botticelli had learned much from Fra Lippi. He had mastered the secrets of grinding and mixing paints for working on wooden panels, the use of cartoons and quick brushstrokes for painting a fresco, and all the elements of style, composition and perspective that broke Renaissance art free of the iconography of the middle ages. Lippi taught Sandro how to paint rich costumes with touches of gold and the illusion of pearls. He’d taught him how to use architecture to define spatial depth and force the viewer’s eyes deeper into the painting. And he’d shown Sandro how to organize the elements of painting into a circular form – the tondo – which was becoming such a sensation in Italy.

			Unfortunately, Sandro’s return to Florence did not sit well with his father. Mariano Filipepi was annoyed at having another young man around the house, especially one who was often idle. When the census takers came to the home, Mariano bragged of his elder sons. But of Sandro all he could say was, “He works in the house . . . when he has a mind to.”

			Certainly Sandro Botticelli was not an immediate success in Florence, though a recommendation from Fra Lippi helped him to garner commissions from families allied with the Medici. Botticelli’s first works were awkwardly composed and sometimes crudely completed. Had his old master Fra Lippi been able to see them, he might have wondered whether his star pupil was yet ready to become an artist on his own.

			But Botticelli was learning. He began to develop new approaches to shading and coloring, new ways to model the reflected light off a face, new perspectives on the distant landscapes that often lay behind his subjects. Then, in 1470, a twist of fate pushed his career forward. The judges of the Sei della Mercanzia, a court that settled merchant disputes, had commissioned an enormous painting of the seven Virtues from one of the best-known artists of the time, Piero del Pollaiuola. But that great master had fallen behind in the work and one of the Medici suggested that young Botticelli be given a chance to complete it. Soon Sandro’s work was applauded throughout Florence.

			Later that year, Sandro was asked to paint his first round painting – a tondo. While religious in theme, tondi were usually created for private palaces and guild halls rather than for churches. Artistically, the round form presented a set of unique challenges for an artist. Fra Lippi had created a tondo of The Adoration of the Magi a generation earlier and carefully positioned crowds of shepherds to echo the arc of the circular frame. Botticelli’s first tondo was also an Adoration, but it was a square composition that fitted poorly into its circular frame.

			Nonetheless, the patron for that work was pleased, and other commissions began coming to the young artist. So at age 26, Botticelli set up a studio outside the family home, much to the relief of his father. Now Sandro had assistants to grind his paints and mix the colors, to prick designs from paper drawings onto prepared panels and wall surfaces. Botticelli would then do the finishing work, adding the fine detail, the beautiful overlay of color and sometimes gold that would distinguish his work from that of so many others.

			By 1473, Botticelli’s reputation had spread far beyond the city of Florence. When the elders of Pisa went looking for a painter to finish a series of frescoes by the cemetery of the Camposanto, not far from the famous bell tower, they turned first to Botticelli. After all, the young painter had already completed – and overshadowed – the work of Piero del Pollaiuola in Florence. Perhaps he could do the same in Pisa.

			In July of that year, Sandro started work in Pisa on an Assumption with a choir of angels. For a month, he climbed the scaffold each day and set to work on the wet plaster that had been made ready for him. For a month he labored to create an image worthy of the commission and worthy of the subject. He even sent to Florence to buy expensive ultramarine pigment for the robe of the Virgin, desperately trying to get the right tones in the work. But somehow the fresco didn’t work. It might have satisfied the priests of the Duomo in Pisa, but it was not good enough for the young artist.

			Botticelli quit. This was probably not a sensible career move, but Botticelli was always a bit headstrong. And it wouldn’t be the last commission that Botticelli failed to complete.
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			Chapter 4

			THE PAM

			When I rolled out of bed the next morning, I slipped into the glass-block bathroom to shower and shave. The face that looked back at me might be called handsome, in a rumpled kind of way. I liked to think that I looked like the curly-haired Mercury in Botticelli’s Primavera: a young man with wide-set eyes, a straight nose somewhat too large for his face and rather full lips that subtly curved up in a smile. “A provocative smile,” I used to tell Jeremy. These days, he’d laugh. “You’re past your peak, ducky. Nothing left for you but tired divorcees with snotty children.” 

			I finished shaving quickly, then dried my face and threw the towel into the oversized tub where it landed atop five others. I’d have to do laundry when I got back from Italy, I told myself. The mess was getting out of hand.

			In the kitchen, I drank some leftover coffee and read a few online newspapers. There was a small article in the arts section of the local daily about The PAM loaning our Donatello Christus to the Museo Nazionale in Lucca. The paper or the spell checker had turned that into “Museum Nationale,” but the basic idea was there. Max Cormier was quoted only to point out the irony of a statue returning after hundreds of years to the country where it was created. The fifty-­million-dollar value of the statue was mentioned three times in the article, perhaps because journalists have no better way to describe a masterpiece.

			Then I quickly checked my email. Nothing from Max or Jeremy by way of a farewell; just a quick note from my brother about a particular brand of Balsamic vinegar that he wanted. I didn’t reply. Instead I grabbed the bag I’d packed the night before, and called for a cab. I was working on the museum’s dime now, so a little indulgence was in order.

			I entered the museum through the employee entrance at the basement level. The old guard sitting at the desk looked up when I came in, smiled, and let me pass without really checking my electronic id key. Security was not a big issue at The PAM. In almost a hundred years, not a single work of art had been stolen or even misplaced for a long period of time. Then again, we had only a handful of really great pieces of art.

			I headed over to the basement workshops to see if the statue was ready for its trip to Italy. Just a few people were down in shipping this Saturday, but old Fritz was waiting for me.

			“Ah, Dr. Bradley, your baby is sleeping soundly in its cradle.”

			Fritz smiled in a Strangeloveian way, his whole face opening up to reveal a large quantity of yellowed teeth.

			I looked at the cradle, actually a crate slightly larger than the statue and shaped vaguely like a coffin. It was made of white pine, to absorb vibration, and sturdily constructed with cross-bracing. The statue itself was wrapped in some kind of plastic sheeting and nestled in Styrofoam peanuts.

			“And here is the crib,” Fritz went on. The crib was another crate, larger than the first and designed to surround the smaller one. Between the two crates would be enough Styrofoam packing to keep the statue afloat should the plane go down over water.

			“Well, that should certainly do the trick,” I said. I took out my cell phone and snapped a picture.

			The Donatello Christus was not a fragile piece of art. A statue made of cast bronze can survive time, weather and sometimes sledgehammers. What it cannot survive are the whims of man, the demands of war for bronze and the changing fashions of the world of art. The Christus had had three brothers when it was cast, one that had been in the Louvre until it disappeared in World War II, another melted down in the 18th century to make cannons. Now one surviving Christus was at the Escorial, near Madrid, because it had been given as a gift to Philip II. The other surviving statue was this one: the one kept by the artist himself, later given to the Pozzi family, sold to the Duke of Devonshire in 1752, and finally bought at Sotheby’s by the family who gave it to The PAM. Or so our museum catalog described it.

			“Your baby will be safer in the crib than, well, here,” Fritz said as he gestured to the museum over our heads. “It will sleep like a baby all the way to Milan.”

			“With luck, I’ll do the same.”

			Fritz pulled me back from the smaller crate as an assistant began screwing down the top.

			“Do you know, Daniel, in Europe in the old times babies were swaddled to get them to sleep. Do you know that word? Swaddled?”

			I pretended ignorance. A pleasant smile is usually what people like Fritz really want.

			“Just like your Donatello, the babies were wrapped so tightly that they couldn’t move. We used to think it was good for them; not like today, when children are . . . what is the English word?”

			“Coddled?” I ventured.

			“Yes, coddled,” Fritz agreed. “Little monsters they are. A bunch of them were sliding down the Henry Moore out front just as I came to work. They think it is nothing but a playground slide, Daniel. And I must ask, what kind of children are these?”

			I decided to dodge the question.

			“When will your cradle be ready to travel, Fritz?”

			“One o’clock,” he snapped back. “The truck will be here at one and your baby will be ready to go.” Fritz looked me up and down. “Are you ready, Dr. Bradley?”

			“I could leave in five minutes,” I said. “Unless you need to make a special crate for me.”

			Fritz smiled back. “Not necessary, Dr. Bradley. The Donatello, you see, is irreplaceable. The curator of European art . . .”

			Fritz didn’t finish his sentence. The meaning was clear enough.

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			ROME

			Moving a work of art is partly a physical job but also a matter of legalities and insurance policies. As long as the Christus was in The PAM, it was covered by the museum’s insurance policy; once in the truck, it was the mover’s insurance at stake; on the plane, Alitalia’s policy covered it. But there were some areas where I might have to protect the museum – and the piece itself. Shit happens, as they say.

			So my job was to keep a physical eye on the crate until it went into the plane, then to dash upstairs and get on the plane myself. I had done this before, but only with smaller paintings that could be kept beside me on the plane. Since most older European art is quite small, really, it’s not difficult to move in an ordinary suitcase. Indeed, the Mona Lisa would fit neatly under my arm if the Louvre would ever permit that, and it had been stolen a number of times because it was so portable.

			But the Christus had now become a giant. The almost life-size statue had doubled in girth with its two crates and now weighed almost eight hundred pounds. No one could simply walk away with it. No single person could even lift it. The cargo crew moved it by forklift to a small trolley, then three men slid the crate off the trolley and onto a conveyor to the hold of the plane.

			“Wait,” I told the men as the crate began moving. “I just want to grab a shot.”

			I actually grabbed two shots: one of the crate on the cargo trolley, another of the crate moving up into the hold. 

			“Must be some real special piano,” remarked one of the cargo crew.

			“Yeah, real special,” I replied. Then I headed off to the check-in counter.

			The five o’clock flight to Milan would fly direct for eight hours, and I’d lose six hours in the time shift, arriving at seven the next morning. The trick was to sleep – drink as much as I could with the dinner, and then sleep. Fortunately the flight wasn’t full, so I was able to stretch into the middle seat and prop my head against the window.

			Then, of course, I was wide awake even with my eyes closed.
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			A dozen years ago, I was an art history student in London, at the Courtauld, trying to write a thesis about Renaissance art while studying through the dismal chills and fogs of England. My thesis wasn’t going anywhere. But I had a kind faculty advisor who took me aside one day and told me to go to Florence. “There is someone you must meet,” she said, “someone who could be very important to you.”

			I laughed. I was very self-sufficient at age 24, very independent, and mostly incapable of taking advice. I had gone into art history on my own, against my parents’ best advice and my brother’s ongoing scorn, thinking that I could surely write a thesis with the resources of the British Museum and the Victoria and Albert. But the October damp was getting into my bones, and I could smell the drear of winter coming on. So perhaps it was the weather more than her suggestion that led me to Florence. A week later, I took the short flight to Florence, rented a small room for a week and prepared to meet the mysterious someone recommended by my advisor.

			That someone was Dr. Paolo Bertolini, the world’s reigning authority on Renaissance art. I had read Bertolini’s book Presentation and Representation in Italian Art when I was still an undergraduate and had debated the old professor’s ideas while studying at the Courtauld. So when I first met the real Paolo Bertolini outside the Ristorante Gilli, not far from the Duomo, it was with a mixture of a young man’s urge to prove himself and a deep fear that I knew nothing – nothing – compared to the legendary professor I was about to encounter.

			“You must be Daniel,” an old man said, picking me out of the crowd by my English clothing.

			“Dr. Bertolini,” I replied. “This is an honor.”

			“Please, please,” Paolo replied, shaking his head. “It is I who feel honored that a clever young man such as yourself is willing to have lunch with such an old man. Sono solo un uomo vecchio.”

			I tried to say something, but my schoolboy Italian failed me.

			“Mangiamo, mangiamo,” Paolo said with a smile. It’s a line most famous in Italian families, usually as mangi, mangi – eat, eat!

			 Paolo led me into the restaurant. I felt like a little English sheepdog in my too-warm woolens as I walked behind the dapper old professor in his characteristic three-piece suit. Paolo stopped briefly to chat with a few people as we made our way to a table. I tried to come up with some phrases or observations that would make me seem intelligent or knowledgeable or both. That was important to me, then. 

			“And so, Daniel,” Paolo began, “I understand you are an excellent student. But something has brought you to Florence, something you want to find out. Do you know what it is?”

			The wine arrived. I had a moment to think.

			“Well, my thesis is. . . .” I began.

			“No, no, no,” Paolo said. “A thesis is only what you tell to people. It is not what you really want to know. Capisce? What are you looking for, Daniel?”

			Impressive, be impressive, I told myself. But none of my practiced phrases and observations were making sense.

			“I don’t know,” I said at last. My voice was slightly above a whisper. It might have been the truest thing I’d said in years, but I had to whisper it.

			Paolo laughed, but it was a warm laugh. “Like all of us,” he said. “After the war, I thought I wanted to study Tintoretto, but I was wrong. When we’re young, we all think we know what we’re doing, but then we learn. Botticelli, he thought he was going to be a goldsmith. Leonardo, he never really wanted to paint. But then we find out, somehow, what we’re supposed to do . . . and we do it.”

			Like a calling, I thought, though that was my brother’s language. The language of the church and not real life.

			“At least you, Daniel, can say that you don’t know. That makes you wise beyond your years. Now, how do you like this wine?”

			We talked about the wine, the food, the view over the Piazza della Republica, the glum waiter, the current state of Italian and British politics. We did not talk about art again until the end of lunch, after the wine bottle was empty and the grappa finished, after Dr. Bertolini had become “Paolo” for me, that day and ever since.

			After lunch, at almost four o’clock, Paolo took me over to the Baptistry at a good pace – he didn’t need a cane back then. We pushed our way between the tourists and stood before Ghiberti’s famous doors, the panels that Michelangelo called The Gates of Paradise.

			“Now I want you to think back to 1420,” Paolo said to me. “Ghiberti was a young man, younger than you, Daniel. And what did he want to say to the world? What was he looking for?”

			I probably could have answered that question or at least said something that I’d learned over the last five years, but I didn’t. I said I wasn’t sure. And that was the right answer.

			“Let me tell you what I think,” Paolo began. That began a long meditation that wound its way through politics and history, art and religion, the level of science and the soul of a young artist in the Renaissance. Paolo kept pointing out small parts of the bronze doors, a figure here or a detail there, and then would tell me of a Florence enmeshed in cultural currents and cross currents, politics and feuds.

			I was dazzled. I was humbled.

			“And those are only copies, Daniel. Now we must go to see the real panels.”

			We walked over to the Museo dell’Opera Del Duomo, where Paolo nodded to the guards and led me to the gilded originals, now protected from the diesel-filled air of Florence.

			“Look down here, Daniel,” Paolo began. “Now what do you see? Do you see the struggle of new art, the pressure of new science, the tension between religion and the real world? Do you see what was going on in Ghiberti’s soul?”

			“No, Paolo,” I admitted. “Not yet.”

			“But you will, Daniel. It will come,” Paolo told me. “Then you will write your own book, and it will be better than mine, perhaps wiser than mine, because the years to come will be yours, not mine.”

			In the dozen years since that meeting, I’d written two small books, but neither was better than Paolo’s. I’d been a curator at two museums, neither as prestigious as any of Paolo’s positions. I was still waiting for the wisdom that Paolo predicted and for the years to become mine in whatever way that meant. 

			But now Paolo needed my help. Something long lost may, perhaps, have been found. What did Paolo mean, and how could I possibly help the world’s greatest authority on Renaissance art?

		

	
		
			Chapter 6

			MILAN

			The lights in the cabin came on an hour before landing in Milan and I downed two coffees in an attempt to wake up. I had spent six hours in a dwaal, that strange territory between sleeping and waking where insomniacs desperately count sheep or watch bad television or pace the living room. I had spent the time reviewing my life, backward and forward, but mostly as a set of sideways diversions. Laura was in the semidream, sometimes her face, sometimes just a feeling, sometimes a memory that I would push away.

			After the other passengers, I left the plane and stood by the large windows of the entry lounge to watch the luggage carts and then the cargo trucks slowly empty out the jet. In forty minutes, the Christus crate came rolling out, and was then tossed carelessly on its side to ride on the cargo trolley. I snapped another picture with my cell phone. My baby would hardly be damaged by such a flip; indeed, the Christus could survive a substantial drop – if not a daredevil plunge over Niagara Falls – given its careful double packing.

			My cell phone buzzed. I looked at the display and saw that the call came from The PAM.

			“Dr. Bradley, you have arrived safe, yes?” The voice was Fritz’s.

			“Yes, and the baby is just fine.”

			“Excellent,” Fritz replied. “Of course, I was not really concerned.”

			“About me or the statue?” I asked, but Fritz had hung up before giving an answer.

			Minutes later, I made it over to Alitalia cargo only to find that the Italian art movers, so carefully booked by Therese, had failed to arrive. A flurry of phone calls reminded me that my Italian was not what it used to be, and that my cursing in Italian had never been very good. Regardless, another set of movers arrived within two hours and the Christus finally made it onto the truck. I was wedged between two very substantial and very sweaty Italian moving men.

			The ride from Milan to Lucca should take about three hours. There are two main highways, the A12 and the A15, the latter a very pleasant route over the low mountains almost to Parma. The drivers of course chose the A12 to Modena and took a ridiculously winding local road south to Lucca. This managed to extend the trip by another two grueling hours. 

			For me, sleepless in the Apennines, the trip seemed to take forever. The Italian truck driver and his helper tried to make conversation, mostly about European football, but since my ignorance of the subject was almost total, our conversation was a bit stilted. Soon there was nothing to hear but the truck radio blaring Italian pop songs.

			Then I had a moment of inspiration. I went into my luggage and found the pills that Nikki had given me, and popped one into my mouth.

			In no time, I was asleep. I must have been sound asleep for three hours, at least until the truck came to a crashing stop on the ring road around Lucca. I woke up, checked my watch, and felt almost refreshed. I knew where we were as soon as the truck passed narrowly through the Porta San Pietro and made its circuitous way through narrow streets to the Museo Nazionale. This was Lucca, once one of the great powers in Tuscany, now a small, picturesque city surviving on income from olive oil and tourism.

			When the truck pulled up to the Museo, we were greeted with excited shouts from a group gathered in front of the building. I had phoned ahead to explain the delay and tell them when we expected to arrive, so the staff was more than glad when the truck and its precious cargo finally did appear.

			It took four people, the two short movers and two gallery assistants, to roll the Christus crate into the back of the museum. Then the assistants began unpacking the statue, quickly removing the outer crate, then carefully lifting the inner one. When that crate was opened, a slew of Styrofoam peanuts began pouring onto the floor, something all the Italians found terrifically funny. I took a cell phone picture.

			“We are so excited about this,” exclaimed the museum’s director, an elegant woman named Verna Mostelli. She spoke half in Italian and half in English. “Your sculpture will be, I think, the most important in our exhibition.”

			That was an exaggeration, I thought, since I knew the famous Donatello David had been sent from The Bargello just for this special exhibition. Still, the Pam’s Christus was a much larger statue and would make a very impressive statement, especially if it were properly positioned and lighted.

			The technicians lifted the statue free of the Styrofoam and set it upright. When it was created, the Christus had been suspended from a chapel ceiling, and that’s how we mounted it at The PAM, so the statue was a bit wobbly when set on its base.

			Or, it should have been wobbly.

			The technicians began unwrapping the plastic sheeting, but even before I could see any hint of the statue, I knew something was wrong. The shape wasn’t right. the Christus was basically a large cross with the figure of Jesus on its front, but the shape in front of us was clearly not a cross.

			Verna Mostelli was watching with me as the statue finally appeared, and her horror matched mine.

			“Dr. Bradley, is this some kind of joke?”

			[image: ]
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			Chapter 7

			MUNICH

			In their Munich apartment, Gunther von Schondorf and his brother Werner sat in chairs on either side of the fireplace. Both were reading newspapers. Gunther favored the local Munchener Merkur while Werner preferred the conservative Die Welt. While reading, they did not speak to each other. In fact, the two brothers rarely spoke to each other.

			The Munich apartment had belonged to the family since before the First World War. It had been a clever addition to the family holdings in the good years before the turn of the 20th century. When the castle at Ammersee was being cleaned, or substantial work needed to be done there, or when the opera or symphony in Munich was especially interesting, the family would take up residence at the apartment. The distance from their schloss was not great, but the psychological distance was extraordinary. Soon the family was spending more time in the city that at their country estate. The young von Schondorfs had grown up in this apartment as much as they had at the ancient castle, and they probably felt more at home here than in the cold stone surroundings of their schloss.

			When Werner wasn’t traveling to the gaming tables abroad, he would be here at the apartment. To the extent that Werner had a home, this had always been it. Gunther, however, had moved to a large house outside of Munich after he was married and raised two children there. He had planned to spend most of his life in that house – and at the schloss. But that was before the divorce. It seemed that much of his life ended with that divorce.

			The laws at that time were kinder to the husbands than the laws today, otherwise Gunther’s ex-wife would own a quarter of the Schloss Ammersee, and their bickering would have continued for a lifetime. As it stood, Gunther owned his half-share of the schloss and had only his brother with whom to argue.

			Nonetheless, Gunther’s divorce had been expensive – several million euros by one accounting. Gunther tried not to think of this, but his brother would remind him when Werner’s gambling debts began to pile up. Both brothers had drawn down on the family fortune. Both brothers had agreed to sell works from the von Schondorf collection to meet their personal needs. And now both brothers sat side by side, silently reading newspapers in their vastly oversized apartment overlooking Maximiliansplatz.

			“The phone, Herr Werner,” an old servant announced. The servant’s name was Rudolf and he’d been with the family for more than fifty years.

			Werner looked up, annoyed.

			“It is Monsieur Rousseau, from Marseille.”

			Werner bit his lower lip. His brother, Gunther, did not look up.

			“Yes, I’ll take it in the study.”

			Werner trudged down the hall, not wanting to deal with this conversation at all, and certainly not in his brother’s presence. He knew the discussion would be very one-sided, because he knew the men who were behind Rousseau. And he knew how much money he owed those men.

			“Von Schondorf here,” Werner began.

			The room was cold but Werner von Schondorf began sweating intensely. 

			“Yes, I understand,” Werner told the man.

			At the other end of the line, in a conversation that, if recorded, would provide no evidence of a threat, Monsieur Rousseau of Marseille was suggesting that Werner’s debts must be paid up directly or certain measures would be taken. A name was mentioned, another high-stakes gambler who’d been found dead the winter before. A skiing accident, according to the press, but not according to Monsieur Rousseau.

			“I am selling a painting,” Werner told Rousseau, “a very valuable painting. But these things take some time.”

			Monsieur Rousseau suggested that time was an issue, that the debts should be resolved immediately, and any delay meant penalties. Severe penalties.

			“Tell them they will have their money soon,” Werner declared. “Within a month. I promise, within a month.”

			That was good enough. The phone line went dead, and Werner hung up the phone at his end. He was still shaking, so he sat down in one of the Biedermeier chairs that flanked the telephone table.

			Werner knew that his brother Gunther had already contacted an old Italian professor about the Botticelli. Gunther had taken photographs to Rome and was arranging to have the work authenticated. But if the painting were a genuine Botticelli tondo, then it would be worth much more than the two or three million euros that the professor had mentioned. If it were genuine, it should be worth enough to satisfy all of Werner’s debts and give him sufficient funds to continue gambling for the rest of his life.

			But not if it were all handled by his brother and the old professor.

			Werner thought about this for perhaps ten minutes, then picked up the phone and left a message for an art collector he knew in Singapore. Then he called an old friend in New York. Werner had heard a rumor about a new museum anxious to make its mark in the world of art, a museum with a great deal of money and somewhat questionable ethics. Werner wondered whom he should contact there, but knew that a phone call or two would give him an answer.

			And money. Much more money than two or three million euros.

		

	
		
			Chapter 8

			LUCCA

			In front of us was some kind of bronze statue, but it was certainly not the Donatello Christus. Instead, we stared at a life-size rendering of The Venus de Milo, the kind of cheap bronze statue churned out by factories in China and sold as garden statuary through eBay.

			“Holy shit,” I said, but quickly covered my mouth. “Excuse me, Dr. Mostelli, I am astonished. La situazione e’ incredibile.”

			“Tell me this is a joke, Dr. Bradley. Un scherzo. Please say that this is some kind of, what do you say, a prank? Tell me that the real statue is still in the crate.”

			“I wish I could.”

			Both of us were walking forward to the statue and the crate. I reached into the remaining Styrofoam peanut in some ridiculous hope that the statue was there, hidden beneath the surface. But there was nothing, just the miserable Venus de Milo – not even a good copy of the original, but one that had overly large breasts, prominent nipples and a face that looked more like a Picasso than the Greek masterpiece.

			“Dr. Bradley, I do not understand,” Mostelli said. “Can you give me any explanation?”

			Where could I begin? My mind was spinning with so many questions and possibilities that I hardly knew what to say.

			“There is no explanation,” I said. “I saw the Christus go into the crate, I saw the crate taken to the airport and even watched the crate go into the hold. I have pictures,” I said, pulling out my cell phone as if it were some kind of proof.

			“And then?”

			“Then we landed in Milan,” I said, “and the first movers didn’t show up, so I had to arrange for a new moving company.”

			“Were you watching the crate then?”

			“No, how could I?” I snapped back. “There was some kind of screw-up, excuse me, some kind of mistake, so I had to find a way to bring the Christus here. The new company showed up in about two hours and loaded the crate into their truck. Then we drove here.”

			“And it was the same crate?” Mostelli asked. “You are sure?”

			“Yes, of course I’m sure,” I said, though I immediately had some doubts. The crate for the Christus was custom-made, but looked pretty much like a hundred others in the airport warehouse. “You think somebody switched crates at the airport?”

			Mostelli sighed and shook her head. “I’m thinking that a very valuable statue is somehow missing, and we have no explanation.”

			“No,” I agreed. “No, we do not.”

			We were both staring at the crate that had housed the statue. The markings were clear in dark ink stencil: From PAM, to Museo Nazionale, Lucca, bronze statue, gross weight, net weight, and so on. There was a plastic pack attached with paperwork, but this looked exactly like the documents I had briefly scanned back in my office.

			“Everything, I think, is in order, yes?” Mostelli asked.

			“Yes. The same crate, the same paperwork . . . at least it looks the same.”

			“But not the statue.”

			“No, not the statue.”

			We sat in silence for a few moments. Verna Mostelli seemed lost in thought. I kept looking at the hideous bronze of Venus de Milo. In the background, the technicians from the museum spoke quietly with each other, as if they were at a funeral.

			“Could you call your museum?” Mostelli asked.

			I looked at my watch and did a quick calculation. It was Sunday, about noon back home, and The PAM might be open but all the offices would be closed.

			“Not until tomorrow.”

			“Hmmm.”

			Again, the silence.

			“Now I have a thought, Daniel. I’m sorry, may I call you Daniel?”

			“Of course.”

			“And please call me Verna. I think we will be working on this problem for some days to come, so we should work as a team . . . that is what you say, yes?”

			“Yes, exactly.”

			“So I wonder, Daniel, if someone at your museum is playing a little joke. A real joke. Perhaps the real Donatello will be delivered tomorrow, and this is just, just to make us laugh.”

			“But we are not laughing.”

			Verna smiled. I think she was trying to cheer me up in some way. “But perhaps you have a comedian at The PAM, a joker. Perhaps there is someone with a very strange sense of humor.”

			I thought back to the museum. Jeremy? I doubted it. Fritz? Maybe, but he’d be risking his job. Nikki? Not likely. Max? Therese? Each name became less credible than the one before.

			I shook my head.

			“Then, perhaps, we must wait until tomorrow. Perhaps there has been some mixup at the airport. Perhaps a truck will come here tomorrow with our Donatello, like some kind of delayed baggage.”

			Somehow I doubted this. A fifty-million-dollar statue isn’t the same as a suitcase full of shirts and underwear that goes to Abu Dhabi by mistake. And even a missing suitcase could take months to resolve.

			Of course, the missing statue was not really Verna’s problem. She had never received the statue, so it clearly wasn’t an issue for the Museo Nazionale. She might not have a particular piece for her exhibit, but she already had many others. The loss of the Christus was a disappointment for her, but not a tragedy.

			To me, however, the disappearance was a catastrophe. The statue was under my care – I was the courier – and the responsibility was mine. Perhaps the legal responsibility was mine, too. Fifty million dollars. I could not even imagine fifty million dollars.

			Verna smiled at me. “Daniel, it is late. Tomorrow we will think about this again. Perhaps we will have a new idea.”

			“Tomorrow, actually, I have an appointment in Florence.”

			“Ah, yes. That is unfortunate,” Verna said. “Then perhaps Tuesday we can meet with authorities here. With luck, the problem will be solved by then. Even with no luck, we will know better what we must do.”

			h

			“Jeremy, I’m fucked.”

			“Well good for you, ducky,” Jeremy replied. He was watching a football game on television – of all things – with his new friend Mark from the shipping department. “One day in Italy and already you’re having if off.”

			“No, I’m not fucking, you idiot. I’m fucked. Somebody switched the Donatello.”

			“The Christus?”

			“None other. I just got back from the museum where we unpacked the crate, and the Donatello is gone. Disappeared. The only thing inside the crate was an eBay version of The Venus de Milo.”

			“How tacky!”

			“Jeremy, we are not talking about an ugly pair of shoes here. We’re talking about a missing statue, a fifty-million-dollar statue. And it disappeared on my watch.”

			Jeremy sighed. Perhaps he was thinking for a moment. He covered his phone and said something to someone else, presumably Mark, and then uncovered the microphone. “Daniel, I’d say that you are indeed fucked.”

			“Good. I’m glad we agree on that point.”

			“Could it just be a mix-up of some kind?” he asked. “You know, two crates that look like each other so got switched at the airport.”

			I explained why that wasn’t possible, or I thought it was unlikely. Then I went through the other possible scenarios. None seemed very probable. I grumbled and groaned, my tale of misery moving across the ocean by wires and satellites and cables.

			“Daniel,” Jeremy said at last, “it looks right now like you’ve been set up to be the fall guy, but who would do that?”

			“Fritz? Nikki? Max? Therese? You?” I tossed out the possibilities.

			“Hmmm,” Jeremy hummed. “I could do such a thing, but I’d never leave you with a tacky Venus de Milo imitation. Please give me some credit for style and subtle wit.”

			“Yeah, sure.”

			“So look, tomorrow I’ll ask a few discreet questions and see what I come up with. Nobody at The PAM knows anything yet, right?”

			“Right.”

			“So I’ll see what I can find out. Maybe even this afternoon or tonight. I’ll even check out a few closets around here to see if Jesus is hiding in any of them. I’ll call you back if I find out anything.”

			“Great.”

			“In the meanwhile, try to relax,” Jeremy said. “It’s probably some honest mistake somewhere.”

			Or not. Maybe it was the biggest art theft in the last twenty years.

			Florence, 1480

			Early in 1480, Botticelli had an enormous success with a small painting he called The Madonna of the Book. The painting was the first time Botticelli included a carefully rendered image of an open book in a painting, and the book’s printing was so small that he had to borrow a lens from his brother to do the tiny lettering. But the painting had been a sensation, and now one of the Medici wanted a larger version in a circular format – a tondo. Botticelli was only too happy to oblige his new benefactor. For The Madonna of the Magnificat, Botticelli would include five members of the Medici family. He used young Lorenzo de’Medici as the model for an angel, awkwardly carrying an inkpot, while his brother Giuliano held a book showing The Song of Zacharias. Their three sisters also fitted into the picture, two of them holding a crown over the head of Mary. And Mary, much to the delight of Piero de’Medici, was his wife – the beautiful Lucrezia Tornabuoni.

			Perhaps it was that tondo, or the subsequent Madonna with Eight Angels, that caught the attention of the Pope. For the newly refurbished Sistine Chapel, Sixtus IV had already arranged for three of the greatest painters in Italy to create new frescoes. Ghirlandaio, Perugino and Rosselli had been summoned by the Pope to do his bidding – and Botticelli would be the fourth artist brought in for the work.

			Sixtus IV had grand schemes for his chapel, including twenty-eight portraits of previous Popes and fourteen painted Biblical histories. That no one had the slightest idea what the Popes had looked like was a minor impediment; it just gave the artists more freedom for their imaginations. When the four artists had largely completed their work, the Pope came to see the results.

			Sixtus IV was a man who knew little of art, though he did know what he liked, as the phrase goes. What he liked was detail and excessive decoration. Sixtus was easily dazzled by Rosselli’s use of blue paint and gold leaf in creating an unusually vibrant Sermon on the Mount, and he was given the Pope’s prize of five hundred ducats. Sixtus then ordered the three other artists to “touch up” their work with blue and gold paint to match the work of Rosselli. That this effectively ruined the frescoes was of little interest to the Pope, but a matter of real concern to the artists. Adding or changing colors in a finished fresco was virtually impossible and would certainly flake away in just a few years.

			Was there grumbling? Absolutely. Perhaps not when Rosselli could hear, but when his back was turned the other three artists had nothing good to say of his work or this increasingly miserable job. And the Pope, though he was clearly the head of the Church and the spiritual descendent of Saint Peter, had another quality that irritated all four artists. He didn’t pay his bills.

			Botticelli did then what he had done in Pisa – he walked out.

			And then he asked his brother to sue the Pope.
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			Chapter 9 

			FLORENCE

			I could see that Paolo was already in line at the restaurant as I came rushing down from Stazione Santa Maria Novella. My train had been late, not much, but enough.

			Paolo wasn’t alone. Laura was with him. My heart was already beating fast from my jog down the Via dei Fossi, now the beating became unbearable. I struggled to catch my breath. 

			“Daniel,” Paolo said, extending his free hand. The other hand held his cane, helping to steady the now eighty-year-old professor.

			Laura, too, put out her hand. “Mi piace.” So formal, she seemed, but her smile was warm and her dark eyes were smiling.

			“You seem out of breath,” Paolo said. And this was simply true. It was a dozen blocks from the train station to the restaurant, and I had jogged most of them. And then . . .

			“Or stressed, Daniel,” Laura added. She could read me now just as she always could.

			I smiled in return. They both looked somewhat older than I remembered, Paolo more noticeably than Laura. His face was more lined, paler, his eyes bulging out from deep, dark sockets in his face. His smile was the same, however, carrying the same feeling of warmth and welcome that it always held.

			Laura was slightly thinner than she’d been in her twenties, but her large dark eyes were no longer hidden behind heavy German frames, and her makeup was more delicate, accentuating her cheeks and giving color to her lips. But Laura’s face still had a serious aspect, her eyes under carefully shaped eyebrows, her mouth curving up slightly at the corners. The big change was her hair, that glorious hair that I kept remembering night after fevered night. Now it was streaked with blonde in the current fashion. The highlights gave Laura a more playful air, I thought, and made her seem younger than she really was.

			“Wonderful to see you both,” I said in English. I, too, could be formal.

			Paolo shifted into Italian, welcoming me back, then urging all of us to have lunch. He had something to show us, of course, but that would be later. For now, lunch would be about catching up.

			For an hour, Paolo went on and on about Italy’s current malaissmo and what should be done about it, how a new generation should redefine Rome as a center of the contemporary arts, how difficult it was for students to wait for a painting to open up before their eyes in an age of a million instant images, how frustrating the university had become with students invariably shut off by their headphones or logged onto their social media.

			Laura was more cheerful. She talked about her current work at the Gallerie dell’Accademia in Venice, where she was now assistant head of the restoration department. Laura was busy restoring a very large Titian and organizing an exchange with the Hermitage. Laura discussed technical details with Paolo on the one topic, then talked art politics with me on the other. The Russians were balking at lending – too many unpredictable lawsuits over paintings the Russian army had brought home after World War II. Negotiations were delicate. I was, Laura kept saying, good at negotiations.

			Not good enough, I thought to myself.

			I thought about telling the others about the missing Donatello, but I feared it might highjack the conversation. There was nothing either of them could do about the situation and really nothing they could do more than offer sympathy. So I kept my immediate problem to myself, hoping against hope that it would miraculously resolve itself while I was finishing my vitello con salvia.

			In the Italian fashion, it is only permissible to discuss business after lunch. So when the espresso arrived, it was Laura who said she had a train to catch. “Paolo, you did say that you need our help on a project.”

			“Si, si, si,” Paolo replied. “Soon. I want to show you both something, and I don’t want to discuss the business where people might be . . . listening.”

			Laura and I both stared at him.

			“Paolo, have you gotten involved with Mafia?” I asked.

			Paolo looked quickly around the room. “I don’t know, Daniel. I am not sure what kind of people these are. And I am not sure if they have what they seem to have.”

			The cell phone in my jacket began vibrating, but I ignored it. I looked at Paolo, then around the emptying restaurant, and simply shook my head. Perhaps in his dotage Paolo was developing conspiracy theories.

			We finished our coffees, and Paolo insisted on paying for lunch, as he always did, before we headed to the street. Paolo led us down a small alley, and then up another street that wasn’t too clogged with tourists. Soon we were at the Piazza della Signoria, just north of the Uffizi Gallery. Looming above us was the Palazzo Vecchio, where Lorenzo de’Medici had been imprisoned, where the republic of the five hundred had met in a room so glorious it still defies description, where a million tourists every year still traipse past the office of the mayor.

			Paolo took us into the Palazzo, nodded at the entry guards and led us up three flights of marble stairs to the rooms of Eleonora di Toledo, the wife of Cosimo de’Medici. These rooms had remained famous for their art long after the fall of the Medici family. There were still frescoes by Bronzino, fountains by Verrocchio, and Vasari’s famous allegories. Paolo pushed past the tourists and ignored much of the art. He led us, directly, to a blank wall.

			“They were here,” he announced.

			“What was here?” I asked.

			“The Botticellis,” Paolo replied. “We have always known that two Botticelli tondi were removed from here to the Ufizzi for safekeeping. Vasari wrote of that. But there were not just two tondi,” Paolo told us. “There were three.”

			“Daniel wrote that in his thesis. Yes?” Laura asked.

			Paolo pointed up at the blank wall with his cane. “Esatto. Daniel was right, but he couldn’t prove it. But now I have a student who has found new documents, Daniel, that support your theory.” Paolo paused, as if studying the wall. Then he lifted his cane and pointed. “Here, there was The Madonna of the Pomegranate; and there was The Madonna of the Magnificat.” He hesitated, looking up to the right. “And there was The Madonna of the Library.”

			I felt a shiver up and down my spine. The Lost Botticelli had been here, right here.

			“How do you know?” Laura asked. She looked up, as I did, towards the blank wall.

			“Two reasons,” Paolo replied. “The first is a document, a letter from a visitor to Eleonora who wrote of three tondi on this wall. Three tondi. They were not described in detail, and the account is only a few sentences, but it is one more piece of evidence.”

			“And then there is a record we have found in San Gimignano, a tondo that the monastery there kept hidden for a hundred years or more, but then it disappeared.”

			I was surprised. This was a discovery made since I’d done my research.

			“And there is a third reason.” Paolo’s voice lowered to a whisper. “Because I have seen The Lost Botticelli, or at least a few photographs of it.”

			Suddenly the room was silent and cold. Outside, in the piazza, a thousand tourists were snapping photographs. Inside, the only sound came from a few footsteps as people mounted the stone staircase.

			“Are you sure?” I asked, my voice dropping to the same whisper.

			Paolo shook his head. “How could I be sure? I saw five photographs, Daniel, only photographs. They looked . . . promising, that is all I can say. And I was not permitted to keep the photographs. That is why we must go to see the original, all three of us, to see if it is genuine.”

			“But why . . . who contacted you . . . why us?” I asked, tossing out all the questions at once. My cell phone went off, and again I ignored it.

			Two men reached the top of the stairs and glanced at us. Paolo fell silent. He waited as the men walked on to the next room.

			“For your own sake, Daniel, I will not explain too much,” Paolo replied at last. “The less you know at this point, the better. If something should happen to me, there are notes. Laura, you know my office in Rome. I have tried to keep only a few things on paper, but enough.”

			“But, Paolo,” I asked, “why all the secrecy? What’s this about?”

			Again, people began walking by and Paolo began talking about Florentine history as if we were graduate students. When the visitors left, he began again.

			“There is a family – two brothers in Munich – who are willing to return the painting to Italy, for a price. The one brother seems reasonable. The other, well, I have read about him in the newspapers, and he is, what is that phrase, a shady man.”

			“A shady character,” I said.

			“Not someone you trust,” Laura echoed.

			Paolo nodded. “It is all very complex, and this has no importance unless we can authenticate the tondo.”

			“So you’re just going to tease us?” Laura asked.

			“No,” Paolo replied. “I’m going to take you to see the Lost Botticelli as soon as it can be arranged. Now that you are here, Daniel, and now that you both know about this, I am hoping you will help me to examine the work.”

			“Well, of course,” I said.

			“There is some danger,” Paolo went on, looking more at Laura than at me. “These brothers, they see me as an intermediary. But if any of us should stand in their way, I can see problems, many problems.”

			“I need to think,” Laura said. “I can’t decide this quickly.”

			“Well, I’m in,” I told them. How could I not be? Then I looked directly into Laura’s eyes. “We’ll need you, Laura. I . . . I’ll need you.”

			There was an awkward silence until I picked up the sentence.

			“I mean, there’s only so much that Paolo and I can tell from the surface. We’ll need testing of the pigment and some X-rays.”

			“I need time to decide,” Laura repeated, her expression harder than before.

			“And I need time to arrange for us to see the work,” Paolo told her. “Laura, please tell me your decision as soon as you can. Daniel, I have your cell number. Perhaps later this week a visit can be arranged.”

			“That would work for me,” I said. “I’ll be tied up in Lucca for a few days, but after that would be perfect.”

			“But enough of this,” Paolo concluded. Some tourists had reached the top of the stairs and were walking toward us. “Let us pretend we came to see the Donatello statue on the next floor. After all, Daniel, it’s much like the one you just brought back to Lucca, is it not?”
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			Chapter 10

			FLORENCE

			After saying goodbye to Paolo and Laura, I walked from the train station to the park just south of it. I sat down on a bench where I could see the Duomo on my left and a few hills on the other side of the Arno. It was more pleasant in those hills, now, than it was in central Florence; maybe it had always been. That’s where the reclusive old merchant Pitti had built his ugly palace, and where Eleonora had commissioned the Boboli gardens. Altrarno had been the suburbs, then, before paved roads and diesel trucks united the city. Now the trucks ruled Florence with a hand perhaps heavier than that of the Medici.

			I felt my cell phone buzzing in my pocket for at least the tenth time that afternoon, but hit the talk button too late to catch the caller. Then I checked the screen for missed calls and the picture became clear: nine calls from The PAM, all of which I had ignored.

			I hit the speed dial for Jeremy and waited while various satellites connected. His phone rang five times before a pickup.

			I was abrupt. “What’s going on? Did you find out anything?”

			“Ah, Daniel,” Jeremy said, “I believe the English phrase would be, the shit has hit the fan. How do you say that in Italian?”

			“’E un casino,” I replied, the Italian “it’s a mess” not quite capturing the English phrase. “Exactly which pile of shit are we talking about?”

			“Yours, my friend. But your tone is becoming so unpleasant. You go to Italy, the land of long lunches and languorous landscapes – oh my, what alliteration! – and suddenly you become brusque. This is hardly fair.”

			“Jeremy!” I was now screaming into my phone.

			Jeremy sighed. “Ah, yes. Well, it seems that your director in Lucca, what is her name? Monstrosity?”

			“Mostelli.”

			“Right. Anyhow, she gave Max the heads-up about the missing Donatello and, as you might imagine, Max is none too pleased.”

			I could see Max stomping down the hall to my empty office, cursing at anyone he could find.

			“So I imagine Max has been calling you, or maybe security, but I think they want some kind of report. Max seemed especially upset that he heard about the thing from Monstrosity –”

			“Mostelli.”

			“Right, and not from you. So I think you need to come up with some kind of excuse. Tell them you’re in Milan trying to follow a lead.”

			“But I’m in Florence,” I said.

			“Daniel, Daniel, Daniel. You have always let truth stand in the way of self-preservation. Listen to me: Max is angry. Tell the angry man what he wants and buy a little time. Maybe the Donatello will turn up.”

			“Sure. And maybe Jesus will show up on the train from Milan,” I snapped. “Did you find out anything from Fritz, or your buddy Mark?”

			“Alas, no. Mark is a very handsome young man but not the brightest lad. And Fritz was nowhere to be seen today. Admittedly, I did snoop around the shipping area but saw nothing that looked like either Jesus or the cross.”

			“Shit,” I said. 

			“That’s the word for today,” Jeremy concluded. “More than enough of that to go around, methinks. I’ve got a donor waiting out in the lobby, so gotta go. Ciao, bambino.”

			And he was gone. 

			I sat for a few minutes staring at nothing, then focusing on some pigeons pecking their way along the walkway. The Italians eat pigeons, I thought, piccione, a delicacy when it’s cooked well. I wondered if I would be considered a delicacy after I was cooked for losing the Donatello. Probably not. More likely end up carrion.

			Clouds were massing south of Florence, and I knew I had stalled long enough. I dialed the direct line to Max’s office. I got Therese first, but quickly got through to the director himself.

			“What the fuck is going on over there?” was how Max began. He was never a man to mince words.

			“I guess you heard about the Donatello problem,” I said. “I was going to call you a little later, after the morning meeting.”

			“Fuck the morning meeting, Daniel. You’ve lost a fifty-million-­dollar statue, and I should have heard about it at dawn. And I should have heard about it from you, not from Mme. Monstrosity or whatever her name is.”

			“Mostelli,” I said. “Max, we’ve got a six-hour time shift, so I was just waiting until eleven your time. I was hoping to have some answers by then.”

			“How’s that?”

			“I’m in Milan,” I lied, “trying to figure out why the original trucking company didn’t show up. I think that could be the whole issue.”

			“Or the Mafia.”

			“Could be the same thing,” I said. Always best to play into Max’s stereotypes. “But I’m working on it. Meanwhile, maybe you can check with Fritz down in shipping to see if he knows anything.”

			“Fritz is still fighting the last world war,” Max replied.

			I replied with a little laugh. “Well, he arranged for the trucking firm, so maybe he knows why they didn’t show up. Or maybe they did show up, I don’t know. I’m still working on it at this end.”

			“You are, eh?”

			“Absolutely. I’m meeting again with the director, Dr. Mostelli, tomorrow, and we’re going to work through any leads here. I think she’s bringing in the police.”

			“As if that would help.”

			“You never know.”

			“Okay, so try answering your phone for a change,” Max said. “I want an update tomorrow. And I’d love a little progress on this. I can’t keep this thing hidden for long – the police and the insurance people over here are going to have a lot of questions.”

			For a while, I just kept pacing on the sidewalk, overwhelmed. The trucks and taxis roared around the station, people rushed along the sidewalks to get to their commuter trains, and I stood there holding my cell phone. It was all too much for one afternoon, too many waves of memory, possibility and problems. I felt a little numb.

			A short Italian woman knocked me out of it, literally, running into my side like a football linebacker. Quickly, I focused on what I had to do next – return to Lucca. I jogged back into the station, bought a second-class ticket, got my suitcase from the locker and went out to Binario 8.

			The train began as a local so was crowded when it left the station. I was lucky enough to grab a seat when I first got on, but then I stupidly surrendered it to a pregnant woman who didn’t even offer a grazie. 

			When the train reached Termini, my car was starting to empty out, and I got a seat at the window. Soon the train was moving north, up into the foothills of the Alps. The train followed the path that Caesar took to meet with Pompey and Crassius two thousand years ago, later a road taken by one of the Archbishops of Canterbury, on his knees, to visit the Pope. Or so the stories go. How much of any story is the truth, I wondered? How much is what we want to believe?

		

	
		
			Chapter 11

			MUNICH

			It had been more than a week since his brother had gone to see the old professor, and Werner von Schondorf was not happy. He had taken another call from M. Rousseau, and had to ask – no, beg – for time. Werner did not like asking, and he abhorred begging. He was, or should have been, the Count von Schondorf. A certain deference should have been his due.

			Should have been.

			Werner’s father, for reasons the old Nazi never explained, had left the title to Gunther, who was now the Graf von Schondorf. So Werner was . . . nothing at all. Or so it seemed to him, especially in the dark hours.

			Werner had many dark hours. He gambled, he drank, he emailed people in certain groups – some of them neo-Nazis, others not – but people who thought as he did. People with grievances.

			“Von Schondorf here,” Werner answered. The old servant, Rudolf, had brought him the phone, and Gunther was afraid that it might be another call from M. Rousseau. It was not.

			“Mr. Schondorf,” came the cheery voice, “this is Leonard Marcus in New York. I understand that you wanted to talk to me about . . . what should I say, a special painting? Is this a good time to talk?”

			“Yes, yes,” Werner replied. His brother had gone into the city on some errand, so Werner wouldn’t have to worry about being overheard.

			“Your line is secure?” the American asked.

			It took Werner a few seconds to translate this in his mind. Secure? What did that mean? Perhaps all Americans had become paranoid.

			“Yes, of course,” Werner said. “We are talking about the Botticelli, of course. The Lost Botticelli.”

			“Which you may have found,” Marcus replied. He put an emphasis on the may.

			“Yes, perhaps so,” Werner answered. “I am not an expert in these things, but we believe it is a Botticelli painting. On Friday, we will know better.”

			“What’s up on Friday?” Marcus asked.

			“We have some experts coming to see the painting,” Werner replied. He wondered how much he should reveal to this voice on the phone. Quickly he came up with a skill-testing question. “Perhaps you know who will be coming.”

			Marcus took a second to think, hemming quietly. “I think you’d get Paolo Bertolini. Isn’t he the big expert on this? I remember reading his book when I was a student.”

			Werner smiled. “An excellent guess, Herr Marcus. Any more guesses? There are three experts coming, I believe.”

			“I suppose Bertolini might bring his protégé, what’s-his-name Bradley. He wrote the book on the Lost Botticelli, but nobody believed him back then.”

			“You may well be right, Herr Marcus, but honestly I do not know. Also, I do not know what the group will decide about the painting. But if it is a real Botticelli, do I gather that your museum would be interested?”

			“Very interested,” Marcus replied. “We would need documentation, of course. This would be a very major purchase, and perhaps very tricky to do . . . legally.”

			“I understand,” Werner said. “Certainly we would cooperate, if we could agree on a figure.”

			“Figure?” the American asked.

			“A price,” Werner said, “is that the right word?”

			“Yes, of course,” Leonard Marcus told him. “I think the line had some fuzz so I couldn’t hear.”

			“There is a collector in Singapore who is interested as well,” Werner told him. Of course, the mysterious man in Singapore had yet to return a phone call, but it wouldn’t hurt to throw him into the mix. “He mentioned a figure of twenty million euros.” Again, Werner had just made up the number.

			“That seems a bit high,” Marcus said.

			Werner smiled. This was a dance, he thought. We will dance around numbers until we get together . . . or until the band stops playing.

			“I do not know,” Werner said, deciding to play the innocent. “It is just a number he mentioned.”

			“I suppose it’s in the ballpark,” Marcus said.

			Werner tried to translate this, but failed. “I’m sorry . . . ”

			“I mean, the twenty million figure isn’t crazy, but it’s a little high given the difficulties. That’s all.”

			“Yes, yes. Well, we will know more on Saturday.” Werner began looking for a pencil and paper, then made some sign language in the direction of the old servant. “Could I get your telephone number? Your personal number, perhaps.”

			Werner wrote the number down, then the two men exchanged pleasantries and promises and ended the call.

			Werner smiled. This seemed to be working out very well, indeed. Now if the collector in Singapore would ever get back to him, then there might be a real bidding war for the painting.

			If. If the painting were a real Botticelli. If and only if.

			“Rudolf,” he said to the old servant. “Bring me a brandy.”

			The old servant gave him a look. Count Gunther had said that Werner was drinking too much, though he’d given no explicit instruction on what to do about it.

			“A brandy, Rudolf. Now.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 12

			LUCCA

			I sat in Verna Mostelli’s cramped office looking at her and not directly at the police inspector sitting in the other chair. Verna was dressed in a very businesslike suit, though I suspected it bore a designer label. The police inspector was in his casual uniform of light-blue shirt and black trousers with a red stripe, but I knew that outfit had been designed by Armani. I felt quite rumpled in comparison.

			“Daniel, would it be all right if we spoke in Italian,” Verna asked. “It would be easier for Inspector Rubino.”

			“Non e’ un problemo,” I said, my miserable Italian accent jarring even my ears. And so we began a frustrating conversation.

			“I understand,” Rubino began, “that a very valuable statue has gone missing. Is that correct, Dr. Bradley?” He was taking notes in a small, spiral-bound notebook. I wondered if Armani had designed that, too.

			“Yes. I was the courier assigned to travel with the statue, to bring it to the museum here in Lucca. I was with it from the time it left my own museum, to the airport, on the flight and on the truck ride here. That’s my job.”

			“But the statue did not arrive?”

			“No. When we unpacked the crate, the only thing inside was a cheap bronze copy of the Venus de Milo,” I said. The image flashed in my mind and still made me cringe.

			Rubino smiled. “Your thief, then, has a sense of humor.”

			“I suppose.”

			“And you are certain this is not a joke.”

			I groaned. “No one would joke with a fifty-million-dollar statue.”

			“Yes, I suppose not,” Rubino agreed. “And the statue has not yet come to the museum, so we have no simple solution to this problem.”

			“Correct,” I said.

			“Dr. Mostelli, you have talked to the movers?”

			“The moving company, yes,” she said. “They, of course, know nothing.”

			“So, Dr. Bradley, perhaps you can take me through all this, step by step. Unfortunately, I am not that familiar with museums and the art world, so perhaps you should treat me as something of a simpleton.”

			I smiled politely. At least he was honest.

			Then I went through the entire history: how Max had arranged for the loan, how I had supervised the packing of the Christus, how I shepherded the crate right across the Atlantic, the problem of the two trucking companies, and the discovery late Sunday night that the statue had been switched.

			Rubino listened and took notes, stopping every so often to ask for dates or explanations.

			“Now I can show you some of this on my cell phone,” I said. I reached into my pocket and pulled out the museum-issued iPhone, which had been my companion for the trip.

			“That would be good,” Rubino said. I found the first picture I had taken of the Christus, when it was still mounted from the ceiling back at The PAM, and handed him the phone.

			“Now what must I do?”

			“Flick it,” I said in English. I didn’t know the Italian word, but I showed him with my finger.

			“Flick, you say,” Rubino repeated.

			He wasn’t getting the gesture quite right, so I reached over and did it myself. “Like this.”

			“Ah, like that. Yes, I see.”

			 No, he didn’t, but Rubino slowly made his way through the photographs. As he watched, he emitted a few oohs and ahhs when something caught his attention. Finally, he reached the last picture of the unveiled Venus de Milo. Rubino shook his head.

			“A tragedy,” he said, looking up at me. “I can see why you are so upset.”

			I smiled.

			“That statue of Venus, I do not think my wife would even allow that in our garden. It is so poorly done.”

			I didn’t know what to say. Was Rubino missing the whole point of this?

			Verna came to my rescue. “The problem, Inspector, is that the statue is missing and has been gone now for three days. We really must conclude that it has been stolen.”

			“Yes, yes, I can see,” Rubino replied. “But what is not clear is where the statue was stolen, or substituted. Clearly the statue has disappeared, perhaps been stolen, but is this an Italian crime?”

			I felt like I’d been slapped in the face.

			“You think this happened somewhere else?” I snapped at him.

			Rubino smiled in return. “We do not know, Dr. Bradley. Your photos tell a story, but if they told the whole story then the statue would be here, would it not? So we must try to surmise what they cannot show us.”

			“Like what?”

			Rubino took a moment to think. “It is possible that someone in Italy knew you were bringing a valuable statue and knew all the details of the shipment – the flight, the size of the crate, the markings on the crate, all of that. And that person would have to duplicate the crate, exactly, and its markings, exactly, and then switch the duplicate crate with the Venus for your crate somewhere – perhaps at the airport, perhaps in the truck when you were sleeping.”

			I turned red in the face. How did he find out about that?

			“But that is so complicated, Dr. Bradley,” Rubino went on. “It involves careful planning and inside knowledge and perfect timing. It is what we see at the movies, but not so much in real life.”

			I nodded. He was right.

			“Here in Italy, if thieves had that knowledge and wanted to steal your statue, they could simply have replaced the truck drivers with their own men, left you at the airport and driven off to points unknown. Or they could have stolen the crate at the airport before it ever got into to the truck. Or they could have stolen the truck when the drivers stopped for coffee. There are much easier ways of stealing a statue, do you see?”

			“So you are saying . . . ? Verna asked.

			“In my estimation,” Rubino concluded, looking at me, “the problem is not here in Italy but back in your country, Dr. Bradley. If the statue is missing, then I suggest you start looking for it at your own museum.”

			Florence, 1485

			By all the outward evidence, Botticelli remained a good Catholic, a faithful son of the church, a painter who excelled in the religious art that was so dominant in cinquecento Italy. But in the 1480s, he began paying less attention to religious work and more to the increasingly powerful secular ideas of the Renaissance. Botticelli was in Florence, after all, the cultural capital of the civilized world, and the dominant Medici family were very fond of classical ideas and literature. The talk in Florence was not of religious issues but of Dante and Petrarch, Plato and Aristotle, the Greek and Roman ideals of art and architecture. Botticelli soon began designing illustrations for a printed manuscript of Dante’s Divine Comedy. 

			Botticelli’s most important secular work was for his old patron Antonio Pucci – a magnificent set of paintings for the marriage chamber of his son. Pucci chose the subject from one of the stories in Boccaccio’s Decameron, and Botticelli created four panels to tell the tale. These were not his finest works; they lacked the fine detail of his religious paintings and the effortless composition that marked the three great tondi. But they were a turning point intellectually for Botticelli. These were very secular, perhaps even risqué paintings designed for a very secular purpose. The images weren’t religious figures that painters had used for centuries – they were very realistic figures drawn from the patron’s family or from Botticelli’s own imagination.

			When Botticelli received a commission to create two enormous works for Lorenzo di Pierfrancesco de’Medici, he was ready to paint his masterpiece – The Primavera. For this painting, Botticelli was set free from any reference to a particular story. He was to imagine a mythological springtime and then paint his vision on a large wooden panel. Botticelli borrowed heavily from the description of Venus’ garden in The Decameron, but then added an extraordinary collection of figures to the work: Venus, the three Graces, Cupid, Mercury, Chloris, Zephyr, and the mysterious and now-famous central figure, Primavera herself. No one had ever attempted such a work before, though thousands of painters would study and copy this work in the centuries to come.

			More secular paintings followed The Primavera. The most famous of these was The Birth of Venus where, once again, Botticelli’s mystery woman appeared as the goddess of love. This was a simpler painting, of course, hence its nickname of Venus on the Halfshell, but still there was a sense of indefinable beauty in the figure of Venus. Like The Primavera, this painting was deeply erotic, not just in the half-covered nudity of its figures but in its very essence. It was as if the sexuality that Botticelli couldn’t put into in his religious paintings, or his life, were finding expression in these mythological works.

			The two paintings were a sensation. Suddenly, there was a tremendous demand for similar works, both for large panels that would take many months to complete and for smaller works that would be more affordable for the many modest merchants of Tuscany. Yet Botticelli confounded his admirers. For each secular work he also produced a sacred painting. For each grand decoration of a Medici salon, he also worked on an altarpiece or a church painting. It was as if Botticelli were torn between the two worlds of his age – the old religious order of the church and the new intellectual excitement of Renaissance humanism.

			This is when Botticelli began his greatest tondo, perhaps his greatest painting: The Madonna of the Library. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 13

			LUCCA

			Verna Mostelli bought me lunch. She offered condolences. She expressed concern. 

			I smiled and drank wine.

			Verna had thought that Inspector Rubino might have done more at this end. “At least he could have taken fingerprints,” she said.

			“That’s only what we see at the movies,” I replied, quoting the inspector.

			She sighed and returned to her lunch.

			I took another sip of the local Sangiovese, then decided that a full glass of the wine might make me feel so much the better.

			Clearly the Italian police were not about to do anything. And that made sense because they had no real proof that anything had been stolen in Italy. Perhaps if Verna had brought in the Italian Art Police, a crackerjack unit that was assigned to stop art thievery from churches and museums, we might have had more success. Or if she’d brought in the Carabinieri, the more serious quasi-military police who tend to walk around with sub-machine guns, something might have happened. But she had not, nor did it make sense for me to call them in. My own role in protecting the Christus was, at best, a bit iffy.

			So we finished lunch and Verna returned to the museum, figuring out a way to mount her Donatello exhibit without the Christus. And I went back to the Albergo di Angelli, checking my watch. It was eight in the morning back home, too early to call The PAM. But not too early to phone Jeremy.

			“So, ducky,” he began, “I’m just getting out of the shower, and let me tell you, you’re missing a truly impressive picture here. I’m looking at myself in the mirror, and I really take my own breath away.”

			I groaned. “Jeremy, we have a fairly serious situation over here.”

			“Well, of course. It’s just past lunch over there, isn’t it? I still hope you’re enjoying the Tuscan sun.”

			“There is no sun today,” I snapped back. “In fact, there’s been nothing but clouds and drizzle for three days.”

			Jeremy made some sound like tsk tsk. “Well, while you’ve been enjoying yourself, sun or no sun, I’ve ended up as your personal secretary, and that is not a role I’d usually take on without a costume. Anyway, your brother called about the Balsamic.”

			“My brother . . .”

			“Your brother. The Reverend Bradley, I believe. He wants two bottles of the aged Balsamic, not just one. Do you copy? Why doesn’t the man just send an email, that’s what I’d like to know.”

			“Yeah, got it,” I said, annoyed. “But let me bring you up-to-date. I just finished a meeting with the Italian police who are about as effective as you’d expect. They plan to do exactly nothing because they think the statue was switched at The PAM.”

			“Interesting,” Jeremy said. “Very interesting.”

			“And you think that’s possible?”

			“It’s possible,” he said. “Anything is possible.” There was a pause. “Can you hold for a second, someone is beeping me.” And then there was dead air.

			Outside my room, the bells of San Frediano were chiming the half hour. Down below, on the streets of Lucca, I could hear murmurs as stores slowly reopened after the lunchtime closing and shoppers returned to the streets. There were bicycle bells down below and more church bells in the distance. This was, or should have been, a kind of paradise.

			“Sorry about that,” Jeremy said abruptly. “A little early morning business.”

			“So, Jeremy . . .”

			“Daniel, you sound so serious,” he said cheerfully. “Maybe you should think about this as an adventure, something to breathe a little excitement into your dull curatorial life.”

			“Let’s focus for a second. Has Fritz come back to work? Has anybody even asked questions of the shipping department?”

			“Hmmm, not sure. The day here hasn’t started yet.”

			“Right,” I said, mentally slapping myself in the head. “Maybe you can ask some questions later.”

			“I’m on it, Inspector,” Jeremy said. “But I do have a little gossip in the meantime.”

			“What gossip?”

			“Your girl Nikki came back from lunch yesterday with the Briggs donation, signed and sealed.”

			Another slap. “What? I’d been working on that for months.”

			“But Nikki closes the deal,” Jeremy said. “I believe,” he paused, “it comes down to blow jobs. I suspect your girl Veronica, or Nikki, as she likes to be called, is particularly adept in that department. And your abilities, Daniel, are untested.”

			“Jeremy,” I groaned. “What happened?”

			“I suspect that Veronica used her talent at lunch with Briggs and got the big donation in return. You, my poor friend, have wasted your time talking to the old sod about family honor and going down in art history when all Briggs wanted was somebody to go down on him. Really, it’s simple.”

			“Do you know this?”

			“I suspect it, Daniel. And let’s just say that my suspicions on these matters are much more accurate than your years of patient research. Trust me.”

			“Lovely,” I groaned.

			“So she might be coming your way,” Jeremy concluded. “She delivered the Briggs million, and you didn’t, so now she’s the proverbial apple of Max’s eye. Hmm . . . strange metaphor, don’t you think? Kind of Magritte-ish.”

			“Jeremy!”

			“Sorry, what were we talking about? Blow jobs?”

			“Jeremy!!”
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			Max phoned me before I could phone him.

			“Tell me you found it,” he began.

			“What’s that?” I replied. The line was unclear, so I guess I heard only what I wanted to hear. “You found it? You found the Donatello?”

			“No, you idiot,” Max snapped back. “I asked if you found it.”

			So much for my excitement.

			“No, nothing.”

			“So what about the Italians? What are they going to do?”

			The answer was another nothing, but I thought it might be best to phrase that truth another way. “Well, there’s been no progress here,” I told him. “The police have been called in, but they don’t think the problem is here in Italy. We met with Inspector Rubino, and he thought the statue switch was just too complicated for local people to pull off.”

			“He said that Italians are stupid?” Max asked.

			“No, he said that there were many simpler ways to steal a statue. The thieves didn’t have to switch containers or put in a substitute like the Venus de Milo.”

			“Damn right,” Max said. “The Mafia would just highjack the truck.”

			“That’s sort of what he thought.”

			“So now what?”

			“He thinks the switch had to take place at The PAM.”

			“Ridiculous.”

			“That’s what I told him.”

			So we had a transatlantic silence, one that was filled with hums and clicks at first, and then no sound at all.

			“Did you talk to Fritz?” I asked.

			“You blaming the old Austrian?” Max snapped.

			“I’m just wondering what he knows. Or maybe Therese. I wonder why the first trucking company didn’t show up. It might be good to find out.”

			“Fucking waste of time,” Max said, “but I’ll have somebody call you. And I’m going to do you two more favors.”

			I waited.

			“First, you’re not fired. Not yet.”

			I didn’t point out that firing me would be a pretty complicated procedure, especially since nothing that happened was really my fault. But I said nothing. A thank-you would be too pathetic.

			“Second, I’m sending Nikki over to help you out.”

			“Veronica?”

			“Yeah, your assistant,” Max said. “She seems to accomplish a lot more than you do lately. She closed the Briggs donation yesterday, something that you couldn’t do over the last . . . how many months? And she deserves a little vacation. Unlike some people around here, the girl actually works hard.”

			Again, I decided to say nothing. But I was storing up a few choice things I’d say to Max when all this was over.

			“Anyhow, Nikki is flying out Thursday night, so she should get to you on Friday. Let’s hope two minds are better than one.”

			“Yeah.”

			“And I’m calling in the police and the insurance people on this. Have to. I can’t keep covering up the disappearance of a fifty-­million-dollar statue, though God knows the press are going to tear us apart on it.”

			“I guess.”

			“We might be able to keep a lid on this thing until the weekend, Daniel. That gives you a few more days. With Nikki’s help, maybe you can find something.”

			“I’m working on it, Max.”

			“Yeah, that reassures me a lot.” And he hung up.

		

	
		
			Chapter 14

			LUCCA

			Time to walk the walls.

			The walls of Lucca are massive: tall as a house, wide enough to hold either cannons or cars, thick enough to repel any artillery known when they were built four hundred years ago. Unfortunately, they were built a few hundred years too late to save Lucca from domination by Florence, and by the 1800s they had become militarily useless.

			But they make for a fine walk when a man is troubled.

			Why was I taking all the heat on this? I was the courier, only the courier. What kind of responsibility did I have, legal or moral or otherwise? I was a curator, not a detective or a security guard. I’d followed the statue into the crate, and the crate on its travels as well as anyone could. Obviously there’d been a switch. Probably it had been at The PAM. But who? Why?

			The likely answer was Fritz, the person who had the most opportunity. Substituting a cheesy sculpture for the Donatello would suit his sense of humor. But what could he do with the Christus? There’d be no way to sell it, and no one to buy it, at least whom he would know. I couldn’t imagine Fritz connected to the art underground that moves stolen masterpieces around the world. Fritz was little more than a glorified shipping clerk; he didn’t move in those circles.

			It was five o’clock and church bells all over Lucca began ringing the hour. Vespers, the sixth of the canonical hours. My brother’s church does a jazz Vespers once a month, probably not the sort of service the Popes ever had in mind. I doubt that the Catholic churches here permit that kind of thing: too sacrilegious, too modern. They still sing Palestrina at St. Peter’s. They still chant. They still think God is what Michelangelo painted on the Sistine Chapel ceiling.

			My cell phone rang.

			“Pronto,” I said. I was reverting to Italian.

			“Is that you, ducky, going native?” Jeremy asked.

			“Yeah, something like that.”

			“I guess Max must have called you by now.”

			“How’d you guess?”

			“Because he’s put up a dart board in his office with your face on it.”

			“Very funny.”

			“Okay, this part is serious,” Jeremy went on. “I was walking by your office and saw somebody sitting at your computer. Naturally, I stuck my smiling face in the door to ask who was manhandling your equipment, as it were, and your visitor turned out to be some security guy. Said he was checking files, and I don’t think he was looking for a virus.”

			“Lovely.”

			“You don’t have anything embarrassing on there, do you Daniel? None of that hetero-porn or stuff like that?”

			“Just the Nude Maja.”

			“Well then, nothing to worry about,” Jeremy said. “Except that Nikki is coming your way. I suppose Max told you.”

			“To help with detective work, is what he said.”

			“More likely to dump the whole disappearing Donatello caper right in your lap, my friend. Don’t trust her.”

			“I never did.”

			“And I have the name of a good lawyer for you. I’ll email it. I have a hunch you’re going to need one.”

			“Thanks.”

			“De nada,” he said. “Is that Italian? Hmmm, no, I don’t think so. Anyhow, you be careful and I’ll keep poking around in closets here to see if Jesus decided to take a walk off that bronze cross. Ciao.”

			I cringed. I am not religious, not like my brother, but I am not sacrilegious, either. I remember that my brother once said I had more faith than he did, only in different things. Perhaps that was true back then, when I was younger, when the world had burned me a little less.

			Now I had faith in . . . what? That the Donatello would turn up as delayed baggage? No. That the Botticelli would be what I hoped for? Maybe. That Laura would be . . . different, that things might have changed? Well, yes. Or no. And what is the line between hope and faith? Too big a question for this day.

			My phone rang again.

			“Pronto. Hello,” I said, covering my bases.

			“Ah, Dr. Bradley,” came the voice. “Perhaps you should add guten tag, but I believe it is guten abend where you are.”

			“Fritz,” I said, surprised to hear from him so quickly. “Max told me that you would call.”

			“And I have called, Dr. Bradley. I am so sorry about the . . . what should we call it? The situation.”

			“The stolen Donatello would be more like it,” I said.

			“Well, we do not know that yet, do we?”

			“No, not yet. But so it seems.”

			“Dr. Bradley, I have heard from people here that you are accusing me.”

			“What?”

			“This is what I hear. That you accuse me of stealing the Donatello and sending you to Italy with an empty crate. Is that not absurd?”

			“Yes, it is.”

			Fritz went on. “We both saw the Christus go into the inner crate. And then you were here when we screwed down the outside crate. That statue, it could not get out if it was Houdini.”

			I smiled. “Yes, that’s true.” Of course, it wouldn’t be too hard for someone with a power drill to unscrew both crates and take the statue out. That could be done in five minutes or less, but I decided not to mention that truth.

			“And so, if the statue is missing, then it must be at the airport, or in Milan, or in the truck.” Fritz paused. “Somehow.”

			“I was watching the crate, Fritz. There was no way it could be switched except at the Milan airport when I had to call another moving company, and even then it would have been very difficult. Do you know what happened to that first set of movers?”

			“Ah, Dr. Bradley, that is not my department. That is yours. Upstairs. I think Therese makes for that.”

			Passing the buck. Well done, Fritz.

			“So that’s all you know?”

			“More than I know, Dr. Bradley. But if I could put forward my opinion?”

			“What’s that?”

			“Stealing the Christus is crazy nuts. No person could sell it. Why would a person do such a stupid thing?”

			“If I knew the answer, Fritz, I wouldn’t still be looking for the statue.”

			So I hung up the phone and walked off the Luccan ramparts, down to the streets below. Fritz denied knowing anything, and that should have come as no surprise. Had he stolen the statue, he wouldn’t have called to admit it. Had he made some mistake in the packing and shipping, he wouldn’t tell me.

			All I really learned was that the shipping had been arranged by Therese, so the moving company that never showed up was really her fault. If it was anybody’s fault. But did this have anything to do with the crate being switched? The level of complication was just too high.

			I walked down the Gia Via Nuova, past the Palazzo Pfanner and then on to my hotel. It was getting dark, but San Frediano was still gleaming white, lit by electric lights even as shadows took over the courtyard in front of it.

			When I got up to my room, I turned on my laptop and checked for messages. There were two – one expected, one not.

			< Daniel, Max is sending me to Italy to help you locate the missing statue. I think he told you already. I’m flying out of here on Thursday, and should arrive in Milan at 9:25 Friday morning (UA 272). I’ll take the train to Lucca and should get in around 2:00. Therese has booked me into your hotel, so I’ll see you for dinner on Friday. Maybe on Saturday we can make some progress on this. Nikki>

			Yeah, sure, I thought.

			More important was the next email.

			< Paolo called this morning. He said he couldn’t reach you by phone, so he asked me to email you. The meeting we anticipated will be on Friday. You know what this means. It is best not to send details by email, so I’ll call your cell phone at nine o’clock. Laura>

			Shit. Cazzo. Scheiße. I would have sworn in more languages if I knew them. Clearly, Paolo had arranged a meeting with the German brothers on Friday, so there’d be no way to change the date. I’d be in Germany when Veronica arrived in Lucca, expecting to be wined and dined by me. 

			So much for that. I hadn’t asked for Nikki to fly over, and didn’t much want or need her assistance. The statue, I was increasingly convinced, was stuck in somebody’s closet near The PAM not in a warehouse in Milan.

			And my priorities were clear. My position at The PAM was increasingly precarious, as the phrase goes, but rescuing the Lost Botticelli would give me a career boost right into New York or Paris or Rome. It was time to stop worrying about the Donatello and start planning for the next life of Daniel Bradley.

			I texted to Veronica:

			<So sorry. Have to be in Florence on Friday. Important meeting. I’ll be back Saturday and we’ll have dinner to make plans for the week ahead. I’m sure you can find ways to keep yourself amused in Lucca until I get back.>

			Then I went out for a light dinner, thinking about the Donatello, the Botticelli and the problems that Veronica would bring with her. And Laura, of course.

			While waiting for my pasta, I breathed the evening air and listened to the people of Lucca moving through the streets. There was a music to their collective speech, a hum like the chorus in an opera. People of many ages were riding their bicycles down the pathways, ringing their bells quite joyfully as they passed. If I could have relaxed, I might have enjoyed all this. But my mind kept running through scenarios that might unfold over the next few days, the possibilities, the dim realities.

			At eight o’clock I went back to my room, made sure my cell phone was charged up, and waited. Precisely an hour later, Laura called. Her voice was low and tense.

			“Daniel, can you hear me?” she began. Not even a hello, just a sound check.

			“Yes, I got your email,” I said. I paused, but heard nothing. “Does the meeting have to be on Friday?”

			“That’s what Paolo says,” Laura replied. “It is all arranged.”

			I skipped to the significant question. “Will you be there?”

			She hesitated, then answered. “Yes. I have decided.”

			I smiled. “And Paolo?”

			“Of course.”

			“So the plan is what?”

			Laura explained. All three of us were to fly to Munich on Friday, arriving within thirty minutes of eleven o’clock in the morning. My ticket had already been purchased, so all I needed was to show my passport and perhaps give the check-in desk a booking reference. Quickly, I wrote that down.

			“So where is the painting?” I asked. “In Munich?”

			“I don’t know.”

			“You don’t know?”

			“That is what I said, Daniel. We’re flying to Munich, but Paolo gave me no more information. He said it was better if I knew very little. You, too. The less we know, he told me, the less danger we are in.”

			“Strange,” I said but couldn’t articulate anything more.

			“He told me to bring equipment to examine the painting, but that was all. We will get more information when we meet at the airport.”

			“In Munich.”

			“As I said.”

			“How long will we be there?”

			“I don’t know. Perhaps overnight. If the . . . it . . . seems possible, then I will need some time to take samples.”

			She paused briefly before the word “it,” perhaps trying to avoid saying “Botticelli.” It felt as if Laura were looking over her shoulder as she was making this call. Or maybe she thought her phone was bugged.

			“How did you arrange to get away?” I asked her.

			“It was not easy,” she said, her voice hesitating again. “Especially because I couldn’t explain to Carlo. Not with you there.”

			Carlo Martini was her husband, a celebrated globe-trotting photographer. Laura must have told him about our history, so she wouldn’t want my name to come up.

			“Best to say nothing,” I agreed.

			“Have you written down the details?” she asked, formal again.

			“Yes. I guess that’s all, then.”

			“It’s enough. I will see you in Munich.”

			“Yes, of course. See you. Ciao,” I said, clicking off.

			I turned and stared out at the dark sky, a few stars sparkling over the hills. I could feel the night breeze blow into the room, carrying its aroma of soil, grape and olive. Beautiful, I thought, this should have been beautiful.

		

	
		
			Chapter 15

			Laura and I had a history, almost an ancient history at this point, one that began with La Boheme and ended with Tosca. I’ve listened to another dozen operas since, but I can’t seem to drive the old arias from my mind. Earworms, they call them. Or perhaps soul worms. They crawl through us, unbidden.

			I met Laura a handful of years ago, when we were both studying in Florence. Back then she was one of a dozen graduate students whom Paolo had taken under his wing. Like all of us, she was an acolyte, dazzled by the brilliance of the grand old man. It was Paolo who introduced us.

			“Cara Laura,” Paolo had said, “this is my wonderful student Daniel. You will like him.”

			Laura just looked up at me, expressionless, perhaps wondering.

			Back then, Laura Francelli looked the graduate student: shapeless clothes, pulled back hair, practical glasses. She bore no resemblance to those Italian fashion models who drape their long legs erotically around a Vespa. Nor was she one of those Italian movie stars whose bikinied photos appear in the scandal sheets. Her body was thin, her face angular and usually set in a serious expression. There was nothing about Laura to have made my eyes look back into hers, but that is what happened.

			Laura and I were both studying Botticelli paintings, but Laura’s approach was in terms of science and restoration and mine was historical, or fanciful, depending on your perspective. She was focused on Botticelli’s paints and his brush-strokes, on the chemical composition of gesso and pigment, on overpainting and Botticelli’s process of creation. I was writing my thesis about the Botticelli tondi – including the famous Madonna of the Pomegranate and The Madonna of Magnificat – their historical context and where they stood in Botticelli’s artistic development. So we were colleagues, at first. Just colleagues.

			I learned, mostly from Paolo, that Laura Francelli came from an ancient and formerly aristocratic Italian family. One of her ancestors was an architect of the Pitti Palace, another was a Doge of Venice, another fought against Garibaldi. But Laura’s own family was fairly modest, owners of a small manufacturing plant on Porto Marghera. The family company was being squeezed by cheap imports, pressure from the EU to modernize and export and the reluctance of all Italians to accept change.

			Laura had a boyfriend, of course, a fellow named Mario who was still in Venice, where Laura was expected to return. For now, until she finished her diploma in art restoration, she had a small apartment in a building near the Santa Maria Novella train station.

			Unlike me, Laura lived in luxury. She had light, air and a stove that actually functioned. I had none of these.

			From London I had arranged to rent two tiny rooms on the ground floor of the Palazzo da Silva, accommodation that sounded quite lovely when it was described by letter, supposedly with marble floors and a decorated beamed ceiling. In truth, my rooms had been storage bins for several hundred years, the marble floors were painted concrete, and the beams in the ceiling were charred from a fire some centuries ago. I managed to live with all this, even the general absence of light, but I never did get used to i ratti, the rats. I began to understand why Italians live at the piano nobile level, or higher still. Light, air and the absence of vermin make a big difference anywhere, but especially in Florence.

			For two weeks, Laura and I were simply fellow students, two members of a small study group. We compared notes, read each other’s rough drafts, and focused on Botticelli – not each other. Laura could read German as well as English and Italian, so she was able to help with articles by scholars in Berlin and Augsburg, which had never been translated. 

			So nothing happened. Laura had Mario and I had “the blondes,” as she would joke later. We worked side by side; we looked at art and tried to understand, to see, as Paolo kept telling us. “Vediate! Vediate! You must look harder! You must understand more.” And always there was more – more to see, more background to take into account, more symbolism, more Biblical imagery, more technique.

			But something was bubbling beneath the surface. One day, Paolo handed us two tickets to an opera, a tourist performance of La Boheme that was compressed into ninety minutes.

			“It will not be very good,” Laura said to me.

			“Perhaps cheesy,” I replied.

			She raised an eyebrow.

			“It means corny or tacky,” I told her. “But why don’t we go see it anyhow? Even a cheesy opera is better than sitting in my apartment. With the rats and all.”

			“Hai paura di ratti?”

			I could only laugh. She already knew the answer. Rats and heights, the two great fears of my life. In reverse order.

			That evening was the first time I’d ever seen Laura in a dress. It was black and slinky, cut somewhat short to reveal quite nice legs. I noticed that Laura was wearing makeup for the occasion – something to accentuate her eyes and darken her lips. But the most amazing transformation was the change in her hair, from simple ponytail to a shimmering mass of dark hair that cascaded down her shoulders.

			“I thought I would dress up for the opera,” Laura explained. “At La Scala, we must dress, so . . .”

			“You polish up real good,” I said.

			Laura shook her head.

			“It’s another English expression. It means you look good. I mean, quite wonderful.”

			“Grazie,” she said. “Ch’e miglio, signore.”

			The opera that evening was about as bad as expected, performed with great exaggeration by a cast of three with a piano filling in for an orchestra. Still, the music had an effect on me, or maybe it was Laura’s perfume in the darkened theater. Maybe it was a conjunction of stars, or the brush of a butterfly’s wing in Slovakia that caused a warm wind in Florence that evening, but when Rudolfo began singing “Che gelida manina,” I thoughtlessly reached over and took Laura’s hand in mine. 

			Surprisingly, she did not push my hand away.

			Later, when we had supper at a little trattoria not far from Laura’s apartment, we sat very close at the small table, and my leg pressed against Laura’s or hers against mine. We drank too much, of course, and laughed too much about the opera, and our work, and the wonderful chaos of the Italian families who filled the rest of the restaurant.

			Then, at some point before the dessert arrived, Laura leaned forward and kissed me. It was a delicate kiss, modest and tentative, but quite lovely.

			“But your boyfriend . . . I . . .”

			“I have no more boyfriend,” Laura replied. “Mario gets angry too much. He is too jealous and too stupid. Not like you.”

			“But . . .”

			Laura put her forefinger to my lips. “That is finished. I did not love Mario, and last week I realized I would never love him.” 

			“And me?”

			Laura said nothing, but she kissed me again.

			In Renaissance painting, this would be a moment decorated with a shower of gold, like the innumerable paintings of the Annunciation where artists struggle to render an extraordinary experience with materials all too temporal. At that moment, I felt showered with the gift of love undeserved, the ultimate mystery of human life. If only such gifts would last.
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			Chapter 16

			MUNICH

			Because my flight to Munich was at ten in the morning, I had to take the train to Pisa the night before. That meant a miserable overnight in a second-rate albergo, but it made sure I’d be at the airport on time to catch the plane.

			As Laura had explained, my ticket was prepaid so I only needed to check in and pick up a boarding pass. I had brought just an overnight case and a magnifying glass, since my examination of the painting wouldn’t require much more than an overview of the design and a look at the brushwork. Laura would need a suitcase of equipment, but I could travel light.

			But not light at heart. I’d be taking off for Munich just as Veronica was landing in Rome. Her arrival would be a problem. I’d be arriving in Munich when I should be keeping her amused in Lucca. But that wasn’t what was really troubling me. What bothered me most was the likelihood that this trip was a fool’s errand.

			Could this painting even be a real Botticelli? Not likely at all. It would be like finding a Rembrandt in your great-aunt’s garage – dimly possible but not at all likely. Botticelli had a studio, a workshop, where various students and garzone would prepare paintings for the master’s final touches or sometimes paint an entire copy on their own. That’s how it worked back then. Of the twenty-seven known versions of Botticelli’s Madonna of the Magnificat, only the painting in the Uffizi is thought to be his original, and the others simply copies made in Botticelli’s studio. Sometimes the inferior quality of a copy makes it obvious at a casual glance but not always. 

			So most likely this newly-found Botticelli would be a studio piece, a copy. Maybe old, maybe new, but most likely a copy. There was no way that Paolo could have told this by looking at a handful of photographs.

			Of course, there was also the chance of a fake. The history of art is dotted with fakes produced by gifted copyists and forgers. Dozens of convincing Vermeers were painted in the 1930s by Hans van Meegeren, some so good they fooled the finest art historians of their time. An “artist” named Elmyr de Hory created hundreds of “masterpieces” which hung on museum walls around the world until his career was unmasked in 1964. So the mysterious Munich Botticelli might be a skillful 19th-century fake, and that would be difficult to see at a glance. Paolo always told me that a fake revealed itself in the sensibility of the person who paints it, that any artist unconsciously carries the styles and ideas of his own time even if trying to copy a masterpiece of the past. “There are many ways to fool science,” Paolo would say, “but it is harder to fool the educated eye.”

			Perhaps, I replied at the time. But educated eyes have been fooled many times, and each year the science gets better. That’s why we needed Laura.

			When I walked from the jetway, I found Paolo waiting in the sun-filled galleria for me. He was dressed formally, as always, in a three-piece suit that was virtually his trademark. Now he had a black cane that might have been a fashion accessory if he didn’t actually need it for walking

			“Ah, Daniel, you are here!”

			“You weren’t sure?” I asked him.

			“I do not understand these electronic tickets,” he said. “For me, it is a great mystery. One of the great mysteries.”

			I smiled. Paolo had a tendency for melodrama that often made me smile.

			“And Laura?”

			“Soon, my friend. Her flight should arrive in thirty minutes. We have time for caffè. Or are you now drinking cappuccino like your countrymen?” He smiled. A sly dig.

			“Espresso,” I said, “ma lungo.” A real Italian would never water down his espresso, but I was not un Italiano vero. As had been pointed out to me.

			Paolo and I sat down with our coffees at two adjoining chairs in the galleria, far removed from anyone else.

			“And so,” I began in English, “what are the chances?”

			“Chances?” Paolo replied.

			“That the Botticelli is really a Botticelli. That this tondo is really the lost Madonna of the Library.”

			Paolo shook his head. “Daniel, how can we know unless we proceed with an open mind? Life is about chance, and taking chances. Did I not teach you that?”

			Perhaps it was a lesson I had missed.

			“Today I am eighty-one years old,” Paolo declared. “It is my compleanno, and my wife is angry that I am not home with her and the girls. But I am here to take a chance that this painting is a real Botticelli. And if it is, it would be a very wonderful birthday gift. It is worth the chance, at least to me. I hope it is worth as much to you.”

			“Of course,” I said. “I’ve been looking for this tondo for twelve years. To come this close . . . well, even this close would be worth everything. And you have seen pictures.”

			“Yes, but not good-quality photographs. And how much can we ever tell from a photograph? What I have seen looks very possible, but only possible. The brothers who have the painting are looking for a real judgment, for good eyes such as yours to authenticate the painting. And for good science such as Laura’s to back up what we see. Then, if the painting is genuine, I will be looking for a way to bring such a masterpiece back to Italy.”

			“And if not?”

			“Then we will enjoy a fine dinner and head back to our homes tomorrow morning,” Paolo said, grinning widely. “My wife will be happy; you will be disappointed; and life will go on. In the meanwhile we have today, a day full of possibility. Come, Daniel, let us go over to Laura’s gate.”

			I suppose I could have told him that my current life was more full of grief than possibility, but why? He would dismiss the loss of the Donatello as a temporary confusion, or worry too much about it, or call someone in Milan to try to help me . . . and we’d all be distracted. This trip to Munich was about one thing, the Botticelli. It should be simple.

			Paolo did not walk as quickly as he once did. To help him, I managed to wave down an electric cart driver, and she brought the two of us very quickly to another section of the Munich airport. A look at the arrivals board showed that Laura’s plane from Venice would be late by fifteen minutes. Paolo didn’t want to speak about the Botticelli in a public area, so we passed the time talking about his daughters and an exhibit I was planning for The PAM, assuming I still had a job there when this was all finished.

			When the plane from Venice pulled up to the gate, I realized that I was much too excited about seeing Laura. I felt like an overanxious teenager, and that was foolish. I should stop being foolish, I told myself.

			Laura was the tenth passenger to emerge from the jetway, and surely the most striking woman in the airport. Her hair glowed under the bright sun of the galleria, her lips sparkled, her smile widened when she saw Paolo and me.

			“Laura, you are always so lovely,” Paolo began.

			Laura simply shook her head, then kissed Paolo on both cheeks. To me she offered a handshake.

			“I brought some equipment to take samples,” she said, matter-of-factly. “But only if you think there is any point to it.”

			“We won’t know, Laura dear, until we see the work itself. Photographs are wonderful things, but they are only photographs. As I taught you both . . . when was it?”

			“Twelve years ago,” I said.

			“Twelve years and three months,” Laura corrected.

			I looked into her eyes, but she turned away. Laura was right, of course. Twelve years and three months ago was almost exactly when I flew back to North America for my first curatorial job. Laura had not come to the airport, then, to see me off. She said she couldn’t bear it, and perhaps that was true.

			 “Come, let us have a little lunch,” Paolo suggested. “Our ride will not be here until one o’clock.”

			The three of us headed off to one of those miserable terminal restaurants, this one offering German cuisine. After a week of fine Italian lunches, my pile of wurst, sauerkraut and potatoes was a disappointment, but the excellence of German beer almost made up for it. Laura merely pecked at something that pretended to be a salad. And Paolo was enthusiastic about his meal, as he was enthusiastic about almost everything.

			Throughout the lunch, Paolo remained mysterious about where we were going and whom we were meeting. He said he thought about bringing the photographs he had already received, but decided it would be best if our eyes were fresh when we examined the tondo itself. Laura simply listened to the conversation, reminding us that her role would be very limited. Without large X-ray equipment, all she could really do was establish a probable date when the painting was created. 

			“A reasonable estimate is all we can ask for,” Paolo told her. “But let me thank you for joining us on this enterprise. I am too old to do this kind of thing on my own.”

			We both tried to object, but Paolo waved it away.

			“I must tell you now,” Paolo went on, “that we must all be cautious. We are not dealing with nice men. There are two brothers who hold the painting. Or so it seems. One is very greedy and the other is perhaps . . . reasonable. If the painting is real, I will have to deal with both of them, but my hopes are always with the reasonable man.”

			“And who are these Germans?” I asked.

			“Better if you don’t know,” he told me. “If there is a problem, then you won’t know who they are, and they won’t know you. The three of us will not refer to each other by name,” he said, looking at Laura and me. “It will be better. Trust me. If there is risk, let me take it.”

			More melodrama, I thought, but said nothing. We were dealing with art collectors, not the Mafia.

			“So what is my name?” Laura asked.

			“How about Eleonora?” Paolo suggested. “She was the one who first owned the painting.”

			“Mi piace,” Laura replied. “And Daniel?”

			Paolo looked at me. “I thought ‘Curly.’ Because Daniel has curly hair. And I always liked the cowboy in Oklahoma, if you young people know that musical.”

			Laura and I looked blankly at him, but the matter was decided. So the three of us – Paolo, Eleonora and Curly – went out to the arrivals exit as if we were looking for our tour bus. Waiting for us was an older man in a dark suit with a card that read “Dr. Bertolini.” Paolo spoke briefly with the man in German and then we were led outside to a Mercedes van. The van driver was also in a dark suit and his eyes were hidden by sunglasses.

			Paolo explained that these two men would be riding in front, behind a tinted glass shield, and that the three of us were to sit in the windowless back of the van.

			“But then we’ll have no idea where we’re going,” I said.

			Paolo sighed. “That is the point, Daniel. The less you two know, the safer you will be. In truth, even I do not know exactly where we are going.”

			“Because?” Laura asked.

			“Because the brothers don’t want anyone to know where the painting is being kept. They’re afraid we might reveal the location to the Italian Art police, who would then seek a warrant to seize the work.”

			“Could they do that?” I asked.

			“The painting was taken from Italy, somehow, at some time,” Laura replied. “Under Italian law, it belongs to Italy.”

			“Perhaps,” Paolo replied. “But it would take time to lay the claim, and there would be legal hurdles. Who really owns a painting that has disappeared for five hundred years?” Paolo asked, as he might ask a philosophical question to a graduate class. “Under German law, the matter is not clear. We do not have provenance or a clear chain of ownership. For this painting, we cannot even prove it ever existed.”

			“If it exists,” I said. “If it’s really the Lost Botticelli.”

			Laura shook her head. She seemed disappointed with both of us, and perhaps with good reason. We had disappointed each other many years ago.

		

	
		
			Chapter 17 

			SCHLOSS AMMERSEE

			While our conversation was going on, the Mercedes had taken us a good ten minutes from the airport. For a while, I tried to remember the motion of the van just in case I would have to reproduce the route, but the highways around Munich are mostly circular and I soon lost any sense of direction. All I knew for sure was that we drove on a highway for forty-five minutes and on a set of smaller roads for fifteen minutes after that. Finally, the van stopped at a gate, at least judging from the sounds of an intercom and a scraping mechanism while the van waited. Three minutes later, the van pulled to a full stop, and the side door was opened.

			We were inside a large building, perhaps a castle given the age and size of the stones making up the walls. The three of us were led up a set of stone steps to a door that dated from the middle ages, judging from its wood and hardware, and then into a cold entry hall. Now there was some light coming from outside, and a few dim light fixtures whose wiring had been snaked around the ancient walls. This really was a German castle – a schloss – but not one in good repair. The polished stone floor was cracked and chipped, the walls stained from leaks that must have come from high above us, the once ornate ceiling now spoiled by cracked and fallen plaster.

			“Ah, you have arrived,” I heard from another room. There was a set of quick, precise steps, and then a man appeared in front of us.

			“I am sorry about the . . . precautions,” the man said, stepping forward. “Paolo and I discussed the matter, and we decided that anonymity would be best.”

			The man’s English was flawless, though a little clipped in the German manner. He was of middle height, perhaps sixty years old, bald with a tonsure of white hair. His face seemed chiseled, each feature distinct and sharp, unlike the round faces of many south Germans. His look and bearing suggested a kind of nobility or perhaps revealed a military background. The man stood stiffly, even when trying to seem at ease, and his smile was more forced than genuine.

			“However, there seems no harm in telling you that my first name is Gunther. My brother, whom we will meet later, prefers that we do not use his name at all.”

			“Charming,” Laura muttered.

			Gunther picked up on that comment. “No, it is not, my dear,” he told her. “And I am sorry. If this were entirely up to me, things would be different. But let me try, at least, to be a reasonable host. We have coffee and cakes in the salon. After your trip, you must want to refresh yourselves.”

			Gunther’s speech was strangely archaic, as if he had learned English from reading 19th-century novels. Still, he seemed pleasant enough. 

			We followed him into a drawing room. Like the rest of the castle, there was a sense of faded elegance: antique furniture with frayed fabric, water-damaged frescoes decorating the walls, spalling plaster medallions on the ceiling, remnants of gold leaf now worn away. On a long table was a coffee carafe in the Turkish style, a set of delicate cups in Meissen porcelain and an array of cakes and tortes. Gunther poured small cups of coffee for us, and we tasted a few of the dry German tortes. He asked about our flights, and Paolo responded with pleasantries. After twenty minutes or so, Gunther was ready to tackle the real business of the day.

			“It would be best,” Gunther began, “to speak a little before my brother arrives. He is, as you know, Paolo, not as reasonable as I.”

			“Let us say that your brother has a different agenda,” Paolo replied.

			“Yes,” Gunther agreed, “he has always had a different agenda. Regardless, let us assume for the moment that the Botticelli is genuine.”

			“It would be better if we could see the painting,” I broke in. “Even a quick look could tell. . .”

			Paolo motioned for me to be quiet. 

			“Yes, but let us just assume, for now, that the painting is what it seems to be,” Gunther went on. “On the market, this painting would be worth perhaps ten million euros? Perhaps more?”

			Paolo smiled. He knew that estimate to be low, but there were complications in this case.

			“Yes, certainly,” Paolo replied. “But such a price is possible only if the ownership of the painting is clear. In this case, my friend, we are dealing with art that was stolen at least once, five hundred years ago. Perhaps it has changed hands since, perhaps honestly, perhaps not. But to sell such a painting, you would need a clear record of ownership. Some documents. And even then, the government of Italy would certainly make a case that this was taken illegally from the country. The whole question of authentic ownership and illegal ownership has become very complex, as you know.”

			“If the tondo were genuine,” I spoke up, “you couldn’t sell it. No auction house would take it. No private buyer in his right mind. . . .”

			This time Paolo just shot me a look.

			“Yes, of course,” Gunther said. “I read the newspapers. I know how difficult all this has become. If the painting were in Italy, your art police would yank it off my wall and say it was part of Italy’s patrimony.” His brows furrowed at the thought. “But we are not in Italy.”

			“True,” Paolo said. He smiled, trying to ease the tension.

			“For the moment, we are nowhere, about to look at a painting that does not really exist. It is a painting that may never have existed, if the history books are correct. It is a situation that is, what is a word you have for this, bizarre?”

			“Yes, it is all hypothetical. Hypothetisch,” Paolo repeated in German.

			“But let me get to my point,” Gunther went on. “This painting, if it is genuine, clearly has some considerable value. My father risked his life to bring it here. It has been part of our family for a generation. For my brother and I to give up the painting, you will understand, we must look for something in return. A quid pro quo,” he added, throwing in one more language.

			“Yes, I understand,” Paolo replied.

			Gunther smiled, encouraged. “For me, it comes down to the roof.”

			“The roof?”

			“The roof of this schloss needs very major repairs, very expensive repairs,” Gunther explained, his eyes drifting upward. “These repairs might easily reach two million euros. This is money my family does not have.”

			Paolo nodded. “So you would like me to set up a deal of some sort, to act as a broker.”

			“Yes, but very quietly,” Gunther said. “There are legalities, of course, and we would like to get around those. Perhaps a private foundation could make a donation . . . to roof repairs. And we, in turn, would see to it that the painting should come back to Italy.”

			“That might be possible,” Paolo told him. “I could speak to some people about this.”

			“Excellent,” Gunther replied. “But only if we can keep utmost secrecy.”

			“Of course.”

			Gunther looked over his half glasses at Paolo, and then at Laura and me. “Because, if there is a problem, then this painting does not really exist, my friends. And today, our visit today, it never happened. You do understand this.”

			Paolo nodded again and repeated, “Of course.”

			So the conversation ended. Gunther’s position was clear: someone had to pony up two million euros or this painting would disappear again, perhaps for another five hundred years. While such an arrangement wasn’t legal, it wasn’t altogether unreasonable. Who really owned this painting, after all? Who really owned any work of art?

			But we had come to Munich to deal with a simpler and more immediate question: was this a real Botticelli? Was it the long-lost Madonna of the Library? To me, that mattered more than anything else.

			“And now, you must wish to see the painting. It is time, yes?” Gunther said, standing stiffly.

			Gunther went somewhere to get a set of keys, then led the three of us up another set of stairs and down a long hallway. The only sound was an echo as our footsteps bounced off the polished stone floor. The rest of the castle was large but mostly empty of furniture and certainly without any tapestries on the walls to muffle sound. It felt strangely unoccupied, almost like a tomb with its cold air and damp walls.

			At last we came to another wooden door, much like the one which led from the parking courtyard. This one was braced with heavy iron crossbars with ornate iron hinges stretching across the entire width.

			Gunther pulled out an antique key that seemed to click open one of the door’s locks. Then he used a more modern key, turning it in another lock, that opened another set of locks with a solid clunk.

			“The gallery, my friends,” Gunther said, ushering us inside the ­mostly-dark room. “It held the family collection for almost two hundred years, ever since my great-great grandfather, the first Count . . .”

			Paolo cut him off. “No names, please. Remember . . .”

			“Yes, yes,” Gunther replied. He seemed embarrassed, as if his ordinary introduction of the family history was being frowned upon by a stern schoolmaster. “And so.”

			Gunther flicked several switches, and suddenly the dark room was flooded with halogen light. The gallery was long, stretching at least twenty meters, and the walls on each side had plaster discolored where once there had been paintings. Now the room was virtually empty. There were a few small portraits by second-rate painters, probably 19th-century Germans, a decent Wilhelm Liebel on the right wall, and what was obviously a reproduction Degas, some kind of giclée print, on the left wall.

			“You see the sad situation we have come to,” Gunther told us. “In the time of my grandfather, there were more than a hundred paintings here. Even in my father’s time, there were still fine paintings and some excellent antiquities. But now, now it has come to this . . .”

			“What a sad thing,” Paolo sighed. 

			“Why did you sell the art?” I asked. It was a naïve question. Why does anyone sell art except that money is tight and tastes change.

			“Necessity,” Gunther replied. “Necessity and excess, I suppose, but that is not a story for this afternoon. It is not really a story worth telling.”

			“Where is the Botticelli?” I asked. “I don’t see it.”

			“The tondo has never been on the walls of this gallery,” Gunther explained, “for reasons that we may discuss later. But please come.”

			At the far end of the gallery were three stone arches. At one time, there must have been a painting in each archway, but now the stone walls were bare. 

			“This is only to fool intruders,” Gunther announced. “Even when your American armies took over the castle, no one discovered what was behind here.” He went off to the far right corner, pulled out a stone and turned something inside the wall causing a metallic crunch. Gunther returned to the left arch, dusting off his arm, and pushed at the stones. The stones were, in fact, a heavy counterbalanced door that opened with a creak. Behind the seeming stone wall was a secret room. 

			Gunther hit another light switch inside the room, and a single bulb gave out a dim light. He beckoned, and the three of us walked inside.

			Propped against one wall was the Botticelli tondo.

			I took two steps toward the work and fell to my knees. I had to reach out and touch the golden frame, just to make sure that this was real and not a dream.

			Florence, 1497

			As the calendar approached 1500, the citizens of Florence grew fearful. There were prophecies that the world might end at the stroke of midnight. The government was in disarray after the expulsion of Piero de’Medici in 1494. The city was threatened both by Rome to the south and by France to the north. And there was a new preacher, Savonarola, calling for people to renounce gambling, personal luxury and dissolute entertainment.

			Botticelli was now at the height of his career. His studio – almost an art factory with a dozen garzoni doing preparatory work and copies of his masterpieces – was working overtime preparing canvases, grinding paints and trying to meet the demands of a public that acknowledged Botticelli as a grand master. And yet Botticelli himself was still as childish as he had been thirty years before. He worked intensely, or not at all. He curried favor with the Medici, but was sometimes abusive and ill-mannered. He seemed uninterested in the wealth that was flowing into his pockets, and sometimes spent days studying a work of ancient poetry or philosophy.

			Increasingly, Botticelli was coming under the influence of his brother Simone, and Simone was a Piagnono – a follower of Savonarola. Within a year, both Sandro and Simone were sacrificing their “vanities” at the church of San Marco or to roving gangs that came pounding at their doors screaming for items to be tossed into the Bonfires of the Vanities. Simone surrendered his playing cards, his carnival masks and his tenor flute. Sandro gave up his gambling cards and dice, then some trial sketches he had made for The Primavera, and finally some books from his small library. Such sacrifices would give them purification, Savonarola preached, when the apocalypse came. And the apocalypse was coming soon.

			On February 7, a gang of Piagnoni created an enormous bonfire in front of the Palazzo Vecchio and then proceeded to the palace to demand entry. They wanted, above all, to throw Botticelli’s sacrilegious Madonna of the Library onto the fire, but the guards managed to hold the crowd outside. Later that night, however, one of those guards quietly removed the offensive painting and put it on a donkey cart that would take it to the nearby town of San Gimignano. “For safekeeping,” he told his superiors. But the tondo would never return.

			When Fra Antonio, Prior of the Church of San Agostino, heard the knock on his door, he was meditating, engaged in a kind of prayer that would become an essential part of the church in just a few more decades. Fra Antonio’s meditation was so intense that he almost ignored the interruption, but the knocking continued. He went to the door and found his brother outside, standing with a friend.

			The pair had travelled more than a day to bring a very special painting to the Church of San Agostino. It took both men to lift the canvas-wrapped painting from the horse cart and bring it into the church. Only when it was safely inside did Antonio unwrap his gift. The first sight of the painting took away his breath: Botticelli’s greatest tondo, saved from the Bonfires of the Vanities.

			Antonio was not altogether joyful about this surprising gift to his church. He knew very little about art, but he did know that the frame had the Medici emblem, and the family would certainly not appreciate one of their paintings ending up at a minor church in San Gimignano. Nonetheless, Antonio was quite taken with it. The Madonna was very beautiful and the saints unlike any others he had seen before. Even ignoring the craftsmanship, the fine shading of the faces and fabrics, the delicate shimmer of gold leaf, even ignoring all that, there was much in the painting that Fra Antonio might want to contemplate.

			So the Prior decided that the tondo would not hang in the church of San Agostino; indeed, the church already had a splendid Pollaiolo over the High Altar and a number of frescos by Benozzo Gozzoli in the chancel. Instead, Antonio ordered the tondo taken to his personal quarters behind the church. There, in better light during the day and illuminated by candlelight at night, the painting would serve as a focus for his meditations, perhaps an inspiration for his work in the church. The Madonna of the Library would hang on that wall for a quarter of a century.

		

	
		
			Chapter 18 

			SCHLOSS AMMERSEE

			I am sorry, but there has been no restoration, no cleaning,” Gunther told us. “The painting is, today, just as my father brought it here.”

			But was it a Botticelli? 

			Absolutely. Almost absolutely. Yes, yes, I was sure – and then – doubt.

			Despite the aging and dirt and yellowed varnish, everything I saw spoke of Botticelli’s hand, not just the work of his studio assistants, but the master himself. The face of the Virgin was wonderfully realistic, with the subtle tones and gradations that only Botticelli and Leonardo ever really mastered in their time. The Madonna had the same face as that of Venus in Birth of Venus and the face of Spring herself in The Primavera, but unlike many paintings of the Renaissance, this Virgin was looking out at the viewer. At me. At that moment, the Virgin Mary was looking right at me, her eyes reaching out to me across five hundred years.

			Just as I had written in my thesis, the background of the tondo was a library, with walls of books suggested in the shadows. Even the Christ child was holding a book, as if the baby Jesus were capable of reading on His own.

			Shining down on the Virgin and Child was a fabulous shower of golden rays, even more delicate than those of The Madonna of the Magnificat. Botticelli had once trained as a goldsmith, and perhaps that gave him the ability to apply gold leaf like the rays of the sun from the top of the painting, gold over the robe of the Virgin, and gold on the sleeves of the other figures. 

			Surrounding the Virgin were three principal figures, one of them perhaps the poet Poliziano, beside him a rendering of Pierfrancesco de’Medici, and beside him was, quite possibly, Botticelli himself. The careful detail in each figure was extraordinary, another hallmark of Botticelli in his prime. 

			Behind all the figures was a library, perhaps the mythical library at Alexandria, rendered as a kind of distant Flemish hillside fantasy. This, too, was typical of the time, but the placement and balance of the distant landscape were pure Botticelli. Just as I had guessed a dozen years ago, this tondo must have dated from the 1480s.

			And just as I had predicted, this tondo was the greatest of them all.

			“Da . . . Curly,” I heard from over my shoulder. I turned and saw Laura looking down at me. “The rest of us would like a turn.”

			“Oh, yes. Of course,” I said, feeling warmth in my cheeks. “I’m sorry.”

			I got up from the floor and looked at the others with a little embarrassment. Now Paolo and Laura were staring down at the painting. Gunther was looking at me.

			“So it is a real Botticelli,” Gunther said.

			I was caught. I’d revealed too much. “I . . . uh, I can’t say for certain.”

			Gunther just smiled at me. “So you have spent five minutes on your knees in front of a fake?”

			“No, I . . . uh . . .”

			Paolo came to my rescue. “First impressions tell us very little,” Paolo commented, though this was not at all true. First impressions, Sir Kenneth Clark used to say, are often the most accurate of all. Still, Paolo went on, “We must all study the piece carefully. And Lau . . . our young lady scientist must do her testing. To say anything at this point would be premature.” Paolo was saying this for my benefit, as well as for Gunther’s.

			“Of course,” Gunther replied. “I would expect you to be very thorough. Perhaps I should leave the three of you alone with the work. You would then be free to examine it, and this young lady could do her tests, so long as the painting is not damaged.”

			“I’ll need my travel bag,” Laura told him.

			“I will have it sent up,” Gunther replied, looking at his watch. “Dinner tonight will begin at eight. By then my brother will be here, and you three, perhaps, will have some preliminary conclusions.”

			Paolo nodded, and Gunther withdrew. He closed the heavy wooden door behind him, but didn’t lock it. Did this imply trust? Or did it simply recognize the impossibility of our running away from a castle whose name and location we could hardly guess?

			When the door was closed, Paolo turned his eyes from the painting to Laura and me. “Let us get this perhaps-Botticelli out into the light,” Paolo said. “It will take the two of you to lift. Best to set it on the floor near those windows.” He looked at his watch. “We have only three hours for this.”

			“I’m certain they’ll give us some time tomorrow,” Laura said.

			“Yes, yes,” Paolo replied, “and the light will be morning light, much better than what we have now. But we must reach some kind of agreement on the work before dinner tonight. There will be questions about it. We must know what we think, and what to ask the brothers.”

			Laura and I got on either side of the tondo and began to lift it by the frame.

			“Careful,” Paolo cried.

			The advice was redundant, of course. All three of us knew the importance of care and careful movements. I’d damaged more than one work of art through sheer thoughtlessness, though I think I’m better now than I used to be. Fortunately, the tondo’s frame was well connected to the tondo itself, and that made it easy to move. 

			We had just eased the painting onto the floor when the gallery door opened and the van driver, now dressed as a servant, brought in Laura’s travel case. Quickly, she opened the case and brought out gloves for the three of us.

			“Daniel, see if you can open those shutters,” Paolo asked. “We need light.”

			The gallery had eight windows, four on each side, but they seemed almost permanently shuttered. Still, any daylight source would be better than the halogens mounted high in the ceiling. I went over to the center window and found a set of levers that pushed back the shutters. Then I did the same on the other side. Soon the old gallery was flooded with light – sunlight from two sides and halogen light from overhead.

			Under the brilliant light, the painting’s gilded frame positively sparkled, and the painting itself revealed more of the beauty hidden beneath its yellowed varnish.

			“What do you think?” Laura asked Paolo. My opinion, I suppose, was already obvious.

			Paolo smiled as he looked down at the work. “Daniel, I think we agree.”

			I could read his mind. “It’s Botticelli,” I said. “I think by Botticelli’s own hand. None of his garzone could have done this. And I think it’s from the great period, around the time he painted The Primavera, around 1488.” Even as I spoke, I could feel my heart beating faster.

			I’d found it. The Lost Botticelli. After a dozen years of searching and researching, the painting was right in front of my eyes.

			“So you both think this is the lost tondo?” Laura concluded.

			“Everything . . . everything is right,” I told her. “Everything that we can see.”

			Paolo joined in. “Everything is as you predicted, Daniel. But it is finer than I expected – better technique, better color, better preservation. See how the Virgin is looking at us, catching our eyes. That was so rare in the early Renaissance. Not until Leonardo do we see that, the tiny speck of light reflected in the eye. The look, the look of real life.” For a moment Paolo was lost in his own contemplation of the painting.

			We had made our first judgments, that visceral first response – the blink – which is often so accurate. For both Paolo and I, men who had studied the known Botticelli works so painstakingly over so many years, the blink response had real value. But the real work of authentication takes much longer and requires much more care. This is true both for curators and art historians and for scientists like Laura. It is especially true when the history of the work isn’t clear. For the tondo in front of us, there was no provenance, no documentation. no markings. It was a painting whose history had ended, abruptly, five hundred years ago. Yet there it was, right in front of our eyes.

			“So you both agree,” Laura asked, still looking to Paolo for a definitive answer.

			Paolo sighed. “This painting is a miracle, Laura. Its survival is a miracle, and our finding it is a miracle. God has brought this painting to us, and now it is up to us to save it . . . to bring it home.”

			So we began the detail work. Paolo pulled out a notebook while Laura began unpacking her equipment. Laura handed me a tape measure, and we took careful measurements of the tondo and its frame. The painting itself was 143 centimeters in diameter, exactly the same size as the two tondi currently in the Uffizi. That made The Madonna of the Library somewhat smaller than the Botticelli tondo in Berlin, but still very large for its time. Of course, the Berlin tondo crowds eight angels – all Medici relatives – in beside the Virgin Mary, so the work almost had to be larger. The Madonna of the Library was more pure, a simple composition of Mary, Jesus and the three Wise Men. It was, to my eye, perfect. I couldn’t stop looking at it.

			Laura was more matter-of-fact. “I know you can only see the painting, Daniel, but take a moment to look at the frame.”

			“Hmm, nice,” I said.

			“Nice?” she replied. “Do you have any idea the level of workmanship in this? It’s much more than nice.”

			Laura was right: the gilded frame was magnificent. It was ornately carved with stylized acanthus leaves reaching out to a twinned ridge at the outside. Mixed in with the design were six raised and heavily gilded globes, the emblem of the Medici family. 

			“What’s strange,” Laura told us, “is that both the picture and the frame survived together, intact, all this time.”

			“Strano o curioso?” Paolo asked, switching to Italian. There was a distinction.

			“Forse bizarro, or suspicious as you say in English.” Laura replied. 

			I felt like my heart had climbed up into my throat. “A fake,” I said. “You’re thinking it’s a fake.”

			“I’m not thinking anything, Daniel. Not yet.” Laura’s voice was trying to soothe me.

			“But you said . . .”

			“I just said strange, Daniel. I think the frame is quite authentic, and I think when I test the gold leaf and the gesso, it will confirm that. But it’s so rare for both the painting and its frame to survive together, and these look like they’ve never been separated.”

			“Laura has a point,” Paolo agreed.

			“And the picture itself, Daniel, is exactly what you described in your thesis. And what did you base that on? If I remember, you had only two letters from Botticelli’s contemporaries and you really made up the rest, didn’t you?”

			I didn’t know how to respond. Laura knew. Laura knew everything.

			“So it’s as if someone read your thesis, Daniel, and painted exactly what you described.”

			I felt embarrassed, then angry with myself for getting embarrassed.

			“But Laura . . . look, vedi, vedi.” I pointed at the painting, desperately. This was The Madonna of the Library, I knew it, I could feel it. 

			Laura wouldn’t let up. “Has it occurred to you that we might all be involved in authenticating a fraud?”

			I felt like I’d been slapped in the face. 

			“Perhaps, Laura,” Paolo said in a soothing tone. “Perhaps. We must always allow for fraud or fakery. However wonderful the work – and I do think it’s wonderful – we must be careful tonight and say nothing definite. Your work at the laboratory will give us very important information. It will either confirm or deny what Daniel and I feel about the painting.”

			So reasonable he was. Paolo was always so reasonable.

			But there was no question in my mind. Everything we examined was correct for a real Botticelli from the 1480s. The craquelure of the painting was right for its age; the discoloration of the varnish seemed at the appropriate level, the colors – the expensive blues from ground lapis lazuli and the Tyrian purple extracted from mollusks off the African coast – these were the ones Botticelli favored. Most tellingly, the perspective of the idealized landscape was exactly what Botticelli pioneered in Italy even if he might have borrowed the idea from visiting Flemish artists.

			But I didn’t argue any of this. There wasn’t time for that.

			Paolo did a sketch of the work while Laura scraped samples from the frame. I was busy with a magnifying glass, examining the brushstrokes. An artist’s brushwork isn’t a fingerprint because it changes with different paintings and at different times in a career, but there are similarities that can be seen. To my eye, based on what I remembered from my days as a student, the brushwork looked like Botticelli’s on the other tondi. It would have been better, of course, to have a set of close-up photographs under angled light, but that wasn’t an option. For now, my memory would have to suffice.

			Laura finished with the frame and reached into her case for a digital camera. Soon she was snapping hundreds of photos at various angles and distances. Then she put a high-powered led lighting band around her forehead and began studying the painting through the magnifying glass. Unlike me, Laura examined the surface systematically while asking Paolo to take notes.

			It was Laura who saw the flaws and imperfections in the work, the places where the varnish had been scratched and the fact that the lower portion was dark with soot. Paolo added notes to the sketch in his notebook, marking the spots where Laura saw an important detail. 

			At the end, Laura took off the headband and looked at both of us.

			“I have one serious problem with the painting,” she announced.

			We waited. I was breathless. Even Paolo seemed tense.

			“It is too good to be true.”

			Blunt. She was always too blunt.

			“Too good?” I replied. Surely this was a Botticelli original, I thought. All the indicators were in front of us.

			“There’s not enough damage,” Laura told us. “Any five-hundred-year-old painting should have suffered far more than this one has. It should have peeling paint and botched attempts at restoration. It should have a feeling of great age. And what do we have here? One peeling corner, some wood separation, and a great deal of yellowed varnish – almost too-dirty varnish, with a carbon smoke coating. No overpainting, no attempt at restoration, nothing. Yet the frame shows its age – look at all these nicks and scrapes and places where the gilding has rubbed off. It’s as if the frame were genuine and the painting was a fake.”

			“A 19th-century fake in an authentic frame,” Paolo thought aloud. “Very clever, if that’s what it is.”

			“Impossible,” I spat out. Again I felt insulted. This was the Lost Botticelli; I could feel it in my bones.

			“Calm down,” Laura lectured me. “You’re acting like a child, Daniel.”

			“You told me that once before,” I shouted back. I remembered the day, in Venice, at her parents’ villa.

			For a moment, just a moment, we were both silent.

			“I’m not saying it’s a fake,” Laura began again. “I’m just saying the condition of the frame and the picture do not match. I must do some chemical analysis and carbon dating on both of them, and that will tell us more. It will help. But, still, there is a history here that we do not understand. Non capisciamo.”

			“Non capisciamo mai. We don’t understand yet,” I replied. Perhaps my voice was raised. I didn’t think so, but perhaps it was.

			“Please stop!” Paolo cried out. “We are professionals, are we not?”

			Both of us were embarrassed. I so much wanted the painting to be The Lost Botticelli that I got angry at Laura for even daring to suggest otherwise. Laura, I suppose, was so afraid that this was an elaborate fraud that she wanted to keep our hopes under control.

			Both Laura and I knew a great deal about dashed hopes.

			Paolo broke the silence. “Let us review what we know,” he began. “The composition, the colors and the technique all suggest Botticelli. The poplar panel and the frame both seem appropriate in terms of age. The craquelure and the dark varnish both seem correct for the time.”

			“And one more thing,” Laura interrupted. “I think, perhaps, you will like this, Daniel. The finished work does not exactly match the pentimenti, the quill pricks!”

			“Yes!” I shouted, too loud for the echoing stone room.

			“Yes, indeed,” Paolo agreed.

			In the 15th century, the design for a painting was done first on paper and then transferred to the actual panel by pricking through the paper cartoon with a quill. The quill pricks were drawn in black, then pushed into the gesso to give the overall design of the work. A great artist, like Botticelli, would often ignore the pentimenti when painting the actual panel. The garzoni in an artist’s studio – or a forger trying to copy a work – would usually stay within the design of the pentimenti. In fact, Botticelli was well known for ignoring his own original designs and creating very different figures as he painted a work. It was a trait that annoyed his patrons who sometimes ended up with a very different painting than they had expected.

			“So the painting is likely a genuine . . . something,” I said. “Not a copy. Not a studio work.”

			“But on the other hand,” Paolo went on, “we have the problem of the frame and the painting itself.”

			“And there is something strange on parts of the painting,” Laura added. “Specks of some black substance, perhaps tarnished silver. I cannot explain that, but I want to know what it is. We must not jump to a conclusion.” She looked directly at me.

			“Which brings us to the question of provenance,” Paolo said. “We don’t have the story of this tondo. It has been lost from 1497, the last record that Daniel found . . . until Gunther’s father apparently brought the work here. That leaves almost five hundred years that are unexplained. That history may have something to do with the problems we see. Perhaps the brothers can explain it.”

			“Would that convince you?” I asked Laura.

			She ignored my question. Laura was good at ignoring questions, especially the most difficult ones.

			“As for authenticity,” Paolo went on, “I will not make a judgment until after the laboratory tests. What is that English phrase, I will haw and hem?”

			“Hem and haw,” I corrected.

			“Yes. Tonight, it is important that none of us become too enthusiastic when we talk to the brothers. They will want certainty, and we don’t have that. Gunther has already said he wants two million euros if the tondo is genuine, but there’s no reason for us to confirm that now.”

			“Two million,” I repeated the figure.

			“Yes,” Paolo replied. “Relatively economical at that price. But we haven’t met the other brother – the less nice brother.”

			“Less nice?” Laura asked.

			“Yes, he is quite greedy,” Paolo said. “He also has a gambling problem, from what I have heard. That might explain the sad condition of this gallery.” 

			“You think this other brother might want more than two million euros?”

			Paolo sighed. “Daniel, we have in front of us a painting that may be worth upward of fifty million, perhaps one hundred million or more. The younger brother may have talked to people in the art world about the painting. He may know the value of what he has. So I expect the worst.”

			“And if the less nice brother doesn’t get what he wants?” I asked.

			Paolo didn’t answer.

			[image: ]
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			Chapter 19

			SCHLOSS AMMERSEE

			Laura was only half finished scraping tiny samples from the tondo when we were called away for dinner. The ancient servant took us to a line of bedrooms that were grouped along one long hall of the castle. Each of us had been assigned a room, and each of us was told to use that room to prepare for dinner. German efficiency.

			I looked carefully around my room and out the window to the courtyard below, trying to find something to indicate just where we were. Obviously this was a good-sized schloss, probably 14th or 15th century, not much damaged in the wars since then, and about an hour from Munich. I figured there were twenty or thirty castles that would fit that description, but it was a start. The air outside my window had the smell of water, either a river or a lake, and that proximity might narrow it down. It was probably the castle of an old robber baron who exacted tolls from ships moving along the river below. But which river? Which robber baron?

			I did a quick change of clothes, trading my now dusty shirt for one that was wrinkled but at least clean. Then I went out into the hall to find Paolo dressed, as always, in a fresh suit and tie. Paolo looked – the word popped into my mind – quite dapper. It’s a word no one would ever apply to me.

			Paolo and I waited, speaking in hushed tones about the castle around us. Then, after a few minutes, Laura emerged from her room.

			I couldn’t look at her without feeling the ache. Surely it was time to get over this, I told myself. Past time.

			“Laura, dear, you are transformed,” Paolo said.

			“Thank you,” she replied, “but we aren’t using our names. Remember?”

			“Ah, yes,” Paolo replied. “Eleonora, you are lovely indeed.”

			And she was. The serious scientist of the afternoon had become a sophisticated woman in black slacks and a simple black top, both expensive, both designed to show off her still-trim figure. Laura’s lips glistened with dark red lipstick, her eyes perfectly shadowed against pale skin. She had taken off her glasses and perhaps was wearing contact lenses. The effect was to make her large eyes seem even larger.

			Those eyes would never change. Like the eyes of Lisa Gioconda that kept burning into Leonardo for the dozen years it took him to finish The Mona Lisa, so Laura’s eyes had a dark intensity – and a mystery – that took hold and wouldn’t let me go.

			“And you look very elegant yourself, professor,” Laura replied. “As for Curly, well, he is – as always – himself.”

			And what did that mean? Was it a cutting remark about my slovenly dress, or an appreciation of how I hadn’t grown older, or was she still accusing me of acting like a child. I didn’t know. I never knew with Laura. Her smile could hold warmth or sarcasm, and shift from one to the other in an instant.

			The old servant arrived to lead us to the dining room. He took us along the hall and down some steps to the salon where we’d had coffee and cakes earlier. Now the room was prepared for dinner, the long table set with five places of Meissen porcelain with settings of sterling silver in the style of Francis I. The castle might be in poor repair, but the remnants of wealth still remained untarnished. 

			“Ah, welcome,” said Gunther to the three of us. He was standing at one window and talking to another man, obviously his brother. The brother was slightly shorter than Gunther, still had a full head of hair, but his face seemed somewhat more wrinkled, suggesting either a harder life or one more dissolute.

			“This is my younger brother,” Gunther announced, his mouth turning slightly down, “who, unfortunately, must remain nameless.”

			The man snapped to stiff attention and quickly nodded his head. 

			“Hello,” Paolo and I replied awkwardly. The introductions – with only two real names for the five people in the room – were bizarre but went ahead anyhow.

			“Given the hour, we thought it best to skip cocktails and proceed directly to the meal,” Gunther told us. “In Paolo’s honor, we will enjoy an Italian dinner tonight.”

			Actually, it was a very fine Italian dinner, admittedly with a few German touches. The mixed antipasti were excellent, the cream soup a bit rich, the pasta course quite light and simple – in the Italian style – but the secondi had a hint of mustard in the sauce for the veal. The wines were excellent, and carefully chosen to match each course. Not that we were drinking that much. It wasn’t an evening for that.

			Our conversation began in neutral territory, the weather. We all agreed it was pleasant. Then the talk shifted to the world of art: a recent exhibition of frames in Milan, a show at the Albertina in Vienna, and the Getty-effect on prices at Sotheby’s and Christie’s. And when the secondi arrived, we had moved on to current issues in Italian and German politics. Paolo had much to say, most of it negative, about Berlusconi and his high-handed approach to governing. The brothers were certainly not fans of either Berlusconi or Angela Merkel, the German prime minister, but their real politics were unclear. The younger brother, especially, seemed quite vehement about the evils of left-wing government.

			No one hinted at the real subject of the evening until dinner was mostly finished, and two bottles of wine had been emptied. By then, all of us felt somewhat more relaxed. Gunther was leaning back in his chair and smiling; his brother was looking at Laura with lustful eyes; and even Paolo appeared less tense than before dinner.

			“And so,” Gunther began, “you three have had an afternoon with the Botticelli.”

			“The possible Botticelli,” Paolo replied. “Thank you for the time to study the work. Our young friend Eleonora,” he said, nodding to Laura, “still has further microscopic analysis to do, and some samples to take for chemical analysis.”

			“Of course,” Gunther replied. “We understand that science takes its time. But a connoisseur such as yourself, Paolo, and your friend here. . . .”

			“Curly,” Paolo said to fill the blank. We all smiled. The charade was clear.

			“Yes, you and Curly must have an impression . . . if not a definite opinion.”

			I looked at Paolo, and he nodded permission to go ahead. We had decided earlier that I would be the enthusiastic kid and Paolo would be the voice of caution and experience. It would keep the discussion balanced, and the roles suited us naturally.

			“I believe it is a genuine Botticelli,” I said to the brothers. “In terms of style, composition and technique, I think it is authentic. I believe it is by his own hand, not just a studio work.”

			“Of course it is,” snapped the younger brother. “We wouldn’t have brought you here if there was any real doubt.”

			Paolo came in quickly, shaking his head in the negative. “Unfortu-nately, I am not so sure about the work.”

			The two brothers stared at him. The younger one looked so angry I thought the veins on his forehead might pop.

			Paolo ignored him, smiled benignly and went on. “There are some contradictions in the piece – the state of the frame versus the artwork itself, for instance.” He looked to Laura.

			“Without a proper X-ray of the whole work, it would be impossible to say anything with certainty. And even then . . .”

			The younger brother cut her off. “We are not looking for certainty, young lady. We are looking for, let us say, clarity. We need enough clarity to proceed to negotiation, that is all.”

			“Soon we will have that,” Paolo replied. “When the laboratory tests are finished, then there will be enough clarity to begin searching for your two million euros.”

			“Who gave you that figure?” the younger brother asked. His voice was high and clipped. “That’s absurd. Much too low.”

			“This is not the time . . .” Gunther began. 

			“When was this discussed?” the younger brother snapped. He stared at both Paolo and Gunther.

			“This afternoon,” Gunther told him. “It was nothing more than  an idle discussion. Entirely theoretical. They hadn’t even seen the work.”

			“I told you not to.”

			“And I decided to go ahead.”

			The two brothers glared at each other, the anger sizzling between them. Fortunately, the old servant appeared with coffee and a Sacher torte, and our group fell into silence.

			Only later did we pick up the matter one more time. This time it was the younger brother who raised it.

			“Let us suppose, gentlemen . . . and lady, let us suppose that the tondo is genuine. If it were to go up for auction, what figure would Sotheby’s set? What would be the auction estimate?” He paused and smiled at us. “Just for speculation, of course.”

			“That would depend,” Paolo replied. “As I told your brother, without clear ownership you couldn’t auction the work. Not any more. If it should go up for auction in London, Sotheby’s would demand the provenance. In Paris, it might even be seized before the auction. And you couldn’t even get papers to ship the painting to New York. Wherever you turn, the government of Italy would block the sale and try to seize the work as stolen property.”

			“But the painting did not come from Italy,” Gunther told us. “Our father got it in France. In fact, he saved a number of paintings at the end of the war.”

			“In France?” I asked. “The only Botticellis in France are at the Louvre. So where did this painting come from?”

			The brothers looked at each other.

			“We don’t really know,” Gunther explained. “It was during the war, and our father never quite explained how or where he discovered the Botticelli. I’m not even sure he recognized the work right away,” Gunther went on. “Our father knew art, but not Italian art, and the tondo was quite dirty, quite yellowed . . . as you saw this afternoon. He was under orders to send the work to the Führervorbehalt.”

			Everyone at the table knew the Führervorbehalt, Hitler’s scheme to create a museum in his hometown of Linz that would ultimately surpass the Louvre. Initially, the German government paid various collectors for works destined for the Führervorbehalt, but as the war went on, many artworks were simply plundered from murdered Jews and occupied castles. By 1942, more than thirty thousand treasures of European art – at least those whose style appealed to Hitler – were hidden in a warehouse near Linz. 

			“But the tondo never made it to the Führervorbehalt,” Paolo said.

			“Correct,” Gunther replied. “Our father could see the direction of the war, even before others were aware. He knew that many of the art works sent to Linz never made it there, or were damaged along the way. And my father had his own art collection, carefully hidden in that gallery you saw today.”

			“So he had the tondo brought here?”

			“Precisely,” the younger brother said. “By accident, he found the Botticelli. And by thinking quickly, he managed to save it. There is no record of ownership before that – we know that thanks to some research done by a Dr. Daniel Bradley.” He looked at me and smiled strangely.

			I cleared my throat. Obviously my cover as Curly was useless.

			“So that is why we regard the painting as ours.”

			It was an interesting twist of logic. The usual ownership of a work of art is based on the purchase of a painting, so then there’s a receipt and a record when the artwork goes into a nobleman’s inventory. Or sometimes the art is a gift, like The Mona Lisa, which was given to Salai at Leonardo’s death, and was then purchased by Francis I. Or sometimes the work is a commission, as was the case in Botticelli’s time, and even then there is some paperwork or a receipt when the work is arranged and even more documentation when the work is finished. The original owner sometimes hands the work down through his estate, or sometimes sells it to a new owner, and this creates a paper trail to show ownership changing hands over time. Historians can trace paintings through receipts and contracts, or lists of household possessions, or documents kept by auction houses. But for a work that’s five hundred years old, the paper trail often has wide gaps. 

			So did The Madonna of the Library cease to be a Medici painting when it was hidden away? Did it stop being the property of Italy when it was taken to France? Did it rightfully belong to Gunther and his brother because their father “saved” the work, the way a sunken ship belongs partially to those who discover it? 

			“We understand that others may not see it our way,” Gunther said.

			“I suspect not,” Paolo agreed.

			“Which is why I brought up the matter of . . . the roof.”

			“What roof?” asked the younger brother.

			Gunther shot him a look. “I explained that we need two million euros for roof repairs.”

			“Ah, yes. That,” he mumbled. “At least two million. The frame is probably worth two million.”

			“The two million euro figure was simply a number we discussed,” Paolo said, trying to calm them. “We need more research to see what a proper donation value might be.”

			The younger brother stared at the rest of us. “I believe your research will show that we have, here, a true Botticelli tondo. Authenticated and with a little cleaning, it is likely worth fifty million euros, or more.”

			“But . . .” Paolo began. He was dismissed with a wave of the younger brother’s hand.

			“I have an associate in Asia,” he went on, “a friend who is quite prepared to give us twenty million for the painting if it should be what we all know it to be. Of course, this would be an invisible transaction. And, unfortunately, the painting would go to a private collection and perhaps disappear for another five hundred years.”

			“You couldn’t,” I said.

			“Frankly,” the brother replied, “that would be my choice. As well, there is a major American museum that is quite ready to purchase the work, and they are quite prepared to do their own verification.”

			“This is news to me,” Gunther said. He looked truly surprised.

			The younger brother ignored him. “So let me put it like this – we are prepared to give you two weeks to find money for . . . roof repairs. Perhaps that will be enough; I do not know. But I am certain of this, you will only have two weeks, and a higher level of donation would be much more pleasing to me than the figure you mentioned. Are we clear?”

			The room was silent. Neither Paolo nor I knew what to say.

			It was Laura who broke in. “We’re not even sure the painting is genuine,” Laura told them. “And there are legalities.”

			“Young lady,” said the younger brother, “there have always been legalities. For half a millennium this painting has defeated all the legalities, and now it is in our possession. Ours. My family’s. Mine.”

			A silence fell over our group. In the background, we could hear the servant clearing dishes.

			The younger brother picked up after a few moments. “Remember that we are talking about a painting whose existence was considered laughable when a young Daniel Bradley wrote about it. It is a painting that is known to only the five people in this room – a painting that does not otherwise exist, stored in a schloss whose location can only be guessed. Does the law apply to a fantasy painting in a non-existent location?”

			Again, the room was silent.

			“I think not.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 20

			SCHLOSS AMMERSEE

			How could any of us sleep? We had found a priceless painting that had been lost for five hundred years; we had seen it with our own eyes and knew it to be the greatest tondo ever painted by Botticelli; we had touched its frame, examined its paint and brushwork. And yet all this could be lost at the whim of the mysterious younger brother. Our discovery could vanish as quickly as it had appeared.

			I lay awake in my room, a veritable monk’s cell in this ancient castle. I kept running scenarios through my mind. Should Paolo go ahead and seek donors? Should I try to steal the painting somehow, and return it to Italy? And what of these brothers and the threats that seemed to lie just beneath the surface of their words.

			The old beams supporting the floor above had been decorated at some time in the past. Sgraffito, that’s what we call it on a building, but what was the name for decoration scratched into wood? I used to know it, whatever the word was. Back when I was a whole person, a functioning person. But now I was exhausted and unable to sleep, turning from side to side and staring uselessly at the ceiling.

			Somewhere in the castle was an old clock, a Morbier that struck twice on the hour. In its time, the clock’s first strike called priests to the chapel for mass, the second strike told them it was time to begin praying. It must have been useful in the 18th century, but as I lay awake in bed the chiming seemed simply diabolical. At midnight, the chime struck twenty-four times, and I was on my feet before it was finished.

			I stepped out into the hall and found the castle to be quiet and dark. No one else was suffering from a sleepless night except . . . except perhaps for Laura. There was a dim light shining from beneath the door to her room.

			Did I dare to knock? What would be the point if I did? Then again, both of us were awake, and both of us were troubled by the events of the day. Perhaps talking would be a good thing, I told myself. I rationalized.

			Then I knocked, quietly, tapping at the ancient wood.

			“Si,” came her answer.

			“It’s me,” I whispered, “Are you decent?”

			“Un momento,” she replied. 

			I could hear the rustling of fabric. In a minute, Laura opened the door just a fraction of an inch.

			“Sorry,” I whispered, “but I couldn’t sleep, and I saw your light.” Immediately I felt foolish. What did I hope to accomplish with this?

			“Shhh.”

			“You were always like me. When I couldn’t sleep, you couldn’t sleep. Remember?”

			“Shhh,” Laura repeated. She opened the door just wide enough that I could slip inside. Was she inviting me in?

			There was no time to think through an answer. Instead, I squeezed through the door and closed it behind me.

			Laura had retreated to her bed, sitting on the edge of it. She was dressed in a thin, white night shirt that both revealed, and hid, her figure from my eyes. Then, with a quick movement, she was back in her bed, pulling a comforter up to her shoulders.

			“This room is freezing,” she said, matter-of-factly. Clearly there was no invitation in that.

			“Three-hundred-year-old heating,” I replied. “Or lack of it.” I was still standing, waiting for permission to stay or a request to leave.

			“Can’t sleep?” she asked.

			“No. You?”

			“No. Nessun dorme.” No one is sleeping, or can sleep.

			“I’m afraid we might lose the Botticelli,” I told her.

			“The perhaps-Botticelli.”

			I frowned, though I suspected she couldn’t see my expression. “Laura, you and I both know. So does Paolo.”

			“That is what you think?” Laura asked. She was no longer smiling.

			“Well, it’s late and I’m tired. I’m sorry, I may not be speaking . . .”

			“Good, I will accept your tiredness as an excuse,” she paused. Even in the dark her eyes were very intense. “And you knocked on my door to share what?”

			“Well, I thought . . .” I began. Actually I had thought nothing; none of my thoughts were formed, none of my intentions were clear. My heart had drawn me into Laura’s room, but my head was offering no backup. Suddenly I was aware of my awkward hands and freezing feet.

			“I know how you think, Daniel. I know what you think before you can think it.” She looked directly at me. Her dark eyes found mine and looked inside me.

			“Like always.” My mouth felt very dry.

			Laura shook her head. “You men, you are all the same.”

			I had no idea how to respond to that. I struggled to find some words to fill the silence. “I just think it would be better if we could, perhaps, put aside the past. It would be better for the project.”

			“Better to put down the hatchet,” Laura replied, “that is your English expression, yes? Two hundred years ago you asked your Indians to put down their hatchets and then you took everything they had.”

			“We’re talking about art, Laura.”

			She looked out at me over the edge of the comforter. Her knees were drawn up so only her face could be seen.

			“No, we’re talking about differences of opinion. We’re talking about how to resolve differences, and I find your approach very masculine, very much like that of my husband. When we disagree, I put down the hatchet, and he always gets his way. I have had enough of that.”

			“I’m sorry . . . I didn’t think . . .”

			“Of course not. You act before you think. You fall on your knees in front of the supposed Botticelli, and then you tell Gunther that you aren’t sure if it’s real or not. You are too impulsive, Daniel. You always were.”

			“Well, I suppose.”

			“And I have nothing here that will help you sleep,” she said, as if in answer to an unasked question. “I have much work to do tomorrow, and I doubt that any discussion tonight will help either of us. I think it’s time that you return to your own room.”

			“Yes, of course. I’m sorry.”

			“Buona notte.”

			“Good night.” 

			I closed the door behind me as I left. I suspect my face was a bright pink from embarrassment, but the light was so dim that no one could have seen.

			What had I been thinking? What had I expected? Did I dream that finding the Botticelli would somehow change everything that happened, that it would somehow erase history and hurt? Or had I not been thinking at all, as Laura said? How much of my life had I not been thinking at all?

			[image: ]
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			Chapter 21

			SCHLOSS AMMERSEE

			Paolo was grumpy the next morning. “I was up half the night, thinking about the tondo,” he complained. “And you, Daniel, you look no better. Perhaps the frozen rooms in these old palaces make sleep impossible.”

			I merely grunted. Of the three of us, only Laura looked reasonably alert. Maybe after sending me off to my cold bedroom, she’d quickly fallen asleep. Certainly I hadn’t.

			The three of us walked down the echoing hall to the dining room. There we found some strong coffee and a few German cakes. In low voices, we spoke of the day before.

			“Do you think Gunther’s brother is serious?” I asked. “That two other groups are bidding on the painting?”

			“I doubt it,” Paolo replied. “The man is a gambler and looking to raise the stakes . . . that is the English, yes? I suspect that his ten million euro collector is nothing but a . . . what is the word in English, where you pretend a poker hand is better than it is?”

			“A bluff.”

			“Yes, I think the mysterious collector is a bluff.”

			“What about the American museum?” Laura asked. “Would they do such a thing?” She looked at me as if I might have an answer.

			“I can’t see how anybody could get away with it,” I said. “The fraud would have to be massive and very well done.”

			“But the Getty Museum . . . you remember?”

			“Well,” I admitted, “that was a very special case. A one-off,” I said, then realized she wouldn’t know the term. “The curator was caught and had to run away to Greece to avoid going to jail. I don’t think any museum would risk something like that. Not now.”

			Paolo just raised an eyebrow, as if I were being naïve. And perhaps I was.

			“I think,” Paolo said, “that the younger brother is trying to force my hand, to make sure I come up with more than two million.”

			“Can you?” Laura asked.

			“I think so,” Paolo replied. “Certainly I will try. But much of this depends on you, my dear. Is this the true Lost Botticelli, or is it a splendid fake? You remember Umberto Gianni, do you not?”

			I shook my head.

			“Gianni worked in the 1940s and 1950s,” Paolo went on, “and his techniques were good enough to fool everyone at the time, at least until Kenneth Clark saw that one of his Donatellos was a fake. Gianni even did fake Botticellis using his niece as a model for the Madonna. And no one caught on. The fact astonishes me to this day.”

			Laura and I both smiled.

			“Now we think we are so much smarter,” Paolo added, “with our X-ray machines and chemical analyses, but the forgers have gotten smarter too. So we are depending on you, Laura, to determine just how real this Botticelli may be.”

			“And then?” I asked.

			“Then, somehow, I must deal with the rest.”

			The three of us finished breakfast, saw Gunther very briefly, and headed back to the gallery. This day, we were just Laura’s assistants. We helped her as she ever-so-carefully took samples of pigment from the sides of the painting and took two tiny slices at the edge of the work. Each sample was placed on a concave glass slide, then sealed with another slide so it could be transported back to the lab. With this done, Laura took samples of the wood panel, from the back, and samples of the frame, both front and back. All of these were carefully labeled and their locations marked on the drawing which Paolo had made.

			My mind kept slipping back to the two German brothers, wondering what their bottom line might really be. An unrestored, unauthenticated painting like this might have little more value than that of its frame. Certainly the painting itself didn’t look that impressive. The varnish on the painting was yellowed, and the entire work seemed to have a covering of soot as if there had been several thousand votive candles burning in front of it for a century or more. Except for the frame, it might be the kind of sentimental religious art that you would find at a second-rate antique dealer’s shop. Unless you could see past all that.

			Of course the three of us could see beyond the soot and varnish. We could see the vibrant colors hidden beneath, the delicate tracery of the gold leaf, the precise details of the landscape, the exquisite modeling of the flesh tones. But what mysterious collector would write a ten million euro check for this? What American museum would try to smuggle such a work into its galleries? It was all improbable, almost as improbable as Paolo finding some Italian philanthropist who might offer two million euros just to return a work like this to Italy.

			“All right. That’s all I can do,” Laura declared at noon. She sat up, brushed a strand or two of hair away from her eyes, and looked at me. “That’s enough science for one morning.”

			“Excellent,” Paolo declared. “Laura, you and I have much to do now. Daniel, you are in Italy for another week, perhaps?”

			“Yes, I think so,” I said. “There are some issues in Lucca that I have to deal with.”

			“I thought you were just a courier,” Laura said.

			“Yes, well . . . that’s how it began. But there are some questions about the statue . . .” I was being vague, purposely vague.

			“But you are here,” Paolo said. “It is possible that the three of us will need to meet again, and I much prefer to do that in person. Email is, I find . . .”

			“Insecure.”

			Paolo looked up. “No, I would say imprecise. It lacks, what the French say, nuance.”

			Laura said nothing and began packing up her slides, the camera and the tools she had brought in the suitcase. Paolo returned and walked over to the Botticelli for a last look.

			There was a knock at the door and shortly afterwards it was opened by the old servant. The younger brother was standing at his side.

			“I must ask you to complete your study,” the brother told us. “Your flights will leave Munich in just over two hours, so you must proceed directly.”

			“Yes, we understand,” Paolo replied.

			“But before my driver takes you, I will have to look through your luggage,” he said. “As a precaution.”

			“A precaution against what,” I snapped back. “We can’t pack the tondo into a suitcase.”

			There was no smile in his response. “No, but you might take a photograph. I told Gunther there would be no photographs. There will be no evidence that this painting exists, or that you were ever here. Are we clear?”

			All three of us were struck dumb.

			“So let us start with you, Curly. Or shall I call you Dr. Bradley? Your carry-on, please.”

			I looked at Paolo. So much for all our pretense. This brother knew both of us, and he may well know Laura, too. But that wasn’t our immediate problem. Our problem was having the bags searched. Mine was clean, at least by his standards, but he found my cell phone and quickly deleted all of the photos that were on it. Then he went through Laura’s two suitcases, first examining the various pieces of equipment she had brought. In the second bag he found her camera. He turned it on and saw a succession of photos of the tondo.

			“I am sorry, young lady, but I will have to take this from you,” he said, handing the camera to the old servant. “Naturally the camera will be returned when we are assured there are no images on it. May I ask if any of you have images on a memory stick? I would hate to ask my driver to do a body search.”

			He looked at the three of us, and there was a moment of hesitation. I looked at Laura and surrendered the memory card in my pocket.

			“Excellent,” Werner declared. “Cooperation is surely a wonderful thing, do you not agree?”

			This was greeted with silence. Laura gritted her teeth.

			“And Dr. Bertolini, what have we here?” Werner asked as he held up Paolo’s sketch of the tondo. “I realize this is not a photograph, but it is evidence enough. I will have to take this for safekeeping.”

			“But we have to know where we took the samples,” Paolo replied.

			“Then you will have to rely on your memories, at least until an arrangement is made. My brother has given you some time, Dr. Bertolini, to find some donors for ‘the roof.’” Werner smiled as he mentioned the roof. “In the meanwhile, I will talk to my friend, the collector I mentioned last night. And there is the American museum , of course. We shall see which offer comes out the best.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 22 

			LUCCA

			When I got back to Lucca on Sunday afternoon, I first checked my email. I suspected that further shit would have hit the fan while I was away, but the news was less serious. Jeremy had copied me in on a memo that Max sent out to congratulate Nikki on the Briggs donation. There were a number of other emails from The PAM, none of them important, and then the usual ads for Viagra and penis enlargement. On Saturday, my brother had sent a reminder email on the Balsamic vinegar, and maybe – just maybe – I could source out a bottle of real olive oil from some farmer near Lucca who had a few bottles stored in a picturesque outbuilding, somewhere between the chicken coops.

			There was nothing new from Paolo, and nothing from Laura, though I hadn’t really expected much. But there was a text message on my cell phone that made me groan. 

			<Daniel, where have you been? Do call me when you come in. Rm 24 Albergo. Nikki>

			I unpacked my overnight bag, then rang the switchboard and connected through to Room 24. It was, I knew, just down the hall from my own room, but I decided to phone rather than walk over and knock. I always lie more convincingly when no one can see my face.

			Nikki picked up the phone on the second ring. Perhaps she was waiting for the call.

			“Daniel, you’re back from wherever.”

			“Yes,” I told her. “Just got in. A bit beat, but here I am.”

			“Of course,” she said sympathetically, “the train from Florence can be brutal, I understand. You were in Florence, weren’t you?”

			“Yes, yes,” I replied. My face was red, but my voice seemed quite normal. “I’ve got this research project going, and, well . . . I’ll have to explain later.”

			“I understand.”

			“So perhaps in the morning,” I suggested.

			“Hmmm, I was thinking about dinner,” she countered. “You have kept me cooling my heels for a day, Daniel. And there are a few questions that Max wondered about. I’d like to get back to him tomorrow.”

			“Uh, right. Okay.”

			“There’s a little restaurant just down the street, the one with the brown awnings. Do you know it? I had a fabulous dinner there last night. Perhaps we could talk there.”

			“Sure.”

			“So come knock on my door at seven thirty, would you? Then tomorrow I’ll be ready to meet your Dr. Mostelli.”

			“I’m not sure she’s my Dr. Mostelli . . .”

			“Oh, Daniel, don’t be so serious. This is Tuscany, after all. You really should lighten up.”

			I grunted in response and hung up the phone. I needed to get myself back together somehow. I’d had no sleep the night before, and not much the night before that. I needed to close my eyes at least for an hour or two, just to catch up. But sleep continued to elude me that afternoon, like a nymph fleeing a satyr in a Renaissance painting.

			My mind kept reviewing the last two days. Clearly I’d made a fool of myself in Munich, or wherever the schloss might actually be. I’d given away the real value of the Botticelli, acted like a silly adolescent with Laura, and hardly given Paolo much more help than a second set of eyes. I kept replaying what I should have done and what I should have said, the wise words I could have spoken, the clever postures I might have taken. So I tortured myself for an afternoon.

			At seven o’clock, I gave up on grasping for sleep and got up from my bed. I needed a shower, so climbed into the bathtub and sprayed the small handheld unit over my body and into my face. Then I stepped out of the bath and wiped steam away from the small mirror. The face that looked back was mine, the same curly hair, the same wide eyes, but now there were deep circles beneath them.

			I knocked on the door of Room 24 promptly at seven thirty and Nikki called a “come in.” She was dressed elegantly, as always, this time in a little black dress that seemed to wrap around her body in a very attractive way. She was wearing heels and quickly grabbed a matching purse off the bed.

			“Let’s get started,” she said, not really looking at me.

			The two of us went out to the restaurant where Verna Mostelli and I had had lunch a few days back. That had been a lovely afternoon, and this was a gorgeous evening. The sky shaded from aquamarine at the horizon to a deep blue overhead, a half-moon and three stars sparkled above us, and the scent of autumn was in the air, an aroma of crushed earth and olive trees past their harvest.

			“I hadn’t realized that Lucca was so beautiful,” Nikki said.

			“Molto bello,” I agreed in Italian.

			“And historic,” she went on. “I had a chance to do a little walking tour yesterday. Quite fascinating, don’t you think so?” Nikki looked at me sideways, her eyes darting toward mine and then away.

			“Yes, that’s true.”

			“Of course, nothing compares to Florence. Were you delayed by the train strike this morning?”

			A little sweat was forming on my upper lip. “Well, uh . . . no.”

			“You’re a lucky man, Daniel.”

			“Was a lucky man,” I replied. “There is the matter of the missing statue.”

			“Ah, yes,” she said. “I suppose we’ll have to talk about that . . . but later. Better after a little wine, I think.”

			Maybe. Maybe not.

			The waiter came by with mineral water, and I ordered a local wine, then listened while the waiter mentioned three or four special dishes. All this was in Italian, though Nikki’s French was probably close enough to get the gist.

			“They treat you like you’re a native,” Nikki told me.

			“No, I have a very bad accent,” I replied, and this was true. “They tell me that I speak like a Venetian, which is a minor insult here in Lucca.”

			“And a serious insult would be . . . ?”

			“To speak like a Roman,” I said. “Up here, it sounds like a Brooklyn accent.”

			Nikki smiled. The first course arrived and we began chatting. Naturally, I congratulated her on the Briggs donation, and she replied that I had done all the real work. And that was true, of course, but she ended up with the signed deal and the glory. Nikki brought me a little news about what was going on at the museum: the new wing had been set back by an electrician’s strike; Max was all excited about some joint project with two other museums in the city; Jeremy was now hopelessly in love with Mark, the muscular young man in Fritz’ department. None of it was important, and I had a hunch she was biding her time before getting to the tough questions.

			“So what is this research you were doing?” she asked.

			“Oh, something on Botticelli,” I replied casually – or in a way that I hoped was casual. “Somebody’s found a tondo that might be his, though the chances are small.”

			“The Lost Botticelli,” she said, smiling.

			I probably blushed. “Yes, my old thesis has come back to haunt me.”

			“Have you found it?”

			“No, no, not exactly,” I replied, trying to avoid looking at her. “I was just . . . checking some documents. Old documents. There’s some new information and, well, I was curious, and there’s a chance . . .”

			“So that’s why you were in, where was it, Florence?”

			“Well, yes, and there was a meeting, and I kind of got locked in.”

			Nikki patted my hand in an almost motherly way. “Daniel, you are really the most terrible liar.”

			I almost choked on a bit of tomato.

			“You weren’t in Florence yesterday. There was no strike on the train this morning. All that is bullshit. You were in Germany, weren’t you?”

			I gulped. I tried to figure out a new dodge, or a better lie, or some smarter way to handle this. But none of that came forward, only the dismal truth. “How did you know?”

			“A friend,” she said, a strange smile on her face. “You went with Paolo Bertolini to look at the Botticelli, didn’t you?”

			“Hey, I’m not sure . . .”

			“And it was a Botticelli, wasn’t it? The real thing.”

			I said nothing. I vowed to reveal nothing.

			“Daniel, it’s written on your face,” Nikki said. “You found the Lost Botticelli! After all these years, all these years when nobody believed in it but you, you found it.”

			Nikki waited, watching me. What could I do? I had never mastered a poker face. Nikki seemed to be slamming down cards, one after another, and I was just squirming.

			“So it’s true!” she said triumphantly.

			I grinned. In fact, I beamed. I couldn’t help the enormous smile that suddenly welled up from deep inside me. Yes, indeed, I’d found it; I’d finally found it. I had every fucking reason in the world to smile.

			“It’s not certain,” I said. “We’re doing some pigment tests and dating the frame. So there’s nothing to say, officially.”

			“Oh, of course not,” she said. “But you must be pleased.”

			I looked up at her and leaned back in my chair. “Well, yes I am, since you asked. But how did you know, or guess?”

			She winked at me. “Because you’re pretty transparent. Jeremy said you were emailing Paolo Bertolini, so I had a hunch that something was up. And then you disappear for a day . . . well, that’s not research, Daniel. That’s when you’re caught up in the hunt.”

			“I’m not cut out for this,” I sighed.

			“Oh, you probably are. You’ve got the expertise, but not the cunning.”

			I had no time to reply to that, and perhaps it was just as well. Our secondi arrived – veal for me and some kind of vegetable concoction for Nikki. We took time out to pour some wine, taste the food and turn conversation somewhere else. I didn’t want to go back to the Botticelli which was, of course, none of Nikki’s business. We hadn’t even talked about her business, and didn’t get there until dessert.

			“You know, Daniel,” Nikki said. “Sometimes I think that Donatello statue is cursed.”

			“Because?”

			“Because everybody who deals with it seems to get hurt.” She sipped her espresso slowly.

			I wondered what she knew that she wasn’t saying. “Wasn’t it Leonard Marcus, your old supervisor, who put the deal together?” Supervisor and lover, I thought, but didn’t say so.

			Nikki sighed and shook her head. “I thought the deal was going to kill Leonard, too, the way it did old Mr. Frommer.”

			“Kill him?”

			“In a manner of speaking. The old man spent years trying to get some expert, someplace to authenticate the Donatello. You know what he paid for it?”

			I shook my head.

			“Seventy thousand dollars,” Nikki told me. “Sotheby’s had it listed as a copy of the Christus in the Escorial, but Mr. Frommer was certain it was one of the missing originals. Back when he bought it, nobody knew how to analyze the bronze and nobody bothered to compare the statue to an original Donatello. Except for Mr. Frommer, who had his own theories. But most people thought he was a maniac.”

			“Obviously you didn’t.”

			“No, and Leonard didn’t either. We were the ones who pushed to have the bronze tested at Oxford. And then Leonard brought over two curators from London to have a close look. By the time they finally decided that it was a real Donatello, old Mr. Frommer had already died, some say of disappointment. His children just wanted to get rid of the statue after that.”

			“For a considerable tax write off.”

			“It was only fair,” she snapped.

			“No doubt in my mind,” I replied. “And really no business of mine, at least until now.”

			Nikki sighed. “You do seem caught in the middle of this.”

			“Are you still in contact with Leonard Marcus?” I asked.

			“Why do you ask?” Nikki replied.

			“Oh, just wondering if he knew anything,” I said, which was true. “I heard something about the Schermerhorn doing a big Botticelli exhibit and wondered if you had a way to contact him.”

			“I might have an email,” she replied.

			“Maybe I’ll send a message when I get back to The PAM,” I said.

			“Ah, yes. And since we’re speaking of that . . . Daniel, I was wondering if anyone else has access to your computer at The PAM. Perhaps Therese? Anyone else?”

			“Why’s that?”

			“It’s a security issue. We were wondering if someone has the password to log into your computer.”

			“We?”

			“Max and I,” Nikki said. “Max tells me that your computer was used for a number of searches relating to the Donatello.”

			I frowned. “My computer?” That was the simplest question. Why would anyone be searching for the Donatello on my computer, especially if I couldn’t be bothered to do it myself? And how could Max know about what anyone was looking for on my computer? It didn’t make sense.

			“I guess Max was wondering about that,” Nikki said. “And somebody even placed an eBay order for a bronze replica of The Venus de Milo. All on your computer.”

			“What?”

			She looked up at me with innocent eyes. “So it wasn’t you who made the order?”

			“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

			Nikki smiled. “I told Max that’s what you’d say. And it doesn’t really matter, does it? So long as the Christus can be found, there’s no real problem. Is there, Daniel?”

		

	
		
			Chapter 23 

			MUNICH

			Gunther Schondorf was reading a novel, a thriller, when Werner burst into the study of their Munich apartment.

			“We have a solid offer from the Americans,” Werner announced.

			Gunther was only half-paying attention. His mind was still with the hero of the book who was, at that moment, looking down the barrel of a gun someplace in the slums of New York.

			“What’s that?” he asked. “An offer?”

			“A solid offer for the Botticelli,” his brother said. “There is a museum in New York that wants the Botticelli. The Schermerhorn Museum. I spoke of it the other night.”

			“I thought you were just making that up. Like the mysterious collector in Singapore,” Gunther said. “Forgive me, brother, but you are not always known for truthfulness.”

			Werner frowned. He was ready to spit at his brother, but pushed back the urge. “I spoke the simple truth. Now the Americans are ready to put up serious money, even before we hear from Singapore.”

			“Really?”

			“This museum is prepared to offer ten million euros. Ten million, Gunther.”

			“Is that so?”

			“Yes. I spoke to them on Sunday, after Bertolini left,” Werner replied.

			“I cannot believe a legitimate museum would do that,” Gunther said.

			“That is not for us to decide. The point is this, they are prepared to deal, and deal in cash.” Werner paused. “Now what about Professor Bertolini?”

			“He hasn’t even had a day yet. I’m sure the testing hasn’t been finished. The authentication is not yet assured.”

			Werner wouldn’t let up. “So? While Bertolini and his people wait for tests, we can put together a deal.”

			“A deal?”

			Werner snorted. “Let me put this simply, my brother. Ten million is more than two million. These are simple arithmetical facts,” Werner lectured.

			Gunther groaned, though Werner couldn’t hear. Werner’s hearing had been diminishing for the last dozen years, though he would never admit that fact. 

			“We don’t need ten million,” Gunther told him.

			“Maybe you don’t need the money, but I do.”

			The two brothers glared at each other.

			Werner had lost three times as much in gambling as Gunther had lost in his divorce, but these figures were never discussed directly. In the von Schondorf household, few things were ever discussed directly. Discussion would lead to discord, and discord would lead to raised voices and anger. According to an iron rule set down by their grandfather, there would be no anger expressed by a von Schondorf, ever.

			But even without anger, there was pressure. Werner was under pressure from the notorious Monsieur Rousseau and his other “friends” to pay various debts, all of them from gambling. Gunther was under pressure from his children to restore this last painting, the Botticelli, to the country where it really belonged. Gunther’s children were now approaching forty, and they had the obnoxious earnestness of the young. They cared too little about the family name, its history, its legacy and worried far too much about such modern items as fairness. They were their mother’s children, Gunther told himself ruefully, and yet they were still of his blood. Family relationships had been cool since the divorce, but the prospect of a legitimate restoration of the Botticelli seemed to hearten both the children and Gunther himself. 

			“Bertolini gets two weeks,” Gunther snapped back. He could be far more stubborn than his brother.

			“Bertolini will come up with nothing,” Werner replied.

			“How do you know?”

			“I know,” Werner told him. “The Italians don’t have the money for this.”

			Gunther shook his head.

			“I think we should play Singapore against New York,” Werner said. “There is money on both sides. We could see twenty or thirty millions from the tondo.”

			Gunther shook his head, indicating with a sign that he would listen no more. “We can do nothing unless it’s a real Botticelli.”

			“Scheiße.”

			“Patience,” Gunther concluded, once again lifting his novel in front of his face.

			“I am not good with patience,” Werner replied, stomping from the room.
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			Werner did not make his phone calls immediately; he gave his anger time to simmer, his grievances a chance to multiply like a Hydra. Each time he tried to cut off one pattern of thought, two others jumped into his mind. His mind. Herr von Schondorf. Only Herr von Schondorf. His father could have named both the brothers as Count, as Grafs von Schondorf, but no, he had always favored Gunther. Always. Even as children, Gunther could do no wrong, and Werner could barely do right. Only his mother understood, and it was grief that had killed her, grief over Gunther’s divorce and the family decline and life itself. Gunther’s fault, really.

			A knock on the door by the old servant broke his mind away. “Herr von Schondorf. A long-distance call from Singapore.”

			“Ah, yes, excellent. I’ll take it here.” He grabbed the phone. “You may go, Rudolf.”

			The servant nodded and left the room.

			“Hello,” came the voice from Asia. It was not a real voice, but one garbled and reconstructed by a computer.

			“Hello,” Werner said loudly. “Can you hear me?”

			“Yes, the line is good,” said the voice. “Please report: what did the experts say?”

			Werner smiled. He’d been hoping to deliver this news, but his calls to Singapore had gone unanswered. “It’s a true Botticelli,” he said. “It is not merely a studio work, but a picture by the master’s own hand. That is what they say.”

			“You have this in writing?”

			Werner hesitated. He did not even have a verbal assurance yet. “Next week,” he promised. “They are waiting for some chemical tests. That is all. Professor Bertolini is already convinced, but the scientist must do a report.”

			“Of course,” said the voice. “Now I would like to see some good photographs. High resolution. Can you do this?”

			Werner thought about the chip he’d taken from the girl’s camera. “Yes, I have many. Should I print them or get you the files?”

			“No prints, please. One of my people will contact you for the file transfer.”

			“Yes, of course.”

			“Next week we will have a serious talk. When you have the authentication in writing.”

			“Yes, yes. But you see, we’re having a minor problem – ”

			The line was already dead. Werner had no chance to explain his problem with Paolo Bertolini and the old man’s efforts to find a few million euros. Surely the collector in Singapore would have helped him deal with Paolo; surely he knew people who could stop the old man.

			Scheiße, Werner said to no one at all. Scheiße, scheiße, scheiße. He was ready to smash the phone on the floor, but a sudden thought stopped him.

			Quickly, he looked up a number and dialed Leonard Marcus in New York. The man picked up after six rings.

			“Whoa!” said Marcus, “you start working early in the morning.”

			“Excuse me Dr. Marcus, this is Herr von Schondorf.”

			“Yes, I can see that,” said the American. “But it’s not even six o’clock here.”

			Now Werner was embarrassed. He was too impulsive. Even his mother used to say that. “You must forgive me, sometimes I forget the time change, is that how you say?”

			“Don’t you worry. I’m always up early,” Marcus told him. “So you have more news? The chemical tests are done?”

			“No, not yet. We expect those very soon, very soon.”

			“Then what can I do for you?” Marcus asked. He seemed to suppress a yawn.

			“Dr. Bertolini is making a problem,” Werner said. “He is attempting to return the work to Italy. Even now, he is seeking money from donors to bid against you.”

			“Well, I suppose that’s fair,” Marcus replied. “Isn’t it?”

			“No, not at all,” Werner said. “My brother is willing to take any offer from Bertolini. Any offer. He thinks there is some kind of family honor in this transaction, perhaps something about keeping the Botticelli in Europe. So if Bertolini continues, you cannot possibly win the painting.”

			There was a pause at the other end. “So what do you suggest?”

			“Perhaps you know people in Rome,” Werner said, struggling with some English way to phrase this. “People who could ask Bertolini . . . no push, is that the word?”

			“Persuade might be better,” Marcus replied. “You think someone could persuade Bertolini to lay off.”

			Werner could not translate this. “To stop. Yes.”

			“You think I’d know such people?”

			Werner did not know if Marcus was offended or merely asking a question. “I do not know.”

			Marcus laughed. “Hey, I’m just yanking your chain. Of course I know a few people. I’ll see what they can do.”

			“Thank you,” Werner said. “It will make things easier for both of us.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 24 

			LUCCA

			I am about to be fucked,” is how I began the conversation with Jeremy.

			“How delightful for you, ducky,” Jeremy replied. “I trust your dalliance will not be with the lovely Veronica Delamare.”

			“Maybe I should have said ‘fucked over.’”

			“Ah, that I can see,” Jeremy said. “Apparently Veronica and Max are both taking part in the fucking over, or so it would seem. But can I call you back? I am supposed to be working, you know. Give me an hour.”

			Jeremy clicked off, and I was left to boil in some soup of anger and bewilderment. I felt stupid, blindsided by all this. I had been so focused on the Botticelli that I hadn’t paid enough attention to the Donatello. I was the messenger, as Fritz had said, that’s all. I had no responsibility for the statue beyond delivering it. I hadn’t done the authentication; I hadn’t okayed the tax receipt; I hadn’t put it up in the museum. All of that was in Leonard Marcus’s time – ancient history, or so I thought.

			Stupid. Stupid. Stupid. I should have known better. I should have been covering my ass.

			So I sat in my room at the Albergo, listening to the bells of San Frediano chime their way towards midnight. It was dark and the air was fragrant, but I was sweating badly and couldn’t relax.

			I checked email. Nothing important. My brother wanted not one, but two bottles of aged Balsamic vinegar, from Modena, if possible, and, by the way, he was now chair of the Council of Christians and Jews, just in case I wanted to know. I didn’t. And I didn’t reply.

			I tried to read a book and failed. Then I tried pacing on the floor, but that didn’t help. So finally I turned on the television and watched a miserable Italian game show, the kind where the host wears a jacket shiny with sequins, and all the girls have breasts the size of basketballs. It was terrible. It was what worked.

			Finally, my cell phone rang.

			“Daniel, my friend, apparently you have been a very naughty boy.” It was Jeremy, of course.

			“Yeah. How so?”

			“The story is so delicious that, if it were anyone but you, it would make the most scandalous gossip. But, alas, Daniel, it is about you and I know that you are just too, too dull ever to pull off a caper such as they’re describing around here.”

			“Caper?”

			“Yes, the mystery of the missing Donatello, or maybe the switched Donatello would be more accurate,” Jeremy went on. “I can almost see the movie . . .”

			“Jeremy!” I shouted.

			“Oh, don’t get your knickers in a knot, ducky. This whole thing will blow over soon, when calmer heads prevail. Calmer heads do prevail sooner or later, don’t they?” He paused as if it were a real question. “Anyway, apparently Max – perhaps with the beautiful Veronica whispering in his ear – decided to do a look-see into your computer to see what you’ve been gawking at lately.”

			“They can’t do that, can they?” I asked, even though I knew the answer.

			“Not sure, I’m afraid,” Jeremy replied. “I suspect it’s a legally fuzzy area – you know, their computer, their office, they’re the guys paying you. That kind of thing. Not sure if what they found would stand up in court, but with luck it will never get there.”

			“With luck?”

			“Luck and a good lawyer,” Jeremy said. “Did you call the lawyer I sent you?”

			“Soon, Jeremy.”

			“Well, all of this is irrelevant if the Donatello is found and the show goes on, as it were, then Max will forget he ever peeked inside your computer.”

			“Nikki said something about that last night,” I told him. “Something about my looking up material about the Christus. Except I never did. And then ordering up a statue – the phony statue – from eBay. It’s all just bullshit.”

			“And I do believe you, ducky,” Jeremy replied. “But your personal ignorance is no proof of innocence, especially when the log files seem to say something else.”

			“What else?”

			Jeremy sighed. “For most of us, they would say that we sometimes peek at porn sites and check our online dating profiles. But not yours, Daniel. They seem to say that you, or someone using your computer, has been in touch with a certain nefarious dealer in Switzerland, offering him a statue that sounds very much like your Christus.”

			“Ridiculous.”

			“Quite.”

			“Stupid.”

			“Of course. And your computer is password protected, is it not? You haven’t used some stupid little password like your birthday, have you?”

			Klunge. That was the rush of shit to my heart, not the bourdon bell of San Frediano.

			“Oh Daniel, Daniel,” Jeremy sighed. “That silence speaks volumes, as they say, or at least a sad short story. So I suppose someone’s been using your computer after hours, someone with a particular interest. An unusual interest. No wonder Max is walking around with raised eyebrows.”

			“Catso!” I said.

			“From your tone, I suspect that’s some kind of Italian swear word, which would be quite in order at the moment.” Jeremy paused and took a sip of something, perhaps coffee. “So you can see the wonderful story unfolding, can’t you. Mild-mannered art curator Daniel Bradley, the mastermind behind an elaborate art theft. First you steal the Donatello, using your Italian truck driver friends, then hide it away pending a sale to Switzerland. And you express incredulity when the statue in the packing crate turns out to be some kind of bronze Barbie doll, but you’re busy arranging to transport the missing statue to Geneva or Zurich, or wherever. It’s elementary, my dear Bradley.”

			“There are so many holes in that . . .”

			“Yes, but when does reason ever get in the way of a wonderful story?”

			“It should,” I told him. “Even if I could make all that happen, where would I hide the real Christus?”

			“Oh, in some convenient bus station locker. Wasn’t The Mona Lisa stuffed in a closet for a few weeks? And that was an amateur. With your criminal connections, Daniel, anything would be possible.”

			I laughed. I had to laugh. This thing was getting too, too weird, like some nightmare where the nonsensical but terrible events make sweat drip down your skin and leaves you waking up with your heart racing and your sheets soaked.

			“I’m glad you still have your sense of humor, ducky,” Jeremy said. “Others might not have your same sang-froid, as it were. Oh, that’s not Italian, is it? I don’t believe Italians can possibly have any sang-froid because they’re so naturally hot-blooded, or so they say.”

			“Jeremy, please . . .”

			“Yes, I do go on sometimes. Nonetheless, Daniel, I’m going to call that lawyer for you. I have a hunch that you’re in over your head.”

			“In bocca al lupo,” I mumbled. That’s the Italian expression, in the mouth of the wolf.

			“Oh dear,” Jeremy said, “that sounds very unhealthy.”

			“Crepi,” I replied. May the wolf die, the classic Italian response. But who was the wolf, and how could I kill him?

			[image: dingbat]

			Nikki had a meeting with Verna Mostelli at the museum on Monday, but I was definitely not invited. Then she left for Milan and, presumably, a flight back home, so once again I was alone in Lucca. Soon there would be a barrage of phone calls, if not calls from lawyers and the art police. Someone back at The PAM had set me up to take the fall for the missing Donatello. Someone had switched the real statue for the eBay schlock and was probably trying to work a bigger deal even now, one that I couldn’t possibly figure out. Yet. Something was going down, and someone was trying to pull me down with it, and I couldn’t figure it out. Yet.

			But I had a hunch, maybe two or three hunches. And it would take time to check them all out.

			I went out for dinner at a small osteria just down the street from San Martino. I ordered an insalata and some pesce as I kept thinking about what had already happened and what was likely to happen next. Finding no easy solutions, I decided to pass on the dolce and ask for my bill. The waiter went off with my museum credit card and came back a few minutes later, with a bored expression on his face. 

			“Your credit card was declined,” said the waiter in quite good English.

			“Declined?” I asked. “How could it be declined?”

			The waiter shrugged. I took out my own credit card and handed it over. Obviously things were already happening at the museum, and those things were not looking good for me.

			The waiter returned five minutes later with a perturbed look on his face. “This card, also, was declined.”

			I glared at him, but I could feel myself breaking out in a sweat. 

			“Perhaps it is a problem with our machine . . . the connection . . . the Internet,” the waiter went on, waving his hands while making excuses for the restaurant or the entire system of worldwide credit. “But would you be able to pay cash?”

			Fortunately, I could. That payment left me with exactly fifteen euros in my wallet, a two euro coin in my pocket, and one more reason to have a miserable, restless night.

			[image: ]
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			Chapter 25

			ROME

			Paolo Bertolini was sitting in his office on the Viale dell’Università when two men arrived at his door. They came in unannounced since the departmental secretary had gone off for a smoke break, and Paolo could not recognize either of them.

			“Dr. Bertolini,” said the one man. He was the larger of the two, with broad shoulders and a very short haircut. He had the bearing and American accent of a military man, though he was dressed in a good Italian suit. He spoke Paolo’s name as a statement rather than a question. Obviously he knew who Paolo was and used the name only to get attention from the aged professor.

			“Si,” Paolo responded, and then switched to English. “And who are you?”

			“That is unimportant,” replied the other man. This one wore his suit poorly, as if he were uncomfortable with business clothing. He had a significant scar over his right eye, a mark the size of his finger that looked like a second eyebrow.

			“Have you made an appointment?” Paolo asked. He looked down at his agenda and knew they had not. “I’m afraid I am quite busy.”

			“We know that, Dr. Bertolini,” replied the first man, while his scar-faced colleague closed the door behind them. “We believe you should not be working as hard as you are.”

			Paolo looked at the two men, looked at his cane lying on the floor and considered the odds: an eighty-one-year-old professor versus two ex-military types in their forties. Paolo had faced worse odds after the war, and sometimes on trips to Naples, but he was younger then. At this time in his life, he knew there was little choice but to call for help.

			Paolo picked up the phone and punched the three digits for the security desk, but he knew the phone was dead even before he punched the last number.

			“With apologies, Dr. Bertolini,” said the first man. “We wanted to have a brief discussion . . . uninterrupted.”

			Paolo put down the phone. “Who sent you?” he demanded first. “What are you doing here?”

			The second man spoke. “We really can’t answer the first question,” he began. “Let us just say, a client. We have a client who is concerned about a project of yours.”

			“What project?” Paolo shot back. He considered picking up a small Roman sculpture from his desk and throwing it at the window. The breaking glass might bring some help, but Paolo rather liked the small sculpture and was unwilling to risk it.

			“The Botticelli,” said the scar-faced man.

			“What Botticelli?” Paolo replied.

			“Please, Dr. Bertolini,” said the first man. “We all know what we are talking about, you far better than we. You are seeking donors to recover a particular Botticelli painting, and we are here to suggest that you stop.”

			“Suggest?”

			The first man made a face. “It is a very strong suggestion, Dr. Bertolini. As you know, there are other people interested in the painting. Your efforts are not appreciated by them, and they want you to stop. They advise you to stop.”

			“Suppose I do not?” Paolo asked.

			“That would be unfortunate for you . . . and your family.”

			This made Paolo angry. He swore quickly in Italian, then pounded his fist on the desk. “What kind of animals are you that threaten a man’s family? Not even the Mafia threatens a family.”

			“We are not Mafia,” Scar-face replied.

			“Obviously not,” Paolo told them. “You are worse than Mafia. You are scum.”

			“As you wish,” said the first man. As Paolo became angrier, this man became more cold-blooded. “We are simply here to warn you . . .”

			Paolo cut him off. “Tell your client this,” Paolo spoke between tensed lips, “I will continue to do exactly as I see fit. I will continue to contact anyone I wish to contact. And I will continue to work on the project until I recover the painting.”

			“That is unwise, Dr. Bertolini,” said the first man.

			“Perhaps,” Paolo replied. “But in this life, men of integrity do what they must. Of course, integrity would not be a word either of you would understand.”

			“You have received our advice,” repeated the first man, his voice impassive.

			“Indeed,” Paolo replied. “Now let me give you some advice. The next time you visit, remember to disable all the security cameras, since your faces are now on tape and will soon be on file with the police. And next time, remember that I may be old, but I am not foolish. You may do as you wish to me, but that will not stop the project, nor will you be able to eliminate me without being caught yourselves. Explain that to your client.”

			The first man looked angrily at the second man, and the two quickly left Paolo’s office.

			Paolo waited at his desk for a few minutes, his blood boiling. Then he reached into his desk for some Ativan his doctor had given him for times like this. The drug always made him feel miserable, but now he could feel the blood pulsing in his temples, and the last thing he wanted was to die of hypertension before obtaining the Botticelli.

			When Paolo felt better, he picked up his cane and walked to the outer office. The secretary was back at her desk, pecking away at the computer.

			“Did you see the two men who left here a few minutes ago?” Paolo asked.

			“No,” she replied.

			Paolo just nodded. He looked up at the corners of the office where a security camera might have been placed. Of course, there were none. La Sapienza did not share the American obsession with security. No one would have seen these men besides Paolo, and there was no record of their visit or their threats except what was in Paolo’s memory.

			“Could you call downstairs and have someone look at my phone?” Paolo asked. “It appears to have stopped working.”

			“How annoying,” the secretary replied.

			“Yes, it has been a very annoying morning,” Paolo agreed. Then he went back to his office and began drawing two portraits.

		

	
		
			Chapter 26 

			LUCCA

			It was late afternoon when my phone rang again. I hesitated before pressing the green button because I’d spent most of the day dreading a call from Max. Still, there was no sense delaying it.

			Fortunately, the call turned out to be from Jeremy.

			“Daniel, I have to hand it to you,” Jeremy began.

			“Hand me what?”

			“The Oscar for audacity,” Jeremy went on. “You are truly a master criminal, and Max is absolutely convinced that you stole the statue. I think Nikki has nailed the lid of your proverbial coffin.”

			“Is she back at The PAM?”

			“Not that I can see,” Jeremy said. “Did her report by email or Skype or something. I guess she met with Mme. Monstrosity and didn’t get much, but the evidence against you keeps mounting up. Why did you order up that cheesy Venus replica?”

			“I didn’t.”

			“Ah, but someone did. From your computer. Using an account with your name,” Jeremy said. “Your fingerprints are all over this.”

			“Kind of expected that,” I said.

			“Glad you’re not disappointed, ducky,” Jeremy said. “In any event, I get most of this from Therese, so I might be missing a piece or two, but here’s what Max thinks. You leave here with the genuine Donatello, hook up with some kind of art Mafia in Italy, switch the real Donatello for the bogus thingie and take it to Lucca. Then you play dumb when all this comes into the open.”

			“Yeah, the dumb part is pretty accurate,” I said. 

			“So I think we have the makings of a made-for-TV movie here,” Jeremy told me. “So long as you actually stole the Donatello, and if you did, please accept my utmost apologies. It means that I’ve underestimated you all these years.”

			“Jeremy, this is all bullshit.”

			“Of course, but Max is on the phone to the art police in Italy, and you are expected to fly home to face the music here. And all the fingers seem to be pointing at you, Daniel, a mastermind in the world of art fraud! If only you were really so dashing.”

			“Yeah, if only.”

			“So this is another heads up. A lot of people want to talk to you, and you might want to be really careful about where and when you talk to them. Understand. Capisce? How’s that for good Italian, or Yiddish, or whatever? And call that lawyer, will you? You’re going to need a few more legal smarts than I can offer.”

			“Thanks,” I grunted. “I owe you . . . again.”

			No sooner had I pushed the end button but my phone buzzed again. This had to be the call.

			“Ciao,” I answered.

			“Dr. Bradley?”

			“Yes.”

			“It’s Gillian from the personnel office,” the voice announced, not even mentioning the name of the museum.

			“Yes,” I replied, “I was wondering when I’d get this call.”

			That seemed to stop her for a second or two, but then she went ahead with her script. “As you may know, Dr. Bradley, there is a serious situation that impacts on your position as an employee of this museum.”

			I wondered if she had written this out, or delivered the lines often enough that she could ad lib them. I also wondered about the “serious situation.” Of course, if I’d had actually stolen a fifty-million-statue, that would be another story. Then again, if I’d done so I wouldn’t be hanging around to answer my phone.

			“It’s all ridiculous, of course.”

			“Nonetheless, Dr. Bradley,” the woman went on, “you have been temporarily suspended from your position pending a resolution of the issues.”

			“You might have had the courtesy to let me know before cutting off the museum credit card.”

			“That would be a matter for accounting, Dr. Bradley. Not this department.”

			“Do I get to defend myself against this idiocy?” I said.

			“The director would like you to return to the museum immediately. There are a number of issues that must be discussed. As well, you will receive a notice of the review meeting,” she went on. “It will outline all the procedures that are followed in cases such as this. I’m calling to ask where we can courier documents to you. Naturally you will want to review these with your attorney.”

			“Cases like this?” I asked. “Does The PAM have a long history of disappearing statues?”

			“Please, Dr. Bradley, I’m only doing my job,” the woman said. For the first time, there was a touch of humanity in her voice. “I have to notify you, and I have to get an address.”

			“I’ll call you with the name of my lawyer,” I told her, “as soon as I have one.”

			“Thank you, Dr. Bradley.”

			“Non e’ niente,” I concluded, pushing the end button.

			It’s nothing. That’s what I said. But all this was fast becoming a big deal. The museum was about to accuse me of a multi-million-dollar art theft, probably to disguise their own bungling. And what was I? Probably just the severed head of John the Baptist to be brought forward on a platter for Herod.

		

	
		
			Chapter 27

			LUCCA

			Catso. Fuck. Shit.”

			“Well, don’t get mad at me, ducky,” Jeremy replied. “Some of us know how to live within our means.”

			“Some of us don’t have grad school loans to pay off,” I shot back. Jeremy came from a wealthy family; I came from a family of preachers and teachers. The difference, when we received our Ph.D.s, was about eighty thousand in debt.

			Jeremy sighed, I think sympathetically. “Well, you didn’t have to buy that bmw when a perfectly good bicycle would have sufficed.”

			I groaned. A money pit, long gone.

			“Surely someone over there could lend you a nickel or two,” Jeremy went on. “Paolo?”

			“I’d be too embarrassed.”

			“Laura?”

			“Please.”

			“How about the museum lady, Madama Monstrosity? A man with your remarkable good looks could perhaps, hmmm, what is the expression?”

			“Jeremy, you are crude.”

			“No, just creative. So are you, Daniel, when you put your mind to it. Isn’t it time you stopped getting kicked around and began doing some kicking yourself?”

			He was right. I had a suspended job, little money, no credit cards, and no one who might be able to help me. Well, perhaps not no one. I had one person I knew in Lucca, one colleague who might understand the fix I was in. So I called Verna Mostelli. Her response was classic Italian – pranziamo – we would do lunch. That gave me the morning to bolster my nerves with espresso and a real jog around the walls, a full four kilometers that left me sweaty and perhaps ready for what might follow. 

			It was the end of October and the miserable rains of the fall had only begun. The morning outside my window was slate-colored and unpleasant. The people of Lucca rode their bikes through wet streets, tires hissing, tiny bells ringing. Somewhere a child was crying. Somewhere two people were arguing loudly. But above all that, the church bells were still ringing. A reminder, I thought, that it was time to look up.

			Verna Mostelli was already at a table when I arrived at Leonardo’s, what had become our usual restaurant. We exchanged air-kisses, then settled back down to our chairs. Outside, some rain-heavy clouds were rolling in off the hills; inside were the sounds of boiling water, clattering dishes and shouting staff. It was Italy in October.

			“Daniel,” Verna began, “I’m surprised that you’re still here.”

			“I’m working on a project,” I told her. “A special project.” Again I paused, feeling awkward. How much should I explain? How much could Verna do? “And a few issues have come up.”

			“Of course, Daniel,” Verna told me. “Issues . . . issues . . . they are the litter of a busy life.” She paused. “But I am glad to see you again. I feared you would be angry at me, about the missing Donatello.”

			“No, no,” I protested. “I understand that. What else could you do but tell Max?”

			Verna nodded. In fact, she could have chosen a few other paths, but it would be foolish, now, to argue with her choice. The statue was missing, and something had to be done.

			“I already ordered the wine,” she told me as the bottle appeared at our table. “I hope that is all right.”

			“Yes, yes. Wine is always good,” I told her. Vino e’ sempre buono – it should be a motto for life in many languages.

			Verna chatted about the exhibition opening, now only months away, and the dozens of problems that appeared on her desk. There were problems with museums lending works, problems with shippers, problems with the catalog printers, problems with installing the lights, problems with a permit for opening night, problems . . . problems.

			“You need a fixer,” I said. The wine was half gone, and I was starting to relax.

			“What is this . . . fixer?”

			“A kind of strong-arm guy who can get things done. Like Mafia. Somebody with connections and a little muscle,” I explained.

			“Yes, a capo,” Verna agreed. “But we are not in Naples, fortunately. Here we are at the mercy of small politicians, labor unions and minor bureaucrats. It is worse than Mafia, I think.”

			Of course Verna didn’t believe that; no one did. The tedious crunching of democratic government and bureaucratic regulation were what made Tuscany work, what kept the tourists coming and the people employed. Like all Italians, Verna would moan about the government, but there was no going back. The future was so much bigger than just Tuscany, just Italy. Marco Polo had known that ages ago, and the Medici after him. Now Italians felt a vague yearning for the glorious days when they were the center of a small universe, but those days were lost when Napoleon’s armies marched down the Via Appia. 

			“And so I have gone on and on about my little troubles, Daniel,” Verna said. “But I know you are facing things that are more serious. Do you wish to speak now, or should we wait?” Our primi piatti had arrived, so custom made it possible to move to serious conversation.

			“Perhaps now would be good enough,” I said. “I am dealing with some . . . issues,” I told her, smiling as best I could.

			“Issues?”

			“Yes, the museum has suspended me from my job.”

			“Incredibile!” she cried, knocking her fork against the plate. “It is because of the statue. They are blaming you.”

			“I think Max is looking for a scapegoat.”

			She gave me a look of incomprehension.

			“A fall guy. A person to take the blame. The museum called me to fly back and explain . . . but I’m not sure what I can say to all this.”

			“This is all so absurd it should be funny,” she told me. “You, steal the statue? Where would you put the stolen Donatello, in a shoebox? If someone did steal the Christus, if your museum ever had the real statue, which I am beginning to doubt, then the person would have to be . . . what is your word, a mastermind.”

			I said nothing.

			“And you, Daniel, could never be an art thief,” Verna told me. “You are not a criminal. It’s not in your eyes, not in your bones. You were simply doing your job.”

			“Unfortunately, there’s more.”

			“More than being called a thief?” Verna was incredulous.

			“Yes, there’s still more. Apparently someone has been using my computer to look up that eBay statue we found in the box. Even ordered it sent to the museum in my name.”

			“Fantastico!”

			“So I am being set up,” I struggled for the phrase in Italian, “made to seem guilty by someone at the museum.”

			“That girl,” she said.

			“Veronica,” I said. “Maybe.”

			“But you’re not sure.”

			“No. I have no proof. A suspicion, perhaps, but I can’t make any sense of it.”

			“Yes, but she may be connected to others. I did not trust that girl when I first met her. She is too . . . too fake. Like the copy of a painting, but not the real work of art. She has something to hide.”

			I sighed.

			“So now you must prove yourself to be innocent,” she said. “That is very hard. Guilt . . . yes, guilt can be simple. But innocence, that is like a cloud, it is there, but invisible and impossible to touch.”

			We spent another hour talking about my situation: what I should do, what she could do, what kind of help I might need. 

			The coffee arrived, and Verna was looking surreptitiously at her watch, so I thought I might ask a little more help.

			“I’m embarrassed to ask this, but I could use a little help on one embarrassing matter,” I said.

			“You must not be embarrassed, Daniel,” Verna said. “After the way you’ve been treated.”

			“Well, I’m having a money problem. The museum cancelled my credit card, and my own credit card is almost maxed out . . .”

			“What is ‘maxed?’”

			“At its limit,” I said. “So I really have no money to stay alive right now, even though I’m in the middle of a project with Paolo Bertolini.”

			Verna’s face was impassive for a moment. Civilized Italians did not discuss money, and never asked for financial help outside their family. But here I was, virtually begging.

			“I might have a solution for that,” Verna began, and then wrote a name on a piece of paper. “You can speak with her, and use my name.”

			“Why, thank you.”

			Verna smiled. “Daniel, do you still have your mother?”

			“No, she’s gone . . . three years ago.”

			“Then I will be your mother here in Italy. And I will not let anyone beat up my bambino.”

			The smile she gave me warmed my heart. 
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			Chapter 28

			LUCCA

			It was four o’clock and the banks were open again. Time to move. Time to use the piece of paper in my hand. I took a short stroll near San Frediano and found the bank that Verna had written on the scrap of paper for me. I entered the first of the glass doors, then waited claustrophobically for the second security door to open in front of me. Fortunately, there were not long lines of tourists anxious to change dollars to euros, so I was able to scoot to one side and ask to speak to a particular manager. There was only a brief wait before I was ushered to a desk.

			The assistant manager was an attractive young woman with blonde streaks in otherwise jet-black hair. Her desk tag read “Maria Antipone.”

			“Maria,” I began in Italian, “I believe you may know Verna Mostelli.”

			Her eyes widened. “Oh, Dr. Mostelli. Yes. She and her husband are very important here in Lucca.”

			“She suggested I talk to you,” I said, “because I seem to be having a problem with my credit card.”

			“Yes, certainly I can help,” the girl responded in English. “May I practice my English with you?”

			“Of course,” I replied. How often this happened to me, no matter how hard I worked on my Italian accent.

			“What is perhaps the problem?” she asked. Her accent was quite good, I thought.

			I explained the “decline” at the restaurant the other night, leaving out my already cancelled museum credit card. The girl responded with nods of understanding, some expressions of “yes, of course” and then asked for my credit card, my bank card and my passport before disappearing into another office.

			I sat at the desk and felt strangely naked. Giving up credit cards and a passport is the modern equivalent of a medieval knight surrendering his sword and his shield. Now I sat without identity and still without access to cash.

			While waiting, I looked out through the darkened window glass at the small piazza outside. The sun was shining brightly now, and the passing people of Lucca looked unusually happy, especially in contrast to my own mood. The school children in their uniforms were laughing as they walked or skipped down the street; well-dressed young ­mothers pushed babies in high-tech strollers; a handful of older Italian women waddled by in black dresses and rolled stockings; and one young woman with remarkable legs parked her aubergine-colored Vespa just across from the bank. I thought of Laura.

			“Dr. Bradley,” said Maria as she slipped back into her chair, “I am afraid the news is not good.”

			“I didn’t think it would be,” I muttered.

			It took Maria a little while to figure out that complex construction, then she smiled sympathetically.

			“Your credit card, it is over the limit,” she told me. “And I see that the last payment did not go through.”

			“Yes, I wasn’t home to look after that I’m afraid,” I replied. “Is it possible to get a new card?” I asked.

			“You would have to contact your bank, at home,” Maria replied. Then she added brightly. “Of course, if you come to live here in Italy, it would be different.”

			“How’s that?”

			She smiled agreeably. “If you would honor us by creating an account at our bank, we would love to give you a credit card,” she said. There was something a bit flirtatious in her manner.

			Not a bad idea, I thought. “Do you think I could get some money on my bank card?” I asked.

			“Yes and no,” Maria told me, still looking sympathetic. “Again, I have some news which is not good,” she explained. “Unfortunately, your account . . .” – she searched for the word in English – “. . . your account balance is not positive.”

			“Shit,” I muttered, then remembered that she might realize I was swearing. “Mi scuzi,” I added quickly.

			“But there is good news,” she said, brightening. “You have . . . what is the word . . . overtake on the account?”

			“Overdraft,” I offered.

			“Yes, that is the word.” Maria smiled broadly, just a little embarrassed at the missing piece of banker vocabulary. “So you can take two hundred dollars from your account.”

			I smiled ruefully. Two hundred dollars. That might keep me going for a week if I stopped eating. Did I have any other money that wasn’t sunk into the condo? For the moment, I couldn’t even remember. Fortunately another part of my brain was still working.

			“Maria, I’m thinking that I’ll be spending a great deal of time in Italy from now on,” I told her. “Suppose I take one hundred dollars of that money and set up an account with you.” That had been Verna’s idea, and now I could see what she had in mind.

			“Do you have an address here in Lucca?” she asked.

			“Yes,” I said and gave her Verna Mostelli’s address, one of the better neighborhoods in Lucca. “And now about that credit card . . .” I went on.

			“Yes, yes, of course. You are a professor, so perhaps a limit of two thousand euros would be enough.”

			“If the limit were higher, I could buy you lunch,” I said.

			“Oh, Dr. Bradley,” Maria replied with a giggle, “I cannot.”

			I knew full well that Maria could not go dining with a client, certainly not with a new client, but I guessed that a little flirtation might just raise my credit limit. And I was right. So when I left the bank that afternoon, I had a shiny new credit card with a five-­thousand-euro limit.
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			I had one important phone call to make, and I was actually surprised when Paolo picked up.

			“Pronto.”

			“It’s me,” I said, rather stupidly. “I guess Laura told you her results.”

			“Yes, Daniel, and they are what I expected,” Paolo said. “The science, it is a wonderful thing, but the eye is much faster and sometimes more accurate. Still, her results give me, what do you say, more ammunition when I speak with donors. I am expecting tomorrow a gift that will take us to three million.”

			“Excellent,” I said.

			“Daniel, I want to ask you, how much longer can you stay in Italy? I would like someone to go with me when I bring back the painting. And you, well, this discovery is really yours. It all started with you.”

			“Yes, I’d like to help,” I replied. “But there are some issues at my museum, so I must return fairly soon.” I could have told him more, but why? It would just be a distraction.

			“Daniel,” Paolo began at last, “are you all right? Your voice, I think, it sounds very tense. Perhaps there is more to this than you are telling me.”

			“There is always more,” I told him. “But the rest is really just details. I have to work out many, many details.”

			“And Laura,” Paolo asked, “can she help you?”

			“No, no,” I said, repeating myself. “I can handle it. I’ve got a friend at The PAM, and the director here in Lucca is on my side. Laura, well, Laura has her own life now. All that is over.”

			“But not finished.”

			“How do you mean?”

			“I mean that a masterpiece may take a very long time, and the artist may think it is all over, but it is not finished until . . . until the last stroke of the brush. The Mona Lisa, you know, Leonardo spent fifteen years, maybe more, taking the painting from Florence to Rome, and then to Milan and France. He kept working on the painting because it wasn’t finished. He knew there was more to do. Just a little more to do.”

			“And then he died,” I said.

			“Yes, but the painting was finished. Sometimes we must work many years to finish what we’ve begun. This Madonna of the Library, this searching for it and finding it is just one example. Perhaps, for you, Laura is another.”

			“Paolo.”

			“Forgive me. I am overstepping myself. But neither you nor she is happy with your lives. You have not been happy for a very long time. When will the two of you reach out to embrace what is right in front of you?”

			“Paolo,” I repeated. “Abbastanza.”

			“Yes, I have said enough. Too much.” He paused. “Tomorrow I meet one more donor, and then I will contact the Germans. I will call you when all that is arranged and try to arrange for a quick transfer. Just give me a little time, Daniel. We are almost there. Almost there.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 29

			ROME

			Paolo Bertolini took the city bus to Piazza Venezia. It was the only sensible way to get from his office at the university to the center of Rome. He found the bus ride rather pleasant in these cool fall days, especially since the morning rush hour had finished an hour earlier, and the bus wasn’t jam packed with tourists and students.

			If Paolo had been paying attention, or if his vision were better, he might have noticed the two men, one in khakis and a Panama shirt, the other in jeans and a golf shirt, who had followed him onto the bus. These were the same men who had visited him in his office, but now dressed very differently. This morning their eyes were hidden behind sunglasses and their faces always turned away from Paolo’s gaze.

			Paolo was not looking at the passengers on the bus; he was watching the streetscape as it passed by. He knew this route well, and truly loved the streets of Rome, especially for their architecture. While Florence and Venice were Italy’s great tourist cities, Rome was its intellectual and cultural center. Paolo had lived in all these places at one time or another, and carried memories of each city, its art and architecture, deeply etched in his mind.

			Paolo was seeking a major financial commitment that morning. His friend Enrico Contadini – one of the Contadinis – had suggested he contact another businessman who might contribute to the “roof” project. The second businessman, Umberto Mazzini, had sounded positive on the phone, but he wanted to see an image of the tondo before he would commit to a million euros. Fair enough, Paolo thought, and agreed to meet him at Palazzo dei Conservatori. Paolo rarely got down to this museum and was looking forward to seeing Caravaggio’s fascinating St. John the Baptist as much as the meeting with Signore Mazzini.

			Paolo carried a small briefcase that morning, large enough to hold his agenda, his wallet and two of the four photographs Gunther Schondorf had given him. Two photographs were still in his office, in the Filipepi file, just in case.

			It took Paolo quite a while to walk from the bus stop to the museum. He was still not very good at walking with a cane, and the briefcase threw him slightly off balance. Crossing the wide Via Dei Fori Imperiali was difficult enough for young people; it was a real risk for a man of Paolo’s age. Still, he made it to the Victor Emmanuel monument – the silly wedding-cake tribute to a man whose unification of Italy had never been that good an idea – then around the Palazzo Nuovo – and finally to the Piazza del Campidoglio. The design of the paving stones for this piazza was one of Michelangelo’s real masterpieces, a perfectly harmonic interweaving of spires and arches all done in marble. And people could walk on such beauty! Paolo smiled as he, himself, walked over the stones, looking up briefly at the enormous statue of Marcus Aurelius on horseback.

			The two gangsters who had shared his bus ride did not cross the piazza with Paolo. They held back across the street, watching. Then they dodged traffic as Paolo turned the corner to enter the Palazzo dei Conservatori. They did not admire the stonework or the statues, but kept their eyes on the old man climbing up the steps, wondering where he would go next. By the time they realized he was going into the museum, Paolo had used his professor’s status to bypass the tourist lineups and was already going up the central staircase. The two gangsters considered forcing their way forward in line but decided it best to wait their turn. Paolo was heading up to the second floor of the museum; he couldn’t leave without their seeing him go. And this might be the perfect place to do the job they’d been assigned.

			Paolo did not stop at the first two salons at the top of the stairs, but went directly to sala trente and the Caravaggio. For Paolo, Caravaggio’s painting of the boyish St. John as a seductive young man was one of the most fascinating works of its time: the nudity, the strange, enticing expression, the boy’s awkward posture hugging the ram. Clearly the church had begun to lose its grip on the world of art, even in 1600.

			A voice interrupted Paolo’s thoughts. “Dr. Bertolini,” said a man, smiling and extending his hand.

			“Cavaliere Mazzini,” Paolo replied, smiling as well. “Thank you for meeting me here.”

			“It is much more beautiful than my office,” Mazzini replied. “And you said that secrecy was important for this project, so I thought meeting here would be perfect. No one will even notice us talking.”

			“Excellent.”

			“Did you bring the photographs?” Mazzini asked.

			“Yes. Let me just open the briefcase.”

			While Paolo worked to open the clasps, the two gangsters entered the gallery. They looked briefly at Paolo and Mazzini, then began studying the various art works in the room, piece by piece, as if each work were of equal significance.

			“The tondo hasn’t been cleaned,” Paolo said, “but we believe it to be genuine. The spectrographic tests have confirmed the dating and the Tuscan origin of the paint. Two experts and myself all believe that this, truly, is the Lost Botticelli.”

			“Yes,” replied Mazzini, “even in these pictures I can see how beautiful it is. When it is restored, surely it will be magnificent.”

			“For Italy,” Paolo told him. “For history. For art. We can’t risk losing it.”

			Mazzini looked up at the old professor and smiled. “I agree,” he said. “Let me know when and where you want the money.”

			Paolo was elated. This gave him an arsenal of three million euros, surely enough to satisfy both the Schondorf brothers.

			Paolo and Cavaliere Mazzini smiled and shook hands. Their brief meeting was a success, or so it seemed.
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			The two gangsters split up as Paolo and Mazzini shook hands, one to cover each of the exits from the room. They had talked earlier about what they might do, and when they might do it, but both realized that a crucial opportunity was at hand. The man with Paolo, the businessman whom they did not recognize, was moving off to the left and obviously leaving the museum. Their target, the old professor, was lagging behind, looking up at the picture of John the Baptist on the wall. Then he turned to Caravaggio’s The Fortune Teller on the wall beside it. The fortune teller was smiling at her patron in the picture, reading his fortune, about to slip a gold ring off his finger.

			Paolo smiled, blinked his eyes to clear his vision, then turned toward the entry leading back the way he had come. His work was almost complete. In a few weeks, Botticelli’s final tondo – the wonderful lost tondo – would be restored and safely on display in a museum in Italy. Perhaps this one, perhaps the Uffizi, perhaps the Gallerie dell’Accademia in Venice . . . but those discussions would follow. The financial part of the deal was done.

			The first gangster nodded to the other at one exit from salle trente, then waited as Paolo made his way out of the gallery. At the other exit, the second gangster moved quickly through a different set of galleries to the central stairs. Given his relative youth and speed, the man reached the stairs several minutes before Paolo could hobble through four more rooms.

			The gangster quickly looked down the staircase to the first floor – 34 marble steps. It was a long way down, too far for an old man to fall. The instruction was to give Paolo a warning he couldn’t ignore, but not to kill him. A minor fall would be perfect – a few broken bones, some bruises, just enough of an injury to stop his activities for a month or so. But a fall from the top of the stairs would kill virtually anyone. 

			The second gangster did a quick calculation and decided that a slight push halfway down the stairs should be sufficient to do the job he intended. Quickly he put his sunglasses back on, went down the steps and waited until Paolo appeared at the top.

			Paolo reached the top of the staircase at 11:37 in the morning. He knew he had to be careful on this long flight of marble steps. He’d taken a fall earlier in his life, in his sixties, and knew how painful the recovery was. Now the situation was even worse, trying to deal with both his cane and his briefcase as he negotiated the stairs. He knew there was an elevator at the back for people with handicaps, but Paolo refused to be classed as disabled. He had made it up these stairs; he would make his own way down the stairs.

			As Paolo went slowly down, he was passed by the man in khakis and a Panama shirt. That man, the first gangster, hardly glanced at the old professor, and Paolo was in no position to look sideways at other people. That first gangster nodded to the second as Paolo reached the halfway mark.

			That’s when the second gangster began moving up the stairs, heading directly toward Paolo.

			Did Paolo notice this man, the one in jeans and a golf shirt, the one strangely wearing sunglasses on the poorly lit staircase? Could he have anticipated the quick kick the man gave to his ankle? Could he possibly have known how vulnerable he was?

			No, he could not. Paolo did not live in such a universe.

			So Paolo was at the 18th step, moving slowly, when one gangster stuck out his foot and tripped him. 

			There was a moment, a fraction of a second, when Paolo tried to clutch at the handrail, tried to regain his balance, tried to stop the fall before it began. But that moment was too short, and Paolo’s grasp too frail. The old professor began falling forward, his weight pulling his hand off the metal railing.

			Paolo kept reaching for something else to hold, something to stop the fall, but there was nothing. His briefcase and cane went flying. His shoulder went down, and he hit two steps below him. Then his body crumpled and fell hard against the marble, again, and again, and again.

			What did Paolo think about in those five seconds of interminable falling. Surely he thought of his wife and daughters, of his student days after the war, of the five paintings he had studied in such detail for his first great book. Surely he thought of art, of the Botticelli paintings he so loved, of the haunting image of St. John the Baptist he had just seen, of the tondo he had worked so hard to secure. He had lived a long and rich life, this elderly professor, and perhaps he reviewed most if before his last breath. But when his fall was finished, the eminent Professor Paolo Bertolini was only a crumpled body at the bottom of the long marble staircase.

		

	
		
			Chapter 30

			LUCCA

			Saturday morning, I woke up under a too-thin blanket, feeling cold. It was raining outside, and there was a steady drip of water onto the clay tile roof across from my window. Inside, my room was leaden in the hazy light of the morning.

			My cell phone rang. I thought it might be Paolo with news of his meeting and our trip to Germany. But the number on my cell display wasn’t from Rome, it was from Venice.

			“Buongiorno, Laura,” I said.

			“No, no it’s not,” she replied. Her voice cracked, and then she couldn’t speak.

			“What . . . what’s happened?”

			Now Laura was sobbing. I could hear her terrible breathing as she fought to speak.

			“Laura, are you all right? Is someone there? Is something going on?”

			At the other end was only sobbing. Laura had to fight for control of her voice and found it at last. “Daniel, I can’t talk,” she told me, collapsing again into tears. It was a long twenty seconds before she could speak. “Get a newspaper. Call me at work. I’m here. I’m still here.” She coughed twice, then hung up.

			I sat upright in bed, every nerve in my body suddenly electric. I threw on some clothes, splashed some water on my face, and raced down the steps of the albergo two at a time. In five minutes, I was at the café down the street, already reading the newspaper as the espresso machine steamed and grunted to produce a coffee.

			The top headlines of the Corriere della Sera came as no surprise: a political argument, inflation on the rise, a murder in Palermo. It wasn’t until I reached the bottom of the page that my heart jumped.

			Famed Art Historian Dies in Rome

			Dr. Paolo Bertolini, age eighty-one, an international expert on Italian art and author of Presentation and Representation in Italian Art, died yesterday in Rome. Dr. Bertolini apparently fell down the central staircase at the Palazzo dei Conservatori and was pronounced dead at the scene.

			Dr. Bertolini is perhaps best known for his 1980s television series, The Art of Italy, where he served as on-screen host for a pioneering program on Renaissance art. His scholarly works include . . . 

			 

			I put down the newspaper, unable to focus. My eyes were wet; all my vision now inside rather than outside. 

			Paolo was dead. The threats were more than threats. The threats had become reality.

			“Shit,” I said to no one, no one who could understand.

			If someone could kill Paolo, the same people might start looking for Laura and for me. If they knew of Laura . . . if they knew . . .

			And then a dozen emotions hit me all at once: grief, regret, remembrance, loss, fear, anger. The fist grabbing my heart tightened its grip. I crumpled the top edge of the newspaper in my hand.

			“Signore, l’espresso,” said the barista.

			“Prego,” I said, or thought I said. The actual sound that came out of my mouth was nothing like that. It was a gurgle or a rattle.

			The barista looked away, embarrassed.

			I finished my espresso in one sip, then managed to read the rest of the article. It was a dull obituary, the kind of article that papers prepare in advance about elderly public figures so it can be rushed to print right after their demise. Since I already knew Paolo’s life, there was little new material here, and next to no information about the “accident” at the Palazzo dei Conservatori.

			When I had read the article twice, I grabbed the entire paper, left a five euro coin on the counter and rushed back to my room.

			I had to call Laura. We had to talk. But not yet . . . not until I got some control back, some kind of perspective. 

			I stood at the window and looked out at the ashen city. The church bells were ringing the half hour. For a moment, the dense clouds overhead parted and a shaft of sunlight illuminated a portion of the sky and the piazza in front of San Frediano, then the clouds closed again.

			Paolo was dead. A fact, a miserable fact. Whatever deal he had put together for the Botticelli was now in danger – and might have led directly to his death. And if his dying were no accident, then both Laura and I were in danger. If. If it was murder and not an accident, then whoever murdered Paolo had to be caught, and caught quickly. And in the meantime, Laura and I had to be especially careful. We had to keep going. We had to survive.

			I picked up my cell phone and punched in Laura’s work number. She picked up on the first ring.

			“You read it,” she said, her voice a monotone. Laura was holding on tightly to her emotions, just as I was.

			“Yes, the Corriere,” I replied.

			“I saw it first in the New York Times online,” Laura said. “It was . . . too much. I couldn’t believe it and then I didn’t want to believe it.” She lapsed into Italian, a long sigh about death and grief and despair that I could only vaguely understand.

			“Are you . . . okay?” I asked. Then I realized how stupid that question must seem. Of course Laura was not okay; how could she be? She’d lost her own father five years ago, and now Paolo, the man who might well have been her second father.

			“It’s impossible,” she said. “It’s horrible. He was so important to us, to everything that matters. How could . . . ?” her voice trailed off, the question unfinished.

			“I’m sorry. I know. I feel it too.”

			There was silence on both ends of the line. I tried to weigh my words before speaking, trying to find a way to say what was needed without alarming Laura more than I had to. “There is something you must know,” I began, trying to sound in control even as everything was spinning wildly into chaos. “Paolo’s death might not have been an accident.”

			“What . . . what do you mean?” Laura asked. “What makes you think . . . ?”

			“Because we talked on Thursday,” I explained. “Paolo told me that two tough guys paid him a visit. They wanted him to quit working on the Botticelli, and he refused. You know how he is.” I hesitated. “Was.”

			“You didn’t tell me,” Laura said. It was an accusation, and I deserved it.

			“Paolo didn’t want you to get upset, so he asked me not to say anything. He didn’t think these guys would follow through.”

			“But you think they did.”

			“Paolo’s dead, just a day after getting a threat in his office. He fell down a set of stairs and nobody knows why. So did he fall or was he pushed?”

			Laura said nothing. Instead she moaned and then began to cry again.

			“I’m sorry,” I told her. “There was no easy way to tell you about this. And I’m not absolutely certain what happened in Rome. All I know is what Paolo told me, but I think we had better share that information with the police.”

			Laura took a while to control the heaving of her lungs. Then she replied with a tremor in her voice. “Yes, of course.”

			“And we have to carry on. We have to get the Botticelli back to Italy. It was Paolo’s dream to bring the tondo home, and now that dream has to be ours . . . yours and mine.”

			Laura said nothing; she merely listened. I could hear her breathing on the quiet phone line.

			“He told us where the Botticelli files are kept. He’s got a list of donors for ‘the roof of the schloss’ and now we have to finish his work. We owe it to him.”

			“Yes, I suppose.”

			“And to the Botticelli,” I added.

			I could hear the hesitation in Laura’s response. I understood what lay behind that. Pursuit of the Lost Botticelli had already killed one man, a very dear man to us both; how many more might die before the painting was brought home?

			“Are you coming down to Rome?” I asked.

			“Yes, of course. There will be a funeral, perhaps Monday or Tuesday. We have to be there for the family.”

			“I’ll go down today,” I told her. “I’ll try to get into his office and get those files. We need some evidence before we go talking to the polizia.”

			“Yes, of course,” Laura replied. “I’ll get there as soon as I can.”

			“Call me,” I said, my voice sounding desperate. “Call me if you see anything strange, or you feel like you’re in danger. Don’t take chances. Don’t be alone.”

			“I am alone, Daniel. More alone than you know.” 

		

	
		
			Chapter 31

			MUNICH

			Gunther von Schondorf was reading the Sunday Munchener Merkur when he saw the article about Paolo’s death. This was not major news in Munich, though Paolo’s television show had been seen all over Europe in the 1980s, so it was relegated to the entertainment section of the paper.

			Gunther put the paper down, swore to himself, then picked it up and read the article again. “An accidental fall” was the cause of death, according to the story. But Gunther was suspicious. He knew that his brother was capable of engineering something like that. The more he thought about it, the more convinced he became that Werner had arranged the accident.

			That was enough to make Gunther storm into his brother’s bedroom.

			“Wake up, you swine,” Gunther shouted.

			“What, what?”

			“I said, wake up,” Gunther repeated. “I’m talking to you, and I’m talking to you now. Right now. Sit up.”

			“Get away from me,” Werner groaned.

			“Get up,” Gunther repeated, shaking his brother.

			They were replaying scenes from childhood, a miserable childhood for both of them. Gunther was the older brother, the dominant brother. When they were children, it was Gunther who would grab Werner in a headlock and push his face into a pillow, who would twist Werner’s arm almost to the breaking point. Werner would respond, as younger brothers do, by finding any chance to jab his fingers into Gunther’s side, or flick his ears, but only when Gunther couldn’t get back at him. Like many brothers, they’d spent their early years torturing each other in ways that parents can never detect.

			And now it was happening again.

			Werner pushed his brother away, but Gunther was still bigger and stronger. He grabbed Werner, pulled him up and pushed him against the head of the bed.

			“I’m talking to you.”

			“Obviously,” Werner grumbled. He was quickly waking up and quickly assessing the situation. “There’s something that can’t wait until I get up, is there?”

			“As if you didn’t know,” Gunther shot back.

			“What should I know?” Werner pulled one hand free. If Gunther came at him again, he’d hit him.

			“Paolo Bertolini is dead. You had him killed.”

			“What?”

			“You heard me. You know it’s true.”

			Werner looked straight at his angry brother and shook his head. For once, he was not guilty as charged. He knew nothing of Paolo’s death and certainly had no hand in it. Perhaps he could have arranged such a thing, but he hadn’t. Yet how could he convince the enraged Gunther?

			“Gunther, I know nothing. I did nothing. Why would I?”

			“Because you want the ten or twenty millions from New York, or Singapore, or wherever your dirty contacts will make a deal.”

			“This is absurd,” Werner told him. “Let me get out of bed, and then we can talk about this rationally.”

			“There is nothing to discuss. I can see through your lies, Werner.”

			“Get off me, and we’ll talk about it later. You’re being an idiot.”

			“And you are a murderer, my brother. A vile, cowardly murderer. Half of me is ready to turn you in to the police.”

			At least the other half of Gunther was smart enough not to contact anyone. The disgrace would be too terrible.

			“Let me go,” Werner said, like a child. And Gunther did.

			Werner managed to get out of bed and into the bathroom, quickly locking the door behind him. This is how he used to escape from Gunther back when they were young, by somehow getting into the bathroom and locking the door. Werner could rely on Gunther’s conscience to defuse the anger, at least back then. Perhaps all this would be over when he finished his shower; perhaps it would be even worse. Either way, Werner would better be able to deal with his brother when he was fully awake and fully clothed.

			While the water ran in the bathroom, Gunther was pacing outside the door. He had never been so angry with anyone ever before. 

			Gunther had contacted the eminent Dr. Paolo Bertolini in good faith, and the old professor had responded in kind. Paolo had already phoned to say that he had raised two million euros for the “roof” and was on his way to a third million. Thus the old man had responded honestly and effectively to what Gunther had asked. His reward – thanks to Werner, it seemed – was death.

			To Gunther, whatever honor still remained in the von Schondorf name had been obliterated by this one act. And the blame, he was sure, was entirely his brother’s.

			To Werner, drying off after his shower, the actions of his brother were those of a madman. Perhaps if he could speak reasonably to Gunther all this could be worked out. Even if they couldn’t, he thought, the death of Paolo Bertolini cleared the way for more effective dealings with that New York museum and the collector in Singapore. It was certainly not a terrible thing for the two of them.

			Steam poured from the bathroom as Werner stepped out. Gunther was still waiting for him.

			“Could I get dressed before we discuss this?” Werner asked, though it was more a directive than a question. He was an adult again, no longer a bullied child.

			“Yes. Come to the library. I have made a decision.”

			Gunther walked off, leaving behind the section of the Merkur that featured the news of Paolo’s death and his obituary. It was the phrase “accidental fall” in the article that Werner seized upon. After dressing, he brought the newspaper with him to the library, ready to point out that phrase.

			Gunther was unimpressed.

			“You arranged for that ‘accidental fall.’ Admit it.”

			“I did not,” Werner told him.

			“You are a miserable liar,” Gunther went on. “You were always a miserable liar, even as a child. But to kill an old man like that . . . you have stepped over the line, Werner. You have brought this family nothing but disgrace.”

			“Ridiculous,” Werner replied.

			“So I have made a decision,” Gunther went on. His face was grim, the dark lines in his forehead and around his mouth seemed etched in granite. “The Botticelli will be a donation from the von Schondorfs to the Uffizi Gallery.”

			“In exchange for what?”

			“In exchange for respect, not payment,” Gunther told him. “You killed the man who might have arranged for payment.” 

			“I did nothing . . .”

			“Be quiet, Werner. I refuse to deal with these people of yours in New York or Singapore. It is probably they – and you – who killed a perfectly innocent man.”

			“We did nothing . . .”

			“I said, be quiet,” Gunther went on. “On Monday, I will drive with the painting down to Rome. There is a funeral for Paolo Bertolini on Tuesday. I intend to find that young man – Curly – or the girl and take them the tondo. We’ll let them handle the donation. It will at least clear my conscience.”

			“We need the money, Gunther.”

			“You need the money, not me.”

			There was a pause. Certainly Gunther’s words were true, it was Werner who had racked up gambling debts and Werner who was being pressured to pay them off. But there was something about the self-satisfied look on Gunther’s face that seemed to twist like a knife in Werner’s gut. Again, it was as if they were children. Gunther had decided that the last Sacher torte was his; Gunther had decided that they would go skiing on this vacation or sailing on that vacation; Gunther had always decided this, or that, or something else.

			But now Werner had decided something. During this argument with his brother, in Gunther’s arbitrary decision, Werner had seen a way of proceeding that suited his needs very well. While Werner did not announce his plan aloud, he began working quietly to make it come about.

			“All right,” Werner said with a strange smile. “Let’s go to the schloss and prepare the painting.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 32

			ROME

			The four-hour train ride to Rome gave me time to think, to reflect. I knew I should be feeling intense grief, that there should have been tears brimming in my eyes. But that emotion was secondary.

			I could picture Paolo’s fall down the steps at the Palazzo dei Conservatori a dozen different ways. I knew Paolo; I knew the steps; I knew how an old man could slip and fall or have a mini-stroke and fall. I could imagine all the innocent ways in which Paolo Bertolini might, at age eighty-one, have come to his last moment. And yet, my gut told me that the accident had been planned, that Paolo had been set up for a hit. Whoever sent two men to Paolo’s office had then sent those two, or perhaps other men, to deal with the old professor. Had they meant to kill him? There was no way of knowing. All that could be certain was that Paolo was dead.

			And that, that thought, finally made me weep. I wept for my mentor, my colleague, my friend. I wept for the closest thing to a real father I’d ever had.

			I arrived at Termini and took a taxi to the Hotel Boito, near Hadrian’s Column. I had brought all my luggage since it was unlikely I’d be returning to Lucca any time soon. I’d been living out of two suitcases for the last two weeks, and might be living out of those same suitcases for a few months to come. Fortunately, I had brought a jacket and tie with me, formal-enough dress for Paolo’s funeral, and with my new credit card I could purchase anything else that might be required.

			I checked into the hotel, took my luggage up to my room, and lay down on the bed. I was in Rome, waiting. Waiting. It was too late to try to make my way into Paolo’s office; that would have to be tomorrow’s project. But simply lying around my hotel room would have driven me mad. Instead, I decided to walk the five blocks to the Palazzo dei Conservatori. It would still be open for another hour, and perhaps looking again at the stairs or speaking to the guards would tell me something.

			I made my way toward the museum, bolted between cars on the Via Dei Fori Imperiali and dashed across the Piazza del Campidoglio. In fifteen minutes, I was inside the Palazzo dei Conservatori and standing at the base of the marble staircase.

			By now, the yellow police tape had been taken down and tourists were once again trudging up the stairs. Paolo’s “accident” had become one more piece of history in a building that had already seen five hundred years pass by. It had been swallowed up by time – too soon, far too soon.

			I spoke briefly to the guards, only one of whom had been on duty two days before. Yes, the guard had seen the old man. Yes, there were other people on the stairs at the time, but none stood out in his mind. Yes, there was a security camera but no one had bothered to check the tapes. An old man had tripped and fallen on the stairs. It was only later, after the newspaper stories came out, that anyone realized the victim was the famous Dr. Paolo Bertolini. Had they known, had he taken the elevator . . . things might have been different. What remained was a tragic accident, but that was all.

			Or so they said.

			I walked up the stairs, made my way through a few galleries and stopped in front of Caravaggio’s St. John the Baptist. I knew that Paolo loved this painting, one of Caravaggio’s most interesting. Perhaps Paolo had picked this spot to meet the mysterious final donor, the man who would provide the last million euros for the Botticelli fund. Was this donor connected to the men that killed him? Was he part of a scheme to take Paolo out of the running for the Lost Botticelli?

			Caravaggio’s painting gave me no answers, nor was there anything that I could see that might bring me closer to understanding what had happened. Discouraged, I walked back through the salons, then looked down at the entire marble staircase from the top. It was a very long staircase, without landings to break a fall, the kind of staircase that would have been eliminated by the threat of lawsuits and insurance settlements anywhere in North America. But Paolo hadn’t fallen from the top of the staircase, at least according to the guard. He was halfway down.

			Did he fall? Was he pushed? The questions remained.

			I reached the bottom of the steps and looked back to the top. In my mind’s eye I could see Paolo on the staircase, reaching for the handrail, bracing to stop his fall, but still tumbling relentlessly against the marble steps. I looked away.

			A young boy was watching me, then he pulled on his mother’s sleeve. Perché il signore sta gridando? he asked. Why is the man crying? 

			His mother shushed the boy, whispering Non lo so, I don’t know.

			Nor did I know. Perhaps this visit to the Palazzo was part of me saying goodbye, or perhaps it was part of trying to understand. Regardless, I was still crying when the boy and his mother walked away from me as if I were a man demented.

			That night, I walked to the Piazza Navona for dinner, not at one of the tourist restaurants that overlooked the fountain, but at a tiny osteria located on a courtyard off the piazza. I ate dinner alone, with my own thoughts and a sense that this ominous universe was about to claim me along with Paolo.

			I wandered to the hotel later, strolling by the Pantheon on my way, always looking at the men walking behind me or beside me. I imagined them, the assassini, on every street I passed. Some lurked in buildings, some seemed to be Russian, or Eastern European, or American, some posed as tourists, but they were still watching me as much as I was watching them. I circled twice around my hotel, lounged on the steps from the road below, then snuck in through the doors from the tiny parking lot. When I reached my room, I was frightened and sweaty. The wine at dinner had made me paranoid, not bold.

			The next morning, the sun was shining brightly, and I was feeling better. I had my task to keep me focused. I needed to get the files from Paolo’s office in a building not far north of the Borghese Gardens. Then I would photocopy them and mail a copy to Laura . . . just in case. But the documents were the key to everything. There was no sense going to the police until I could make a case that Paolo had been murdered. My suspicions, as a straniero, would be laughable, but evidence might make the police take action.

			I grabbed the bus from the Piazza Venezia near my hotel and headed north through the twisting streets of Rome. I got off at Viale  dell’Università, then walked down the street until I found the address.

			Paolo’s office was in a nondescript 17th-century building that had been converted by the University of Rome, La Sapienza as it was called, into offices for professors of fine arts. As a professor emeritus, Paolo was given a relatively large office in exchange for looking after a handful of graduate students and providing consultation to colleagues. It gave him a place to keep his enormous collection of art books and a long bank of filing cabinets in which to store the paperwork of a fifty-year career.

			My problem was getting into the building. Since it was Sunday, the front door was locked, and there was no other obvious way to enter. All I could do was be patient, hoping that some professor or grad student would approach with a key.

			I bought a newspaper, then sat on a stone step across from the building, pretending to read. For a good half hour, no one arrived to try the door, and I was beginning to wonder if I should do something desperate like breaking a back window. But I had a hunch that the police might already be looking for me with some questions about the Donatello, so I hesitated. If I were arrested, then everything would be ruined. Fortunately, I finally saw someone who might make a break-in unnecessary: a professor.

			University professors around the world have a look that seems to come with the profession. While they rarely dress in the clichéd corduroy jacket and leather elbow patches, they still wear jackets, often over jeans – the jackets to give them a sense of authority with their students and the jeans to pretend that they are really just “one of the learners,” though mostly they are not. What gave away any professor, of course, was the briefcase (or backpack for the young ones), which was invariably scuffed from use and overstuffed with papers not yet marked or reviewed.

			So when I saw a young man walking quickly down the street in just such an outfit, with just such a briefcase, I knew that I would not have to break a window. Instead I timed my walk to the door so I would arrive just after the young professor. Then I reached into my pocket as if I were about to unlock the door myself, but the professor already had his own key ready to use. We nodded to each other – apparent colleagues – and then the professor let me inside the building.

			I stopped to look at my watch, stalling for a second as the professor went down one hallway. Then I bounded up three flights of stairs to the floor where Paolo had his office. Of course that door, too, would be locked but with nothing more than a doorknob lockset. I reached into my wallet for the non-functioning museum credit card, slid it between the door and the jamb and tried three times to jimmy the lock. Then, without effort, the door opened with a simple twist of the knob. The lock had been broken before me.

			I shouldn’t have been surprised to see the office in disarray. Paolo had never prided himself on neatness, and the office reflected the life of a man who was often involved in a dozen projects at once. But this level of mess was greater than that. Paolo did not throw files on the floor, nor would his secretary have left a number of file cabinets half open. Paolo’s desk, too, seemed to have half its contents spilling out the drawers.

			So I was the second or perhaps the third person to go searching here.

			Quickly, I looked around. No, no one there. I listened. No sound. I was alone.

			To one side were the rows of filing cabinets. A quick search showed the obvious: there were no files remaining in the B cabinet where “Botticelli” ought to have been, nothing in the T cabinet where tondo might have been. But the F cabinet was untouched, and the two Filipepi files were right where Paolo had said they’d be.

			Quickly, I leafed through the first file. There were only three photographs of the tondo, while I knew there should have been five. I guessed that Paolo had removed two for some reason. On a yellow sheet of paper were some notes about the two German brothers – Gunther and Werner von Schondorf. I felt relieved to have their names. If I was going to carry on where Paolo had left off, I’d have to talk to the brothers directly. Or perhaps I should let the police take over. If the brothers were behind the murder, then Paolo’s notes would at least prove the connection.

			Outside a car burglar alarm suddenly blared. I jumped, my skin tingling, thinking it was the police. Quickly I looked out the window at the still street, then went back to work.

			Further back in the file were the sketches Paolo had made in Germany, the notes he’d made on the condition of the painting, and – to my surprise – a copy of my dissertation from twelve years ago. For no good reason, I began tearing up. I felt honored.

			Finally, I found two ink sketches of the gangsters, quite detailed, with a quick notation about the visit, the threats and the date. Surely these would be as good as any police mug shot and might well be a better way to show that Paolo’s death was likely a murder.

			The second file was a contact log and a list of names, addresses and phone numbers of potential donors for bringing back the Botticelli. Each name had scribbled notes on Paolo’s initial contact, the donor’s response and sometimes a figure in euros to indicate what Paolo had been able to negotiate. I could quickly see eight donors and a set of numbers adding to over two million euros. Then there was a ninth donor, a Mazzini, with a million euro question mark beside his name and a note of their scheduled meeting at the Palazzo dei Conservatori.

			My heart raced. I looked at the clock, heard some noise deep in the building, and felt I had better get out quickly. I stuck the two file folders inside my shirt, and silently left the office. There was a copy shop near my hotel that would open at noon, and I decided to walk there rather than take the bus.

			Two hours later, one copy of Paolo’s files was in an envelope addressed to Laura at the Gallerie dell’Accademia in Venice. Then, almost as an afterthought, I made another copy and sent it to Jeremy at The PAM. A third copy joined the original in a large envelope under my arm.

			It was time to call Laura.

			In Venice, her cell phone rang. “Pronto,” Laura answered.

			“Laura, I have the files,” I told her, “Paolo’s files. Someone else has been searching through his office, but they didn’t find them. He marked them Filipepi rather than Botticelli.”

			“Good,” she said. “Very good.”

			“I’ve sent a copy to your office,” I told her, “just in case the police take this one from me.” That was only a partial truth, of course, and I didn’t tell her about the extra copy sent to Jeremy. Just in case. I didn’t want to explain the just in case.

			“Also a good idea,” Laura replied.

			“You haven’t seen anyone, uh, watching you,” I asked.

			“No. And you?”

			“No one, though I was getting a little paranoid last night.”

			“Not without reason,” Laura agreed. “Have you been to the police?”

			“No, not yet,” I told her. “I think they’ll take this more seriously if you come with me.”

			“Perhaps. There’s no way of telling with the polizia.”

			“So when are you coming to Rome?” I asked. That was the real question, of course.

			“Tomorrow,” she said. “I have a morning meeting with the director, but then I’m flying to Fiumicino. I should be in Rome by two o’clock. The funeral is Tuesday.”

			“I have a hunch there will be people flying in from all over. The PAM would have sent me except, well, for the circumstances. As it is, my friend Jeremy is flying over.”

			“Some company will be good.”

			“For us both,” I said. “Listen, I’m staying at the Hotel Boito,” I said. “It’s not far from the Chiesa Nuova where they’re having the funeral. Should I book you a room?”

			“I have family in Rome,” she replied.

			“Yes, of course. But we have some issues to discuss and some actions to take. It might be better if you were close by.”

			She hesitated, saying nothing.

			“I’m just offering to book a room,” I said. “For convenience, that’s all. We have work to do . . . a project of Paolo’s to finish.”

			Laura sighed. “Yes, you are right. I mustn’t forget. Please book a room – a sunny one, if you can. I have enough clouds in my life right now.”

			“Consider it done.”

			“Ciao.”

			“Ciao bene.”

			My hand was trembling when I pressed the off button. My offer to book Laura a room was impulsive, and probably stupid. What was I really thinking? What was I really hoping for?

		

	
		
			Chapter 33

			SCHLOSS AMMERSEE

			Gunther decided to drive the old white van from Munich to the von Schondorf castle. He thought the van might prove useful, later, if events went the way he expected. For now, he had to struggle against the poor steering and was frustrated at the vehicle’s lack of power. This was certainly not the wonderful Mercedes 380 in the garage, and a far cry from the new bmw he’d bought himself a year before the divorce.

			Gunther was surprised at how quickly Werner had acquiesced to his demands on the Botticelli. At a certain level, Gunther had been ready to negotiate the next steps to be taken in dealing with the painting. He had a hunch that the young man, Curly, might be able to assemble the donations just as effectively as Paolo. But his brother gave in so easily that Gunther was unwilling to back away from his own angry demands. He had made up his mind, his brother had agreed, and that was an end to it. Recht hat immer Recht.

			Now Werner sat sullen and silent in the seat beside him.

			Gunther drove up to the old castle from the east, the ancient pile of stones looking dilapidated under the harsh light of day. The Schloss Ammersee had been built in six different sections, the first dating from the 11th century, the last section in the 19th. It had been in the hands of the von Schondorfs since a grant from the Holy Roman Emperor Ferdinand I in 1836 and once had sufficient land and farming revenue to support a comfortable style of life. In the great days before World War I, the castle had entertained hundreds of counts and barons, seen parties with Lotte Lenya and Richard Tauber, and housed an art collection which might have rivalled the Kaiser’s. But the first war and its reparations began a decline that continued to this very day, and the ancient schloss showed evidence of many years of neglect.

			Gunther had not been using a metaphor when he said the roof needed repairs; indeed a whole section of it had literally fallen in, creating a bizarre kind of interior courtyard. Unless that roof were repaired, the 14th-century tower next to it might well tilt inward and collapse, and then the rococo 17th-century wing, which was still serviceable, might collapse as well. Gunther’s children, though they were all comfortably employed, were in no position to take on repairs at this level, and the castle’s lands – at least those that hadn’t been sold – produced an almost trivial income. The von Schondorfs could cede the castle to the state, of course, and perhaps get a good bit of tax relief from that, but tax relief is only of value if personal income is high. Neither Werner nor Gunther had an income at a level where that would matter; all they had was some residual wealth, gradually leeching away with time.

			Perhaps it should be a problem for the next generation, Gunther thought as he drove the van up the rough road to the schloss. He frequently felt tired these days, as if the continuing balancing act between his sometimes miserable personal life and his titled position as Count von Schondorf, Eighth Baron of Ammersee were taking a physical and psychological toll. Getting rid of the Botticelli, at least, would simplify some of this. It was never properly theirs, unlike so many other paintings the family had bought and sold over two hundred years, and it should be properly returned to where it began. Let others argue over provenance, at least the von Schondorfs would be done with it.

			[image: dingbat]

			Werner had his own thoughts as the brothers drove up to the castle. His issues were more immediate: if he failed to pay off his gambling debts, he would certainly be banned from the casinos. More significantly, he had a few debts to some fellow gamblers to whom banishment from a casino would hardly seem penalty enough. Werner knew that his knee caps, his face and perhaps his life were in danger. A rotting castle was the least of his problems. A yellowed Botticelli that could be worth a fortune was far more to the point.

			Werner was bothered by Gunther’s attitude almost as much as the whole idea of giving away the tondo. Why was it suddenly Gunther’s decision; why were the only considerations to be Gunther’s honor and reputation? The two or three million euros from the now-dead Bertolini would barely have been enough to eliminate his debts, and his brother would have taken half of it to repair the damn roof. But a ten or twenty million euro windfall – that would set up Werner for the rest of his life. And all that stood between Werner and the money was his brother.

			The decision Werner had made that morning in Munich was the necessary one. There was really no other choice. Eventually, his brother would have to understand.
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			Gunther parked the van beside another Mercedes in the sunken east courtyard of the castle. The two brothers trudged up the same steps that had daunted Paolo just two weeks earlier, then fiddled with keys that led to the east passageway. Years ago, this had been a servant’s passage linking the ancient kitchens to the grand galleries and ballrooms of the 17th-century wing of the castle. Now it was a passageway from the parking area to the surviving principal rooms. Where liveried servants had once rushed with silver platters and finely-folded napkins, now there were just echoes and the sounds of rats scurrying in the walls.

			The two men were out of breath by the time they reached the gallery. Of the two keys needed to open the door, the newer one gave them the most trouble. Only after several tries did the door open, and only then could they make their way into the once-glorious von Schondorf gallery.

			“So you’re going ahead with this,” Werner asked. It was Gunther’s last chance.

			“Yes,” Gunther replied. “It is time this family did something right.”

			Werner snorted. He didn’t think that deserved comment. “Will the Botticelli fit in the Mercedes?”

			“Perhaps,” Gunther replied. “If not, I’ll have to take the van down to Rome.”

			“If the van makes it that far,” Werner replied sarcastically.

			“Enough,” Gunther barked. “I know you don’t agree with this, but it’s going to happen. Now help me get the painting out here.”
Werner said nothing. He simply followed his brother into the hidden store room at the end of the gallery. The painting was still propped against the wall, exactly where Daniel and Laura had left it after their examination.

			The two brothers got on either end of the tondo and lifted it with considerable effort. For two men in their sixties, the heavy wooden panel and its frame required a great deal of effort. Both were sweating by the time they’d brought the painting out to the center of the gallery.

			Werner wiped his forehead and looked down at Botticelli’s greatest tondo. He did not see the meticulous craftsmanship or the exquisite design; he did not admire the fine Venetian frame. All Werner saw was the possibility of twenty million euros. 

			“This is ridiculous,” he told Gunther. “You’re going to take a painting worth millions of euros, drive it down to Rome, and give it away. It’s absurd.”

			“It’s time to be rid of this,” Gunther told him. “Nothing good has come to our family since the painting came here. It’s a curse.”

			“So how are you going to pack it?” Werner asked, taking the practical approach. “Newspapers?” he sneered.

			Gunther hardly paid him attention. “The tondo made its way from France wrapped in a canvas bag, bouncing around the back of an army truck. I suspect that bubble wrap will be the best protection it’s had for a few centuries.”

			Werner sighed. His brother was still being stupid, but now Werner’s choice was simple. Gunther’s stubbornness had decided it all.

			“All right, there’s wrapping material at the back of the storeroom,” Werner told him.

			“There is?” Gunther asked. “I brought some in the van.”

			Werner shook his head. “No need to go downstairs. You’ll find what you need in the back corner.” He gestured with his hand towards the small room where the Botticelli had been hidden.

			Gunther looked quickly at his brother, shrugged, then walked into the secret storeroom.

			By the time Gunther had reached the back corner of the secret gallery and discovered that there was no wrapping paper or plastic, Werner had pulled at a small iron ring on the stone door, then pushed the lever that locked the door fast. Werner felt a peculiar sense of excitement, a flash of satisfaction as a fake wall slid over to cover the door.

			Werner faintly heard his brother pounding from the other side. For a moment, he felt a bit of guilt, but he did not change his mind. The deed was done. Gunther would not be giving the Botticelli away to anyone. In fact, whether Gunther lived or died was entirely in Werner’s hands, and that was a decision he had yet to make.

			Twenty million euros, he thought as he looked down at the painting. The man in Singapore wanted authentication, and he wanted the tondo cleaned. The curator at the museum in New York wanted to examine the painting himself but might feel more assured if a real expert in Botticelli had already authenticated the work.

			With Bertolini dead, the remaining expert on Botticelli was Daniel Bradley, whose transparent disguise as “Curly” had been obvious days before. Of course, Bradley would be at Paolo’s funeral and probably bring that good-looking art restorer with him. Perhaps the New York curator would be there as well.

			Perhaps, with a little encouragement, all three of them would come back to the schloss to see the painting.

			Werner wondered how much encouragement would be required, then made a phone call to the collector in Singapore. A few minutes later, he left the gallery and carefully double-locked the heavy door behind him. He smiled for the first time since the day had begun.

		

	
		
			Chapter 34

			ROME

			I left early to meet Laura at the airport, taking the FerrItalia line from Piazza Venezia to arrive in plenty of time. On the way, I bought a copy of Il Messaggero and pretended to read an article about the increasing price of gasoline. Actually, I was scanning the train and then the airport concourse to see if I was being followed. Of course, there was no one watching me. My fears, so far, were phantoms.

			I waited outside the baggage area until Laura came down the escalator. She was wearing dark sunglasses that were so large it was almost impossible to see her face.

			“Laura . . .” I said, but stopped when she seemed to recoil at her name.

			“Daniel, I . . .” She looked all around us.

			“You’re nervous,” I said. “Me, too. That’s why I thought I’d meet you here. I’m not exactly an armed guard,” I told her, “but at least we’re together.”

			She softened slightly. “Thank you. Thank you for being here.”

			I grabbed her suitcase, and then we got in line for a cab. By the time Laura had moved into her room at the Hotel Boito, it was lunchtime, so I extended the obvious invitation.

			To my surprise – no, to my delight – she accepted.

			The two of us walked down the steps behind the hotel, moved quickly along the Via Del Plebecito and then up the Via Dei Cestari towards the Pantheon. There was a little restaurant off an alley where we could escape from the tourists who always packed this area near the Roman antiquities, and I managed to find it after only two wrong turns. We hadn’t been followed, and there was hardly anyone in the restaurant. It seemed a safe time to talk.

			“How have you been?” I asked after ordering the wine.

			“Scared. Angry. Sad.” Laura told me. She had taken off the dark glasses now so I could look into her brown eyes. “And you?”

			“The same,” I told her. “I keep looking over my shoulder to see if anyone is following me. Of course, nobody ever is.”

			“I do the same,” Laura told me. “I feel like I’m in some movie, like some real-life version of The Bourne Identity.”

			“Except there’s no Matt Damon.”

			“I guess you’ll have to do,” Laura replied. 

			Our talk turned to whispers about Paolo’s death and what I’d discovered so far. I’d brought another photocopy of Paolo’s files with me to lunch. We spent some time looking over the sketches, the notes, and the donor list, but Laura could see nothing that wasn’t already obvious. Was it enough to go to the police? Probably, but I’d have to cover up how I got hold of the papers. Perhaps Paolo left them for me at the hotel . . . no, that was too easy to check. Perhaps he mailed them to me . . . that would be better. The rest would be in the hands of the polizia.

			It wasn’t until the second course that I could begin telling Laura of what had happened to me: the missing Donatello, my job suspension and Max’s efforts to blame the lost statue on me. Laura listened with astonishment, barely stopping to ask questions until I had finished my sad litany of events.

			“Your life is a guazzabuglio,” Laura told me, using the beautiful Italian word for “muddle.” 

			“I know.”

			“And now someone might want to kill you the way they killed Paolo,” Laura went on.

			“Possibly.”

			“And yet you sit here smiling. I don’t understand that.”

			I thought for a minute, and I did not understand it either. I had no reason to feel anything but grief and anxiety, but here I was finishing lunch with Laura and somehow I felt strangely hopeful.

			“Perhaps I’m a bit impulsive,” I replied with a smile. “A beautiful woman told me that once.” The woman had been Laura, of course.

			Laura looked down at her food. Perhaps she was covering up a smile of her own.

			After lunch, Laura and I returned to our respective rooms. She wanted to study Paolo’s documents in detail; then she had to meet her director for dinner.

			That left me with supper on my own, and then a restless sleep in front of a still-blaring television. It was midnight when the bedside phone woke me up.

			“Don’t you ever answer your cell phone?”

			“Sometimes,” I replied, yawning. It was Jeremy. The PAM had sent him to Rome for the funeral or perhaps to chase me.

			“What is this, Daniel? You sound like you’re in bed.”

			“I am in bed. It’s midnight, you know.”

			“And the night is still young,” Jeremy replied. “Let me remind you that I am the one who is jetlagged and not you.”

			“Good point,” I replied. “But you probably had a good snooze on the plane, and I had to rest up so I could deal a little better with your nagging and sarcasm.”

			“Not to mention my wisdom, excellent counsel and very enticing gossip,” Jeremy added.

			“That too.”

			“So, I’m calling to invite your poverty-stricken self out to a late dinner. I have a recommendation for a place that would suit both our palates.”

			“It’s too late, Jeremy. There’s a funeral tomorrow, you know.”

			“All the more reason to go drinking tonight, you miserable sod.”

			I sighed. “Laura’s here, and we’re involved in something, and the whole story is very complicated. Too complicated for right now.”

			“Oh, the intrigue.”

			“Yeah, something like that. I’ll explain tomorrow.”

			Jeremy just laughed. “And just to add a little more complication, let me share a juicy bit of news.”

			“Which is what?” I asked.

			“Fritz down in the shipping room has told Max that you must have had a partner in your crime spree.”

			“Yes? And that partner would be?”

			“Fritz is pointing his finger at the missing Veronica! And she’s rumored to be here in Italy . . . with you!”
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Botticelli, Calumny of Appeles 
GALLERIA DEGLI UFFIZI, FLORENCE

			Florence, 1500

			A darkness began creeping into the work of Botticelli long before 1500. Some credit the change in his art to the death of Savonarola in 1498; some say his works were changing even before that: the paintings were smaller, the colors darker, the human figures strangely disproportioned in a style that would later be called Mannerist. Botticelli’s famous Calumny of Apelles was full of ominous, threatening figures representing Rancor, Fraud, Perfidy and Remorse. It is hard to believe that this work came from the same brush that, ten years earlier, had created The Primavera and the great tondi.

			What did it mean to Botticelli when the charismatic Savonarola was placed on a donkey, taken to the Palazzo della Signora, stripped and hanged before a crowd of thousands? What images were imprinted on his mind as the calendar kept moving to the apocalyptic year of 1500? As an ardent piagnone, his brother Simone had to flee Florence just to survive. Sandro was living now with his nephews in the old family house as his work and his life seemed to grow smaller by the day.

			Botticelli still painted tondi, of course. The small Madonna de Padiglione would later end up in Milan and his Virgin and Child with Two Angels would travel to a new continent that had just been discovered, to a city that wouldn’t even exist for another three hundred years. In his studio, Sandro was turning to darker subjects, like Judith holding the severed head of Holofernes. All around him was death and distress, and that reality – like the flowering Renaissance before it – was captured in his final works.

			To Sandro’s surprise, and perhaps to his relief, the apocalypse did not come when the calendar moved to the year 1500. The four horsemen did not ride down from the hills surrounding Florence, nor did Florence become the New Jerusalem that Savonarola had promised. Daily life continued as it had before, but Sandro’s commissions were becoming fewer and fewer. His workshop continued to churn out cheap copies of his finest works, but Sandro’s new style was finding fewer customers among the wealthy of Florence. His work seemed old-fashioned when compared to up-and-coming artists like Michelangelo and Leonardo.

			Sandro Filipepi – the once-great Alessandro Botticelli – died in May 1510. He was buried in Ognissanti on May 17th in a small burial ground east of the church. The marker of the family grave was inscribed in Latin, Mariano Filipepi et Filiorum, but even that token monument disappeared in the 18th century. Only Botticelli’s paintings survived, and some have had extraordinary lives since then.

		

	
		
			Chapter 35 

			ROME

			Looking down on Rome from the sky, the Tiber River makes a large curve to the west. For those who are imaginative, this curve resembles an upturned nose – an English nose, as the Romans would say. To the west of the Tiber is the Vatican, the fiefdom of the Pope and his cardinals, a declining center of power in an increasingly secular world. To the east lies the ancient city of Rome, its tiled rooftops brown, crimson and burnt ochre.

			From above, the eastern streets are uneven, more walkways than real roads. Only the Piazza Navona makes a straight north-south line, the other streets looking more like artists’ brush strokes, almost random in their distribution. These small streets bend around houses and palaces that date from the middle ages to the Renaissance, and even these are built atop older structures that go back before the time of Christ.

			There are dozens of churches within this little curve in the Tiber. San Luigi dei Francesi is famous for its paintings by Caravaggio; Sant’Ivo all Sapienza is a baroque masterpiece by Bernini’s rival Borromini; and Sant’Andrea della Valle was the imagined setting for Puccini’s Tosca. But to the west of all these churches is the New Church, the Chiesa Nuova, which is only “new” in comparison to the 11th-century church it replaced. This was the church where Paolo Bertolini and his wife were married, this was the church they attended whenever they were in Rome, and this was the church where Paolo would be buried.

			Still looking down from above, the church is much less visible than the green courtyard beside it. That courtyard, with its orange trees, has always been a place for contemplation in a world that has never had enough time for that. Next to that garden, though not very interesting from above, is the church itself: the Parrocchia di Santa Maria in Vallicella. The Renaissance priest, Filipo Neri had wanted a simple church when he had it built in the 1570s, but after his death the simple church of San Filipo Neri, was turned into a baroque masterpiece.

			On this Tuesday morning, the broad piazza and steps leading to the front doors of the church were dotted with the tiny figures of people. From above, these people seemed to be of little significance compared to the broad expanse of the church roof and dome, and the quiet green of the courtyard. But these tiny figures were moving, walking up the steps, sometimes stopping to meet with other tiny figures, sometimes stopping to rest on one of the benches along the way. By eleven o’clock, virtually all of the tiny figures had made their way into the cool of the church. All that remained were TV crews with their bulky cameras and boom microphones.

			Looking down inside the church, from the top of the dome, there was a shiny mahogany casket covered with flowers at the center of the marble floor. Just above the casket were the symmetrical choir stalls and then the elaborate altar with its remarkable crucifix. Just below the casket were rows of wooden pews, all of them filled . In the first few rows were Paolo’s family, his wife, children and grandchildren. In the rows that followed were cousins, many of them, and colleagues, hundreds of them, from a sixty-year career in art. There were other figures, too, who did not fit into these groups. There were a few tourists, caught up in the funeral out of confusion or curiosity; some homeless people who sought shelter in the church; some artists whom Paolo had befriended; and some young students who had recently worked with the distinguished professor.

			Near the back of the church was an unusual group of three men: the one older with dyed dark hair, the other two somewhat younger, and all three looking somewhat out of place. The older man, Werner von Schondorf, was busy scanning the crowd, trying to find the only two faces he would know. Beside him, looking around the crowd as if they were guarding the older man, was a nondescript Asian man and a rather dark skinned Italian. These three men did not talk, given the language issues between them, but remained tightly pressed together as the church filled for the funeral.

			At one point, just before the organ began a substantial introit, Werner von Schondorf nudged the Asian man beside him and pointed across the church. They whispered to each other, and then the Asian man turned to the swarthy Italian. The Italian man looked, nodded, and left the church by pushing his way past the incoming crowds.

			Werner had pointed to the other side of the church, near the Chapel of the Pentecost, where three other figures were clustered together: two men on either side of a young woman. The one man was tall and very well dressed in a dark suit that was designed to show off his trim figure. That man, Jeremy Thorne, seemed relatively unmoved by the funeral, especially in comparison to the noisy weeping of the Bertolini family, and he spent much of his time looking around the interior of the church. Sitting beside Jeremy, and dressed entirely in black, was Laura Francelli, who seemed small and fragile on this day. She had been crying soundlessly since the organ music began, her eye makeup dissolving into charcoal streaks that ran down her cheeks. Beside Laura was Daniel Bradley whose curly, dark hair seemed quite unusual in a crowd of balding or gray-haired men. Daniel was only barely in control of his emotions and kept biting his lower lip to keep from breaking into sobs.

			The funeral mass was long and formal, in the Catholic fashion. When it was finished, eight pallbearers surrounded the flower-strewn casket and carried the remains of Paolo Bertolini to a waiting car. The burial would be later, and it would be private.

			Viewed from above, the little black dots of humanity followed the small rectangle of the casket out to the front of the church and then carefully down the long steps. After the casket was driven off, the dots themselves began to move off in many directions, some moved singly, some in pairs, some in small groups. Some of the dots were stopped by the TV crews seeking a sound clip for the evening news, but then the crews themselves packed up and were gone. Once again the marble steps were unblemished white under the midday sun, the pews in the church mostly empty beneath the blue-tinged nave and gilded cupola of the dome.

		

	
		
			Chapter 36 

			ROME

			For dinner, Jeremy picked a restaurant off the Piazza Navona that was often cited in the Gayot guides to Europe. I felt immediately out of place as I stepped inside, but Laura thought the posted menu looked promising. Neither of us were feeling particularly cheerful, but there were things that Jeremy had to know.

			“Mio amici,” Jeremy called out as he came into the restaurant.

			“Mei amici,” I corrected him. “Agreement of adjective and noun.”

			“Oh, don’t be so stuffy, Daniel,” Jeremy told me. “You should be pleased to hear me mangling Italian the same way I can mangle Spanish and French. And Laura, you are truly, truly ravishing.”

			There was a flurry of air and cheek-kissing, as if Laura and Jeremy were long-lost friends. And perhaps they were; perhaps we all were.

			“Bella, che bella,” Jeremy said in his very best pseudo-Italian. Then he took one of Laura’s hands and gave it a truly gallant kiss. “I am sorry, but that really exhausts my Italian.”

			“Penso che tu parli molto bene,” Laura told him. The words were incomprehensible to Jeremy, but Laura’s smile was all he really required. “And I very much enjoy speaking English,” Laura said, “especially with a man who is so charming. It is a refreshing change.”

			“You mean Daniel has not been charming to you, my dear?” Jeremy asked. “Has he been his usual earnest, irritating self? Has he bored you to death with matters artistic and drearily moralistic?”

			Laura merely smiled.

			Jeremy went on. “Yes, of course he has, just like always. Let me say, on Daniel’s behalf, that if you gave him more time, perhaps a year or two, I’m certain you’ll find some lovely qualities in the man. Many of my friends find him quite irresistible, but Daniel, I’m afraid, is rather single-mindedly fixed on women. It is, how do you say, a shame?”

			“Che vergogna.” Laura and I spoke at the same time. Then we looked at each other with embarrassment.

			“There, I’m learning a little Italian, and we haven’t even had a drink yet. Shall we order some wine? I have been given Max’s credit card and fully intend to max it out, all puns intended.”

			The three of us were taken to a table away from the street entrance, and Jeremy immediately ordered a hundred-euro bottle of fine Barolo. “In honor of the great but now deceased Paolo Bertolini,” Jeremy announced.

			Laura and I exchanged a glance.

			“Oh dear,” Jeremy said, “I fear I have overstepped the boundaries with that little frivolity. But I mean no disrespect. The funeral is done, and it is up to us to carry on. Certainly Daniel’s old professor would not want us to don sackcloth and ashes.”

			“You should remember that Paolo was Laura’s professor as well,” I told him.

			“So is it grief that brings you two together . . . or some mysterious project, such as Daniel has suggested?” Jeremy asked.

			“Both,” Laura interposed. She looked over at me. How much did I want Jeremy to know?

			“Are you ready for a little news, Jeremy?”

			“I am, as the donkey once said, all ears.”

			I nodded to Laura and she began. “You remember Daniel’s doctoral thesis; it was about a missing Botticelli tondo?”

			“How could I forget? The pain. The angst!”

			“Allora, perhaps two weeks ago, Paolo learned from two Germans that the painting might still exist.”

			That stopped Jeremy in mid sip. “You mean the Lost Botticelli is real and not just a figment of Daniel’s fevered imagination?”

			“Exactly,” I told him.

			“It’s never been seen,” Jeremy replied. “By anyone.”

			“But we have seen it,” Laura told him.

			“All three of us saw it,” I added, nodding to her. “Somehow the painting ended up in the hands of two German brothers, the von Schondorfs. Last week, Paolo, Laura and I flew to Munich and were taken to a castle where the tondo has been hidden since the 1940s.”

			“You’re kidding.”

			“No, Daniel does not kid very well,” Laura told him. “In this case, it is simply the truth. Both Daniel and Paolo believe that the painting we saw is an authentic Botticelli, by his own hand. I have done some testing of the painting, and it seems authentic – the pigments, the age of the wood, the composition of the gesso.”

			“It’s a masterpiece,” I added. “It’s so much more than I expected.”

			“I can’t believe this,” Jeremy replied. “Are you sure you two haven’t gone nutty under all the stress. What is that Italian word? Pazzi?”

			I shook my head and began telling the whole story, this time in considerable detail. I spoke of the bizarre trip to the von Schondorfs’ dilapidated castle, the secrecy and the phony names, the limited chance to examine the work and the samples taken for testing. I told him about Paolo’s efforts to find donors to repatriate the painting.

			By this time, we’d finished both the appetizers and the primi piatti, and were halfway through a second bottle of Barolo.

			“And now the truly unfortunate part of all this,” I told Jeremy. “We think . . . well, I think . . . that Paolo’s death was not an accident, that he was murdered. Pushed down the stairs.”

			“Surely you can’t be serious,” Jeremy replied at the end. “You are becoming far too melodramatic, Daniel. Perhaps Italy has gotten to you; or you’ve been reading too much Stieg Larssen.” He paused, suddenly serious. “Why would the Germans want to kill Paolo?”

			“That is not clear,” Laura replied. “The two brothers do not seem to like each other. And one of them spoke of a collector in Singapore, and perhaps a museum in America with a better offer.”

			“Oh my dear, that’s impossible,” Jeremy said. “No museum would touch a painting like your Botticelli. Not after everything the Getty went through.”

			I broke in. “But if a museum found a donor who could trace it back far enough, even with forged documents, then it could be possible.”

			“Possible, but . . .”

			“Very possible,” I said. “Half the works we have at The PAM have questionable provenance. Probably half of all the art hanging in most museums. And look at the other side – the Lost Botticelli as the building block for a blockbuster exhibit, the wonderful discovery of a long-lost painting, the pseudo-donor who never knew what he had. It would be a media extravaganza.”

			“But murder?”

			“Paolo had a visit from two men the day before he died,” I explained, “two men who threatened him if he didn’t quit pursuing the Botticelli. I have Paolo’s sketches of the men and his notes on the conversation.”

			“So why haven’t you gone to the police yet?”

			“I was waiting for Laura,” I said. “I think she’d have more credibility than a curator from The PAM who’s under suspicion of stealing a Donatello statue.”

			Laura chimed in. “We are going to the polizia tomorrow. I know an inspector in the art squad. This is not what they do, usually, but it is a place to begin.”

			Jeremy leaned back in his chair and waved at the waiter. It was time for the next bottle of wine. “We need a bit more to drink,” he said. “At least, I need more to drink. I confess, Daniel, that you have never, ever managed to gobsmack me, but this week . . .” 

			“Thanks,” I said. “I take that as a vote of confidence.”

			Then Jeremy looked quite seriously at me. “You realize, of course, that if you can get hold of the painting, then you and the Botticelli will become very valuable commodities, Daniel. It might be enough to make people overlook this little problem with the Donatello.”

			“I can only hope,” I agreed.

			“I will drink to that, my lovelies,” Jeremy replied, lifting his glass. “Let us drink to possibility replacing difficulty with triumph.”

			“Salute,” Laura replied.

			“And let us pray that nobody is looking to push either of you down a set of stairs.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 37 

			ROME

			What ever happened between you two?” Jeremy asked me at the end of that long night. Laura had gone to bed. We were drinking cognac in the tiny basement bar of the Hotel Boito. “You never told me exactly how it ended.”

			“It was too maudlin,” I said. “I still don’t want to talk about it.”

			“But something must have happened,” he replied. “You two, you’re actually quite good. I mean, you’re good together. Something had to happen, Daniel, a dozen years ago when we were all young. Things don’t just fuck up on their own.”

			I looked at him, and wondered if it was worth getting into this. What could I say to make it simple?

			“We went to the opera, Jeremy.” I paused, sipping a bit more cognac. “Twelve years ago we went to Tosca, at La Fenice, and that was the beginning of the end.”

			[image: dingbat]

			Laura’s family had a house in Venice, in the San Barnaba neighborhood not far from the Grand Canal. The 14th-century building housed a doctor on the first floor and the Francellis on the upper floors. Now that Laura’s brothers had moved out, there were several available bedrooms, one of which was assigned to me. Like the rest of the apartment, my bedroom was a rococo masterpiece with frescoed walls and detailed plasterwork on the ceiling.

			I thought, back then, that it was time to tell Laura’s parents about the two of us, at least a few words about how we really felt about each other. Laura at first demurred, then became adamant about saying nothing. Her father had a temper, she explained. Her mother was ill. The family had expectations of her, perhaps demands. It would take a long time to win them around, and she had best do it on her own.

			So we slept separately, and hinted at nothing for the first two days. I already liked Laura’s father, and the old man seemed jovial when he was with me. Laura’s mother, on the other hand, looked at me more suspiciously. She never asked me about my relationship with Laura, but there was something in her eyes when she looked at me that suggested disapproval.

			“Your mother knows,” I whispered to Laura one night.

			“She suspects, that’s all,” Laura whispered back. “Sospettare, non sapere.”

			“So tell her.”

			“Not now. Not now.”

			Laura put her finger to my lips, then took my hand to lead me upstairs to an empty bedroom. We made love, quickly, furiously at first, then stopping when we heard a sound in the hall.

			“Shhh,” Laura told me. The creaking old bed would clearly give us away.

			“Jesus, I can’t,” I grunted. Nor could I, thrusting wildly. I groaned.

			“You are impossible,” Laura whispered. The steps in the hall had continued past the room, but someone had clearly heard us.

			I remember smiling to myself in the dark room. True lovers want the world to know of their love, so why was Laura so secretive? Whom did she think she was fooling?

			The next day, we planned to join with Laura’s brothers and their wives to see Tosca at La Fenice. The Francellis had season tickets to a box at the theater, but there wasn’t room for all of us, so Laura’s parents agreed to stay at home. 

			I was quite hopeful that night, going into a second level of family inspection. I had provisionally “passed” the parental scrutiny, so this was the second round, a second test to see if a Nordamericano could somehow find a place within an ancient Italian family.

			Laura had two brothers, Filippo, who was short and stocky and looked vaguely like a fire hydrant, and Martino, who was tall and thin – like Laura – but with a sharp nose and a general air of superiority to the world. Their wives were modern Italian women, balancing jobs and children, beauty and fashion with considerable aplomb.

			Could I fit in?

			At lunch that day, I surely thought so. My Italian would often stumble, but the brothers declared my accent to be charming, and they graciously helped out when I couldn’t find a word. We shared a lunch of red wine and ready smiles, the most important coming from Laura who seemed to approve of how well I was getting on.

			But then we went off to Tosca, and I was doing just fine through the first act, but then the intermission came. There was a mad rush to the bathrooms. I joined Laura’s brothers heading down the stairs, then stood with them in line. That’s when the older brother, Martino, began speaking to me. The conversation seemed little more than a way to pass the time in line, or so I thought.

			“My sister’s looking good,” he said.

			“Yes,” I replied. “Very good.”

			Martino was the more aristocratic of the two brothers, and there was a certain stiffness in his posture and his words. “You two have become close?”

			I paused for a second. The Italian phrase for romantically close is siete inseime, which really means to be a couple. How should I respond? 

			While I was trying to frame an answer, Filippo jumped in. 

			“Te la scopi?”

			Was I fucking her? That was his question. For the longest time, I couldn’t speak. A lump of phlegm or fear or guilt came into my throat.

			Filippo laughed. “I thought so,” he said. “Just don’t get caught doing it in the house. My father . . .” he brought up his hands in a strangling gesture.

			Martino smiled. “She’s still the baby,” he said. “All grown up, and still the baby. Just be sure my father doesn’t find out.”

			By now, we’d made it into the men’s room so the awkward conversation ended. Then we went back up to the box to find the three women freshly made up. The orchestra began playing, and we settled back to watch Act II and the ceremonial death of Baron Scarpia. 

			That night, after the brothers and their wives had gone home and the parents were asleep, Laura snuck up to my room.

			“What did you say?” she whispered.

			“What?” I was half asleep, not ready for this.

			“What did you tell my brothers?”

			“Nothing,” I said. And that was the truth, mostly.

			“But they know,” she said, her voice was on the edge of control.

			“Okay,” I said, sitting up. “Filippo asked if the two of us  were sleeping together,” I explained, leaving out the verb scopitare. “I didn’t say anything.”

			“I don’t believe you.”

			“It’s true.”

			“You did something to tell him. What do you call it in English, a wink?”

			“Nothing, Laura,” I told her, trying to soften all this. “Your two brothers assumed we’re sleeping together, and we are. That’s all. No one really cares. No one should care.”

			Laura said nothing, but gave me a look that chilled me to my core. 
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			“And that was it?” Jeremy asked.

			“No, that was the beginning of the end,” I said. “That was when I realized that I could never fit into her life, that we were essentially doomed.”

			“Oh, so Shakespearean! Thank goodness there was no friar to give you a sleeping potion. And then?”

			“Then real life delivered the final blows. Laura got her job at the Accademia in Venice, and I kept hoping that something would open up here for me, but my Italian wasn’t that good, and my German was iffy, and there was nothing in London. And then I got an offer, a good offer, from that small museum back home and . . .”

			My mind flashed back: it was our last day together. The job offers were in. The acceptances had to be sent off. We had run out of time. We went for lunch in Altrarno, and did a lot of sighing. I remember Laura took my hand, and kissed each finger. “Ti amo, Daniel. Ti amero’ sempre.” I love you, Daniel, I will always love you. That’s what she said, though the truth was somewhere else.

			“So I went home, took the job out west – you remember. And Laura took hers. And we wrote and emailed and made promises . . .”

			“My god, Daniel, please don’t get all weepy on me,” Jeremy said.

			“Sorry,” I said, looking for control and somehow finding it.

			Jeremy concluded for me. “And then she married this other guy. The photographer.”

			“Yeah. He measured up to the family expectations, and I didn’t, so it was simple. Really.”

			“Oh, Daniel, Daniel. My friend. You heteros lead such tortured lives, such operatic lives. If you ever decide to give all that up . . .”

			“Thanks, but no thanks.”

			Jeremy sighed. “Ungrateful bastard. Whatever will we do with you?”

		

	
		
			Chapter 38 

			ROME

			The Asian man did not like working in Europe. He did not like European attitudes, or European politics or European culture. The Asian man had renamed himself Chen so the damned English-, French-, German- and Italian-speaking people would have something to call him, but he had yet to learn more than a few words in any of the European languages. Invariably, he had to struggle with second-rate English because no one understood his first-rate Cantonese.

			Chen was a professional gangster, trained since childhood in those basic arts of the underworld: skilled observation, careful calculation of odds and ruthless use of force. He had killed perhaps a dozen men, never without clear instructions and never with less than splendid execution. He was proud of his craft.

			But Chen did not like working in Europe. The streets were busy, but not as busy and confused as those in Singapore and on the Mainland. There were too many eyes on the streets, too many meandering alleyways and abrupt street endings, too many unknowns at any given moment. Too often, he’d be assigned a partner or two for the operation, but Chen preferred to work alone. He preferred simple jobs like a drug heist or a quick murder. He preferred jobs that he could pull off quickly and alone, and then disappear into milling crowds, leaving behind his victim and his own temporary identity as an ordinary man might drop off a shirt at the laundry. But none of his assignments in Europe were easy. Invariably the local partners would be little better than amateurs. Invariably the assignment would be complex, involving too much observation or some impossibly difficult thievery. Chen liked to think of himself as an artist in his work, a master who would apply the final touches after subordinates had slathered gesso on the canvas. But here in Europe, he often had to do the messiest work himself. It was inelegant.

			His current assignment was as irritating as the last half dozen had been. Keep surveillance on this young couple, find a way to kidnap them both, or at least the girl, and then get them to Munich in a miserable old van. The whole concept was amateurish, Chen thought, as were the instructions that no one should be hurt and no weapons should be used. Amateurish indeed.

			Even worse was the Italian thug who’d been assigned to work with Chen. The man seemed not particularly bright, could barely speak a word of English and actually looked like a gangster. Chen would never have chosen such a partner and had found the man to be useless even in attempting to follow the young couple. When the actual kidnapping took place, Chen feared the man might make a blunder that would reveal the entire operation or perhaps run off in sheer panic.

			So Chen planned to do almost all the work himself. He quickly determined that kidnapping both of the targets would be too difficult. The young man, especially, kept looking around as if he was expecting to be followed or attacked. He’d have to be taken down first, and surely the woman would scream and attract attention, and the Italian police were always hanging around this area looking for pickpockets and shoplifters. If Chen could have counted on the Italian thug, then maybe both of the targets could be grabbed, but not if Chen had to do it on his own.

			So the girl was the obvious choice, but the trick would be finding her alone. If the man would leave the hotel, for instance, it would be relatively easy to get into the hotel, pop the room lock, overpower the woman and bring her to the van. Certainly, that would be easier than dealing with the vagaries of the street, as Chen had discovered the night before.

			Yet time was becoming an issue. The obnoxious German man kept calling, asking if anything was happening, suggesting that they were not doing their jobs. Even Mr. Shao’s first lieutenant had called to see if more men were needed. Chen tried to reassure both parties. They did not need more men; they needed patience. The young couple surely could not spend all their time together or with that strange homosexual man. At some point, one of them would be ripe for the plucking.

			So early in the morning, Chen was behind the steering wheel of the van, still tired from a half-sleepless night watching the front door of the Boito Hotel. He was ready to trade places with the sleeping Italian thug, ready to get a little more sleep himself. And then . . . a gift, a reward for patience. The girl, the target, walked out of the hotel and turned left to walk down the street.

			“Wake up,” Chen ordered. The Italian in the back of the van groaned in his sleep, so Chen had to shout again. “Wake up. We go.”

			Chen started the motor of the van and pulled slowly onto the street. So long as he could still see her, there was no reason to hurry. His plan wasn’t to grab Laura as she walked away from the hotel, but to plot her path and do the kidnapping on her return. It would all be easy enough so long as she wasn’t going far, so long as she didn’t skip down the stairs to the Piazza Venezia or grab a cab halfway across town. Chen had already located the spot for the grab, and tried to explain it to the Italian thug as best he could.

			The girl walked at a fast pace, but paid no attention to the street or the people on it. She suspected nothing.

			Now Chen’s mind was moving quickly. This was the kind of work he did best, not the hours of dull surveillance but the minutes and seconds of the action itself. Where was the girl going? he asked himself. She wasn’t bringing a suitcase so she couldn’t be leaving for good. The girl would return . . . return from what? Why would the girl go out by herself so early in the morning?

			The girl answered Chen’s question by turning into a small bar further up the street. This was perfect. She’d soon be coming out with coffee or some kind of breakfast, and she’d return to the hotel.

			Chen put the van into reverse and found a spot on the street just across from the loggia he had spotted earlier. Chen told the Italian thug to get into the darkness of the alley behind the loggia and be ready with the tarp, then Chen got ready himself. He opened a bottle of chloroform, poured it deftly into the white cloth, then waited behind the wheel of the van.

			Chen’s advantage, as he knew, was that he seemed so insignificant. He was short, wiry and nondescript in appearance. In Europe, all that people would say, after his work, was that an Asian had been the shooter, or an Asian had been seen running from the scene. There was nothing in Chen’s size or demeanor to make anyone pay serious attention.

			Certainly the girl was paying no attention. She was even walking down the proper sidewalk, so Chen wouldn’t have to drag her across the road and into the van.

			Chen looked behind the girl and saw no one following and only a few people crossing at the next intersection. He looked into the rear view mirror and saw no one behind the van. More good luck. As Laura approached, he grabbed the white cloth in his right hand, opened the door and moved around the back of the van.

			The grab itself was almost perfect. The girl passed Chen; Chen wheeled around catching the girl by the waist with one hand, holding the cloth to her face with the other. Chen half pulled and half lifted the girl into the loggia, holding her tightly as she struggled. He was annoyed at the way she tried to pull away and scream, annoyed that she writhed for a good five seconds before finally inhaling, and annoyed that it took another five seconds for the chloroform to knock her out. Fifteen seconds, he said to himself, far too long.

			The Italian thug was just watching all this and didn’t even have the tarp ready when Laura finally went limp. This made Chen angrier. Stupidity and carelessness led to mistakes, and Chen disliked mistakes.

			“Open it. On ground,” Chen shouted.

			The thug seemed to understand the first part, opening up the canvas tarp as if it were an overcoat.

			“Down,” Chen told him. “On ground.”

			This time the thug got it right. He put the tarp on the pavement and Chen, in no time, flipped Laura about and settled her onto the tarp as gently as a baby into its crib.

			Chen opened the side door to the van, and soon the canvas-wrapped girl was lying motionless on the floor. He pulled back the top of the tarp to make sure the girl was breathing properly, and she was. Then he gently pulled the tarp over her face.

			“Eleganza,” said the thug. He was appreciating either the effortlessness of the grab or the beauty of the girl herself.

			Chen did not respond. He moved the van into the street, looking carefully to see if anyone had seen what he’d done. No one on the street seemed to be paying attention to the van, so he suspected that no one had seen the kidnapping. It had been a clean grab.

			Chen turned onto the Via della Pilotta and kept driving. After ten minutes, he pulled out his cell phone and called the German, waking him up this early in the morning.

			“I have the girl,” he said.

			“Excellent,” the German responded. “You know where to go now, and what to do.”

			“Of course,” Chen replied as he drove out of the city.

			The Autostrada was filled with traffic that morning, most of it pouring into the city of Rome, but there were still many trucks in the slow lane as the white van chugged north. Chen was irritated at the low level of this equipment, and the general thoughtlessness of the entire scheme, but he knew better than to comment. He drove the van. The thug beside him put on an Italian pop music station. The music made Chen even more irritable. Still, Chen began looking ahead to the rest of his assignment. He decided to make a slight change in the plans.

			At some point south of Florence, the Italian thug indicated that he had to pee. While Chen could have pulled into an Autogrill without any difficulties, he explained in English that this would be too dangerous. Instead he took the van off the highway, drove up a small regional road, and then stopped at a spot that looked appropriate.

			“Go,” Chen told the thug, pointing to the side of the road.

			The thug cursed in Italian, then opened his door and hopped down from the rear van deck. He was peeing into a ditch, his penis in his hands, when Chen removed the safety from his Glock. The thug had just finished peeing, and was zipping up his pants, when Chen fired the first shot into his head. In all likelihood, the man was already dead when his body fell into the ditch, but Chen fired two more shots into his back just to make sure.

			A kindness, Chen thought to himself. Besides, he was tired of listening to Italian pop music.

			San Gimignano, 1522

			The Madonna of the Library hung in the private quarters of Fra Antonio until the Prior’s death in 1522. By then, the surface of the painting had been darkened by the soot of too many candles burning too close to the surface. In a way, Fra Antonio’s meditations had darkened its surface.

			Antonio’s successor at San Agostino did not care much for the soot-stained circular painting, so he had it moved to a small chapel in the dark church. Then it went into storage when a subsequent Prior had repair work begun at the back of the church during an expansion. When the new cloister was finished, the church was redecorated in a Renaissance style. The tondo was an excellent addition to this, and it hung with some prominence inside the now-frescoed church interior, at least until one keen-eyed parishioner noted the Medici emblems on the frame and suggested that the painting might arouse suspicion from the family. Another Medici, Clement VII, had recently ascended to the Papacy, so some parishioners suggested that the tondo should be sent to him as a gift. But Clement VII and the Church itself at that point were embroiled in conflict, one that would conclude with the terrible Sack of Rome in 1527.

			The new Prior, Friar Strombi, decided that the tondo should go back into storage in the interest of its own safety and the safety of the church. The Madonna of the Library did not come out of storage for another two hundred years plus. By then, the town of San Gimignano was part of the Grand Duchy of Tuscany and again ruled by the now-powerless remnants of the Medici family. In Florence, many of the artworks owned by the Medici had been installed in a museum created from the old offices (uffizi) of the Medici bank.

			There was some talk at San Agostino of sending the old tondo to Florence for inclusion in this collection, but no action was ever taken on the matter. Instead, the tondo was hung in the Cloister behind the church and rarely viewed. In any event, after three hundred years, it was hardly possible to see the painting beneath soot and discolored varnish – but the frame was still quite remarkable. As the surface of the tondo darkened, the brilliance and luster of the frame stood out even more.

			So it was the frame that caught the attention of a young lieutenant in Napoleon’s Army of Italy. It is not clear why the soldier was in San Gimignano rather than in the administrative center of Florence, but the lieutenant quickly saw potential value in the tondo’s frame. He was tempted, so as to save weight for transporting the piece, to pry out the old religious painting and throw it away, but the poplar panels were securely fixed. Better to send the painting as it is, he thought; just wrap it in burlap and send it off to General Murat.

			In truth, Joachim Murat was not a man who appreciated art. He was considered quite a dullard at a time when intelligence and wit were what a man needed to make his mark in the world. But Murat did appreciate his wife and knew her tastes in furniture and decoration. He knew that she would fancy the symmetry and delicate carving of the frame, and he hardly took a second look at the tondo within it. Along with a short note, Murat sent the tondo off to his furniture maker in Paris with a simple instruction: créer une grande mirroir.

			The furniture maker, Charles Percier, removed the tondo from its frame for the first time in three hundred years, but he was unsure what he was supposed to do with the artwork. It was clearly some Italian religious painting of no particular value, but the general had sent no instructions about the art. Should he destroy it, send it to the Louvre, or return it to Italy? Percier sent an enquiry to the general but never received a reply, so he decided to hedge his decision: he mounted a new mirror into the frame and then remounted the tondo directly beneath it. The poplar planks would offer good protection for the mirror’s fragile silver backing, and the only real sacrifice was in the heft of the finished piece which now weighed more than Napoleon himself.

			So the tondo lived on, but remained hidden away for another one hundred forty  years.

		

	
		
			Chapter 39 

			ROME

			I woke up around eight o’clock that morning, bathed in sweat. I had been dreaming about Laura and the Botticelli tondo in some confused way, Laura reaching for the painting and the painting seeming to dissolve in her hands. And I was there, someplace in the dream, powerless to do anything, frozen, as Laura screamed and the painting dissolved into splotches of color.

			It was the dream that woke me up, but it was thinking about the day ahead that got me out of bed. Laura and I had planned a visit to the art police right after coffee, so I was surprised that she hadn’t called me already. After all, she was the early riser.

			I had just walked over to the bathroom when my bedside phone rang. I smiled. That would be Laura.

			I picked up the phone. “Pronto.”

			“Curly,” I heard on the other end of the line, “or should I say, Dr. Bradley. This is your friend in Munich.”

			I squeezed the phone so tightly in my hand that it felt like I might crush the plastic. 

			“You do remember me, do you not?”

			“Yes, I remember,” I said tentatively. I knew him, his brother and their names. But I didn’t want to admit knowing as much as I did. “Is the painting still in good condition?”

			“Indeed, yes,” Werner replied. “Soon it will be somewhat restored, in fact.”

			“There’s no need for that,” I replied. “We’ve seen enough to know what you have.”

			“Ah, but for certain buyers, a little restoration is very important. Certain buyers also want you, Dr. Bradley, to document its authenticity.”

			“And why would I do that?” I asked. I thought this was a particularly cagey reply, at least until I heard the answer.

			“Because your colleague, Laura Francelli, is on her way here,” Werner told me. “Because she will do some cleaning of the painting, and you will do the authentication. A few documents, that is all.”

			I felt as if a hammer had been smashed into my chest.

			“I gather you understand the situation, Dr. Bradley.”

			“Laura?”

			“She is unhurt. There is no reason for anyone to be hurt. This is a simple matter of cleaning and documentation. That is all.”

			“Can I talk to her?”

			“Unfortunately, she is not available at the present time,” Werner told me. “But you will see her shortly after your flight to Munich.”

			This was coming at me too quickly. “What flight?”

			“You will be on the noon Lufthansa flight today, Dr. Bradley. The ticket is already purchased. You can pick it up at the airport.”

			“The airport . . .” I repeated, stupidly. Too much, too fast. What had happened to Laura?

			“Let me caution you, Dr. Bradley,” Werner said. “You must not contact the police before your flight. There would be . . . consequences for the beautiful Ms. Francelli . . . and, of course, we will know nothing about what happened to her.”

			“But you can’t . . .”

			“Actually, I already have, Dr. Bradley. Let me be blunt. We can conclude all this very quickly in a few days, or you can complicate matters and your colleague will suffer. The choice is simple, is it not?”

			Of course it was simple. Odious, but simple.

			“Yes, whatever you say.”

			“Noon, Lufthansa 1208 to Munich. Wait at the baggage area until my man arrives. He will meet you as before. And remember, you will contact no one. You are being watched.” The phone clicked off.

			I sat frozen on the bed. Sweat was pouring off my forehead and ran under my eyes. I wiped the sweat away and wondered if I were crying, but my emotions were far too complex for that. Laura and I had been careless. They had been watching, waiting. If only . . . if only. And then images of Laura flashed across my mind, images drawn from too many movie thrillers. Had they hurt her? Would they hurt her?

			I looked down and saw my hands were shaking. I had to do something, and quickly. Of course I had to get on the plane; what choice did I have? But what would stop the Germans from killing us both after we cleaned and authenticated the painting? What kind of people were these von Schondorfs?

			I got up on trembling legs and walked into the bathroom. I threw water on my face, then opened the window for some air. The little bathroom window looked out on the parking alley, which led to the Via della Cordonata. Maybe they had kidnapped her there, in the parking lot. Or maybe they had snatched her on the street?

			Or did they really have Laura at all?

			My mind was still spinning with all these questions, but I was no longer shaking. I splashed water my face, then put on some clothes. It was half-past eight in the morning. To get on a noon flight I’d have to leave for the airport by ten o’clock. That gave me ninety minutes to do something, but what?

			Be systematic, I told himself. Did they really have Laura, or was this just a trick to get us panicked? I walked down the stairs to check, knocked on Laura’s door and got no answer. Then I went back to the staircase and loped down to the lobby in less than thirty seconds. The elderly desk clerk had not seen Laura go out, but someone had left the room key on the front desk, and the key was still in its box so Laura hadn’t returned. When could that have happened? Perhaps a little after seven, the clerk told me, when he left the desk to set up coffee in the breakfast room.

			The man had seen nothing else, no one suspicious hanging around the hotel or outside of it. There was a little security camera aimed at the parking area, but the small piazza was still chock-a-block with cars. Laura must have gone along the street, up or down Via della Cordonata. But why? The answer was easy: coffee. She would have been going to the little café up on the Via 24 Maggio. But if she had left at seven, she ought to have been back by now.

			Of course she wasn’t. And I knew why.

			I walked out of the hotel lobby and onto the road. Hopelessly, foolishly, I looked up and down the street praying that I’d see Laura coming towards the hotel. But no, there was nothing . . . no one. I heard a car start in the parking lot, and jumped in response. My nerves were set on a hair trigger, and here I was – alone – in the middle of the street.

			I went back inside the hotel and bounded back up the stairs to my room. I’d have to leave for the airport at ten, so now I had seventy-five minutes left. It was enough time to call the police but not enough time to tell them what they needed to know. And if the Germans saw a police car arrive at the hotel, well, I shivered at the thought. I could take a taxi to the police station and maybe explain everything before I left for the airport, but the polizia were notoriously slow and bureaucratic, and they were already seeking to question me. I’d never be able to get on the plane in time. And von Schondorf’s men might be watching.

			I looked out over the street, over a city that was just waking up. There had to be something that could be done, someone who could help.

			Jeremy.

			Jeremy was the only person I could trust.

			I picked up my cell phone and began to push the speed dial, then I stopped. What if the Germans had found a way to track my calls? I looked at the phone in my room and was stopped by the same thought.

			I need a safe phone, I said to myself.

			I opened the door to the hall and looked around the third floor of the hotel. Nothing. A group of closed doors, probably locked. Then I went down the stairs to the second level and saw that a maid was cleaning one room. The guests had already left, and the door was open.

			I walked boldly into the room, said, “Mi scusi,” to the astonished maid, and used the room phone to dial Jeremy. His phone rang four times and shifted to the message mode.

			I swore to myself, flicked the receiver, and dialed again. Same response. Now I grabbed the phonebook from the desk drawer and found the number for Jeremy’s hotel. I dialed again, got reception and asked for Jeremy Thorne’s room. A minute later the girl came back to say the guest hadn’t answered. I asked the desk clerk to keep the phone ringing. Questa e’ un emergenza.

			Answer the phone, I said over and over in my mind, answer the phone, answer the damn phone. I looked at my watch: nine o’clock.

			At last, there was a voice at the other end. “Pronto.”

			My heart sank. A wrong connection. Still, I tried, “Jeremy? Jeremy Thorne?”

			“Un momento.”

			In the distance, I could hear a shower turning off, then some muffled conversation. I looked at my watch: 9:05. At last Jeremy came on the line.

			“And to what do I owe the honor of this early morning call?”

			“Jeremy.”

			“Yes, Daniel. You were expecting someone else?”

			“Who’s with you? Are you all right?”

			“I’m just fine, ducky,” Jeremy told me. “And I’m not sure if I have the young man’s name quite right. Perhaps Rinaldo. We have a little language barrier here.”

			“Jesus.”

			“No, Rinaldo, or perhaps Rico. He may be Spanish. A bit swarthy, but I rather . . .”

			“Listen, there’s no time for this. I need help, real help, and I need it right now.”

			Jeremy replied in his usual tone, “You are being a bit dramatic this morning, my friend.”

			“I’m not being fucking dramatic,” I shouted, “they’ve kidnapped Laura. The Germans are taking Laura to Munich.”

			Now Jeremy was paying attention. “What?” 

			“Exactly what I said,” I told him. “Laura went out for coffee, or something, and the German brothers, or their men, or somebody, kidnapped her. I got a call from one of the von Schondorfs telling me to fly to Munich at noon and keep my mouth shut in the meanwhile.”

			“But you’re telling me,” Jeremy said.

			“Because you’re the only person I have here, and my time is running out.”

			“What do you want me to do?”

			“Give your little boy toy a goodbye kiss and get a cab over here. I’ll be down in the lobby waiting for you. We’ll both ride out to the airport in your cab, and I’ll try to figure out something along the way.”

			Jeremy sighed. “You realize that I’m giving up a lot for this.”

			“Fuck you,” I told him, then toned it down. “Please, get your ass over here. I’ll owe you.”

			“You already owe me.”

			“Then add it to my tab. Jeremy, I need some help.”

			“I’ll be there, ducky. We’ll figure something out. Don’t burst a blood vessel in the meanwhile.”

			I hung up the phone. My blood was racing, and my hands were shaking again. I said a thank you to the maid, gave her a euro coin, then went down to the small dining room. I grabbed a dry bun, some cheese and a few slices of mortadella to make a dry and tasteless sandwich. I ate as I walked up the stairs, my mind still spinning.

			What would I need? What might I need? I began throwing a few things into my backpack, some toiletries, a clean shirt, a water bottle, my passport and cell phone. Then I sniffed my T-shirt to see if it was clean and pulled it off. I badly needed a shower, and I could use my time in the shower to think. It was a quarter to ten.

			By ten, I had gone through every possible scenario and reached no brilliant conclusion on any of them. The Germans had seemed mild enough when I first met them, but I had clearly underestimated them. So had Paolo. Surely they had killed Paolo to stop his efforts at repatriating the picture. Surely they would kill both Laura and me if it worked to their advantage. At this point, staying alive was more important than saving the tondo.

			For the first time in my life, I wished I had a gun, or a weapon of some kind. Of course, I didn’t know how to shoot, nor could I have gotten any weapon past the airport scanners. But still, given the odds, I surely wished I had something on my side besides Jeremy.

			And then it came to me. Perhaps I did.

			Jeremy pulled up in a taxi only five minutes after I made it down to the lobby. In no time, I had ducked into the back seat and the taxi was racing down the Via della Cordonata. Scrooching up, I checked behind the cab to see if we were being followed.

			“You’re being paranoid,” Jeremy told me.

			I shot him a look. “I’d say I have good reasons to be paranoid. Does the taxi driver speak English?”

			“Not my kind of English. So are we being followed?”

			“No, not that I can see.”

			“So sit up like a normal person and talk to me,” he said. “You’ve had half an hour to come up with a plan, so what is it? Give me a little background and tell me what I’m supposed to do.”

			I went over everything again, sometimes overlapping with what we’d told him the night before, sometimes adding a new bit of information. I gave him Paolo’s original files, explaining how I’d gotten them, telling him what they meant. Then I told Jeremy as much as I knew about the von Schondorf brothers.

			“Coincidentally, Daniel,” Jeremy broke in, “I know a little more than you do on the von Schondorfs. For instance, the younger brother, Werner, has a bit of a gambling habit. They’ve been selling off the family collection for years to feed the younger brother’s habit.”

			“Really?” I asked.

			“Apparently,” Jeremy told me. “I haven’t had any time to nose around on this, but I suspect it won’t be hard to find out more. Their father had quite a collection at one time, but it’s been coming to the auction houses for the last fifty years. Mostly second-rate German landscapes, but the occasional good piece. One of the brothers must be in serious trouble to be dealing in the Botticelli.”

			I nodded. “That’s the point, they can’t deal with it through an auction house. Everything has to be hidden.”

			“So they’ve either found a collector who wants a cleaned and authenticated masterpiece, or they’ve hooked a museum hungry enough to look the other way.”

			“Or both.”

			“Still, the kidnapping seems a bit much,” Jeremy went on. “These brothers are amateurs, not gangsters. It’s possible that you’ll both be let go once the Botticelli is sold. An authentication by Daniel Bradley isn’t worth much if the real Daniel Bradley is dead.”

			“True,” I repeated. Jeremy’s thought was comforting, but might be too optimistic. “But maybe the mysterious man in Singapore is behind the kidnapping, and he might not appreciate your logic. There’s no way of telling.”

			The taxi was getting near the airport, and time was running out. Jeremy looked at me as if I were a condemned man. “So what’s the plan, Daniel? What do I do with all this?”

			“You wait,” I told him. “Answer your cell phone . . . for a change. Wait for my call. If it looks like Laura and I are going to be set free, I’ll call you. If it looks bad, I’ll try to call you. If you don’t hear from me by tomorrow noon, you go to the police and tell them everything you know. Take the files with you. Get them to come rescue us.”

			“From where?”

			I thought for a second, then sighed. “I don’t know where; that’s one of the problems. It might be the old castle, and you can probably find out where that is easily enough. But the von Schondorfs probably have some other properties, and probably an apartment in Vienna or Berlin. Laura could be trapped in any of them.”

			“That makes rescue a bit difficult,” Jeremy told me.

			“Let’s hope we don’t have to be rescued,” I replied. I smiled, but I knew the smile was limp and inauthentic.

			“That’s what I’ve always admired about you, Daniel,” Jeremy told me. “It’s your incurable optimism. You’re like Mr. Micawber in Dickens.”

			“Must have missed that,” I told him.

			“I’ll lend you a copy the next time I see you,” Jeremy told me as the taxi pulled up to the airport. “And I brought you a present.”

			“What?”

			Jeremy handed me a cell phone.

			“Where’d you get that?”

			“From Rico or was it Rinaldo?” he said, smiling benignly. “If I remember correctly from the last action movie I saw, the bad guys will take your cell phone, but won’t look for a second one.”

			“In the movies.”

			“Maybe in real life. Anyhow, I don’t think Rico will miss it. Chances are that your cell will be cut off pretty soon for lack of payment.”

			The cab pulled up in front of the airport, so it was time for me to go. But then I reached into my pocket and pulled out a piece of paper with a name and a phone number. “If things screw up, this might help.”

			Jeremy reached out and took the paper, then looked at it.

			I read the expression on his face. “Nothing like what you’re thinking, but if things get screwed up, call.”

			I turned and walked off for the terminal as Jeremy spoke to my back.

			“Things will get screwed up, my friend. In fact things are already screwed up.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 40 

			SCHLOSS AMMERSEE

			Laura wondered if she were dead. Around her, everything was dark . . . not black, really, but a kind of burnt umber. She tried to move but found that impossible. She felt sick, nauseous, and her mind seemed to be working very slowly.

			She heard a voice say something like “north of Milan,” but the sound was indistinct, blurred, and had no meaning. Under that sound was a rumble, the groaning of an engine, the sound of wheels against pavement. Then there were more words, in English but with a strange accent, something about an Italian and another job. Laura felt a thump beneath her, then a slight sensation of rolling. Somewhere beyond her, a voice said, “I am enough.” What did that mean?

			Again Laura tried to move, but couldn’t. She felt as if she were wrapped up like a mummy, as if she were entombed, but yet there were sounds and voices around her. If she were really dead, there would be no noises, no urge to struggle, no feeling of nausea. What had happened? Laura had been bringing coffee on a tray . . . and there was a sticky bun, a sticky bun for Daniel . . . and then someone had grabbed her, and she couldn’t breathe, and then she did breathe, and then this. Whatever this might be.

			She wondered if she should try to speak, but decided not to. Until she made sense of this, she should stay quiet. Perhaps these people thought she was dead; perhaps she was supposed to be dead. Perhaps her only chance lay in staying silent and immobile until she could do something.

			Time passed slowly. She listened to the whirr of the tires against pavement, the roar of the vehicle’s engine, the passing sounds of other vehicles. Mostly, she tried to make sense of her situation. Trapped, immobile but being taken somewhere. What had happened to her? What would happen to her next?

			Finally the vehicle slowed and came to a stop. The engine was turned off. There were no sounds from outside, not even a muffled indication of where Laura might be. Then the metallic sound of the van doors opening, a sharp pull at the level of her feet, and a quick flip of her entire body.

			Laura cried out involuntarily. She was upright now, and being carried up some steps.

			“Be careful. Don’t hurt her.”

			She had heard the voice and accent before: one of the German brothers. She thought harder and remembered. Yes, it was the dark brother. What was his name? Laura’s mind still felt foggy, unable to focus.

			The stair-climbing stopped, and now Laura was being dragged on a level floor. She could hear the steps of the man who carried her and another man following behind. A door opened and closed.

			“Put her down. Gently,” said one of the German brothers. Werner, that was the name. 

			Laura was thumped down on the stone floor, not gently but with authority. There were more sounds, inexplicable noises, and then the binding seemed to loosen. Laura tried to move her arms and found, to her surprise, that she could. And then, suddenly, she could see. Laura looked up at the chins of Werner von Schondorf and a small Asian man. Beyond them was a cracked and yellowed ceiling. Laura blinked, wondering if any of this were real. She lifted her head and stared at the German.

			“Che fa?” she asked. What are you doing?

			“I do apologize, Ms. Francelli. I wish there were some other way to bring you here, but I did not think you would accept a social invitation.”

			Laura tried to sit up, rising on one elbow. Her body ached. Her head was still spinning.

			“What do you want?”

			Werner smiled. He was attempting to be genial, or at least as genial as possible in the circumstances. “I need your gentle hands to clean the Botticelli,” he said.

			“What?”

			“Could I help you up?” he offered. “Perhaps get you some coffee or a cup of tea?”

			Laura rejected his offered hand. She sat up, then managed to get up on her own feet. Only when standing did Laura realize how dizzy she still felt. Awkwardly, she half-fell and half-sat on an uncomfortable Biedermeier chair.

			“Water,” she demanded.

			“But of course,” Werner replied. He walked over to a console and filled a glass for her.

			Laura took the glass with hands that trembled far too much. She sipped, then emptied the glass. Werner had taken a seat across from her. The Asian man was at the door, staring impassively.

			“How do you feel?” Werner asked.

			“Lousy,” she told him, then wondered if he would know the English word. “Verlaust,” she said, translating herself.

			“I am sorry. It was unavoidable,” Werner told her. “If all goes as planned, your work will be done in a day or two and all this will be just a memory.”

			“What work?”

			“The Botticelli, as I mentioned,” Werner told her. “I would like it cleaned.”

			“Cleaned?”

			“Yes. As you know, there is soot on the surface, probably from candle smoke. And the varnish has certainly yellowed. A little cleaning and the tondo would look much, much better. That is all I ask.”

			“Ridiculous,” Laura replied. “You have no idea what you are asking. To clean the painting properly would take . . . two or three months. Not days, months. It would take me a week just to analyze the surface. And here you have nothing, no equipment, nothing.”

			“Yes, yes, I understand all that,” Werner nodded. “In an ideal world, there would be more time. But this is the world we have, my dear, and you must make do.”

			“Ridiculous. I refuse.” Laura folded her arms to make the point.

			Werner smiled. “I am afraid you cannot refuse, Ms. Francelli.”

			“What will you do? Kill me?”

			“Please, please,” Werner replied, trying to soothe her. “There is no reason for anyone to be hurt. All I ask is for cooperation.”

			“I refuse.”

			Werner looked up at the ceiling, then at Chen and then back into Laura’s eyes. “Ms. Francelli, we have obviously brought you here against your will. Let me inform you that we also have brought your friend, Dr. Bradley,” Werner told her.

			This was a slight distortion on the truth, but the effect was exactly what Werner intended. Laura’s eyes grew wide, and her mouth dropped open.

			“As I said earlier, I only ask for cooperation. Your Dr. Bradley is cooperating so you, my dear, will not get hurt. Surely you will cooperate so your handsome colleague will not get hurt. It is only fair.”

			“This is absurd,” Laura snapped back. “You have kidnapped two people and expect to get away with it? The police will be looking for us right now.”

			“I suspect not, Ms. Francelli. Your presence here is known to no one outside of this schloss. Have you called your husband recently to explain where you are?”

			Laura felt she’d been slapped in the face.

			“Perhaps you and Dr. Bradley are both studying some piece of art in Verona or Venice. Perhaps you two decided to sneak away for a few days by yourselves. Who knows? No one. But you are certainly not missing.”

			Laura said nothing. She was trapped.

			“After the Botticelli is cleaned, then you will return to Italy, and you and Dr. Bradley will be free to carry on with your lives. I would say that you will have made a serious contribution to the world of art. The Botticelli will be saved, and it will be safe.” Werner folded his arms and looked at Laura benignly, as if this all made magnificent sense.

			“You want the painting cleaned,” she repeated.

			“As best you can,” Werner told her. “I realize the difficulties involved and clearly do not want the painting damaged. You are the expert, Ms. Francelli, not I. Tell me what you need and do the best you can in two days, that is all I ask.”

			“I cannot risk dissolving the varnish,” Laura told him.

			“As you say.”

			“The candle soot, that I can remove. Perhaps a surface layer of varnish.”

			“That would be excellent.”

			“You know that my first duty is to protect the art.”

			“Of course.”

			“What you are asking, it goes against everything I’ve learned. It is an insult to all the training I have.”

			“Yes, my dear,” Werner agreed, “and I do apologize. Difficult times lead to difficult choices. I wish this might have turned out otherwise.”

			So did Laura, but she said nothing.

			Werner went on, “Please come with me to the gallery. The painting is ready for you. I have brought in a good supply of old cotton sheets for rags. There is also some soap, water and rubbing alcohol. If you need anything else . . .”

			Laura groaned. She needed her entire laboratory. She needed dozens of solvents and solvent gels; she needed high-intensity lighting and a good infrared scope. But she would have none of these here. She would be cleaning the Botticelli with 19th-century tools. She felt like a doctor asked to do brain surgery with a butcher knife.

			There was a pause. Werner was waiting. Somewhere in the castle, Laura thought, Daniel was waiting as well. 

			“I’ll give you a list,” Laura said.

			“We will do what we can,” Werner replied. “Please come this way.”

			Laura followed Werner out of the salon, down the hall and up the stairs to the gallery. The Asian man followed behind them, a good distance back, always watching.

			Werner unlocked the door to the gallery, then brought Laura to the center of the room. The Botticelli was on a table, lifted a few feet off the floor. Beside it, as promised, were a pile of rags and a bucket with soap and water. There was a yellow bottle of dishwashing detergent.

			Laura was near tears. How can I do this? she asked herself. But the answer was already clear: how could she not?

			Werner opened the shutters so outside light flooded the room, then he apologized one more time before leaving Laura alone with the painting.

			Laura heard two locks click into place inside the door. She looked out the unshuttered windows to see a sheer fifty-foot drop to a courtyard.

			So what choice did she have but to begin?

			[image: ]
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			Chapter 41

			MUNICH

			We had quite a rocky landing in Munich thanks to storm clouds over the city. After getting to the terminal, I decided to try the cell phone to see if it would work across the border. I looked up Jeremy’s cell number on my own phone, then punched it into Rinaldo’s or Rico’s phone.

			“Ducky,” is how Jeremy greeted me.

			“How’d you know it was me?”

			“No one who knows this number would pay the long distance fees to call me,” he said. “Remind me to tell Ricardo that he has an excellent phone. Very good sound quality.”

			“I thought his name was Rinaldo or Rico.”

			“Don’t get hung up on details, Daniel. They rarely count for much.”

			“Uh, right,” I said.

			“And don’t wear down the battery. You don’t have a charger, remember?”

			“Right. I’ll call you again when I have something important to say.”

			Jeremy groaned. “I won’t hold my breath, Daniel.” And then he hung up.

			I waited in the terminal while passengers bustled to their gates on either side of me. Soon I received a phone call from Werner on my regular cell: my pickup had been delayed. I was to wait for another call.

			For a while, I passed the time in one of the terminal bars, but Germans are still allowed to smoke in their airports and can sometimes become quite loud when watching football on TV. Besides, the temptation to have a beer was one that I needed to resist. Whatever might happen next, I’d need all my wits to handle it.

			At a quarter after four, I received another phone call from Werner. This one asked me to go to the passenger pickup area in fifteen minutes and look for the same driver and van as the previous week. I did as I was told. Soon the white van pulled up beside the loading area, and I recognized the old servant who had looked after us on our first visit to the von Schondorf schloss. As before, I surrendered my cell phone, the one phone about which they knew. Then I climbed into the windowless back of the van, and the driver began making his way out of Munich.

			An hour later the van pulled into the castle’s parking area as rain poured down. I was led up the slippery stone stairs to the drawing room. Werner von Schondorf was waiting for me there, dressed in a sport coat, khakis and loafers as if he’d just stepped off a yacht. In one corner of the room was a small Asian man whom I hadn’t seen before.

			“A cup of coffee, Dr. Bradley?” he asked. “Perhaps a small torte?”

			For an enterprise that was characterized by murder, kidnapping and threats, all of this seemed strangely civilized. 

			“Thanks, but I’ll pass,” I said.

			“I understand how you feel, Dr. Bradley,” Werner said, “but this need not be unpleasant. The weather outside is not good, but here we are just fine. Please make yourself comfortable.” He pulled out a chair from the dining table.

			“I prefer to stand,” I told him.

			“As you wish,” Werner replied, though he sat down himself on another chair and crossed his legs for comfort.

			“Where’s Laura?”

			“She is close by, Dr. Bradley, and she is safe. I can assure you of that. At least for now.” I suppose he couldn’t resist the veiled threat.

			“When will you set us free?”

			“Well, that depends on cooperation,” Werner told me. “Perhaps Saturday. Sunday at the latest. Ms. Francelli is cleaning the Botticelli even as we speak.”

			“Laura agreed to that?” I asked. It was hard to believe that Laura would do what Werner asked, and I had no reason to trust what he said.

			Werner smiled at me. “Yes, indeed, Dr. Bradley. I can be very persuasive sometimes.”

			“You’ll ruin the painting.”

			“I’m certain that Ms. Francelli will be most careful in her work. She cherishes the Botticelli and was only willing to undertake the cleaning in exchange for . . . how best to say this, in exchange for your continuing good health. I believe she has a fondness for you, Dr. Bradley.”

			I felt my face grow warm.

			“As I told Ms. Francelli, I only ask for cooperation,” Werner continued. “I need the painting cleaned and authenticated to satisfy other potential buyers. Ms. Francelli will do the one; you will do the other. Once these things are accomplished, I will see to it that you are both returned to Rome. There is no reason for anyone to be hurt, Dr. Bradley. Though I assure you that my Asian friend would be more than happy to use his skills upon you and the beautiful Ms. Francelli should any problems arise.”

			I looked again at the Asian. He was small, but wiry, and probably armed. “What do I have to do?”

			“Simply create a document for me,” Werner told me. “In this document, you will say that both you and the late Dr. Bertolini agree that the painting you examined here is by Botticelli’s own hand. You will add that it is likely the Lost Botticelli, the one that disappeared from the Palazzo della Signoria in 1497. And you will describe the tests that Ms. Francelli performed which you used in authenticating the painting.”

			“What if I can arrange to get some Italian donors to buy the painting from you? Paolo had a list of people . . .”

			Werner smiled. “Why would I take two million euros when I can get ten millions or more, much more?”

			His self-satisfied smile made me tense up. I wanted to wring his neck with my bare hands, but of course that was impossible. The Asian was already watching me carefully.

			“Is that why you killed Paolo?” I asked. “Because he wouldn’t do what you’ve just asked me to do?”

			A dark look crossed Werner’s face. “I had no hand in that, Dr. Bradley. As far as I know, the death of Dr. Bertolini was an accident, an unfortunate accident.”

			“I don’t believe you.”

			“That is not the point,” Werner told me. “The point is you must write a document of authentication. Will you do that?”

			“Yes, I could do that,” I replied, “but only after I know that Laura is all right. If she’s been hurt, you might as well kill me too. I’ll sign nothing.”

			Werner shook his head. “Such courage, Dr. Bradley, is truly impressive but hardly necessary. Ms. Francelli is perhaps a bit unsettled from transport, but she is otherwise unhurt. How can I assure you?”

			“Let me see her. Let me talk to her.”

			Werner thought about this prospect for a while, a pause that simply made me more anxious than I was before. At last he shrugged and rose up from his chair. “Very well. Please follow me.”

			The three of us trooped up the stairs to the gallery. Werner went first, followed closely by me, followed at a distance by the Asian man. I knew I could quickly overpower Werner, but then I’d have to deal with the Asian, a man who probably had far more experience with physical force than I did. What’s worse, any action I took, even if successful, would still put Laura in danger. Where was the other brother, Gunther? Where was the young driver I had seen two weeks before? Who knew how many others were involved in this plot?

			Werner opened the door very slightly. “Ms. Francelli, a colleague of yours wishes to know that you are well.”

			I heard Laura rush to the door, but the opening wasn’t wide enough for me to see her.

			“Daniel, I’m here,” she said.

			“Are you okay?”

			“Yes, I’m fine. And you?”

			“Frustrated, but okay,” I said. “You’re cleaning the tondo?”

			“Just the surface,” she replied. “It won’t be damaged.”

			“They want me to authenticate it,” I told her. Through the partially opened door, I could now see a small portion of her face. “Then they’ll let us go.”

			“Non crederci,” she said. Don’t believe them. “Dobbiamo trovare un senso uscire.” We must find a way to get out.

			“In English, please,” Werner broke in. “We will have no private conversations.”

			“Yes, of course,” I replied. “Laura says she will work on the painting so long as you promise to keep your end of the bargain.”

			“But of course,” Werner told me, closing the door to the gallery. “As you can see, Dr. Bradley, no one has been hurt. I would like this to remain as civilized as possible.”

			“Civilized?” I sneered.

			“As much as possible,” Werner said. Now he was following behind me, the Asian leading the way. Soon we were entering the room where all this had begun. “Would you like a coffee, Dr. Bradley? Perhaps a beer or a schnapps?”

			What I wanted was to punch him.

			“Do you know opera, Dr. Bradley?” Werner asked.

			“A little.”

			“As you see, we are not replaying Tosca. I am not Baron Scarpia and you are not Cavaradosi. No one is being pulled to pieces by instruments of torture. We are simply engaged in a business transaction. It is, perhaps, a bit unpleasant but still nothing more than a transaction.”

			I grunted. Noncommittal.

			“Your part of the transaction is as I described,” Werner went on. “There is a typewriter, as you see, over on the writing desk. I would have provided you with a computer, but our facilities here are a bit old-fashioned.”

			“As I see.”

			“You will type the document, twice please. I have begun the wording for you, but my English is not good, so perhaps it would be best to begin again. Then I will approve the document and you will sign.”

			“When we’re set free,” I said.

			“No, you will sign when the document is complete,” Werner repeated. “I do not wish to use physical violence, Dr. Bradley, but I am quite willing to do so. You will type and then you will sign. The lovely Ms. Francelli will clean, and no one will be hurt. And then you two will return to Italy. This can all be very simple . . .” Werner paused.

			He cleared his throat.

			“Or very messy. It is not my choice, Dr. Bradley. It is yours.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 42 

			SCHLOSS AMMERSEE

			I did not do a very good job typing the authentication document. It wasn’t the text that was the problem as much as the typing itself. I’d never used a physical typewriter before and found myself making many, many errors.

			“Surely you can do better,” Werner said when he looked at the effort.

			“Maybe I should write it by hand.”

			“I think not,” Werner replied. “It would be unprofessional. And you will please add the name of the late Dr. Bertolini here,” he said, pointing at the document. “Not that your expertise isn’t enough, but that the two names will make your document more, how do you say, persuasive.”

			 There were other corrections. Werner apparently knew what such a document should contain, and his English was good enough that there was no way I could encode a message that I was writing this under duress. So I spent much of the evening at the typewriter, given only a few German sausages to stave off my hunger.

			And all the while, the silent Asian man watched me. I couldn’t use the hidden cell phone and wasn’t even permitted to pee without being observed.

			It was shortly before ten o’clock when Werner appeared again to check my final efforts. He seemed pleased.

			“Excellent work, Dr. Bradley.”

			“So when do we get out of here?” I asked.

			“I am afraid neither you nor Ms. Francelli have entirely completed your work. For instance, on these documents there is no signature. And I believe Ms. Francelli is waiting for something to dry, perhaps some varnish or fluid. And then she is to do some additional cleaning. So both of you, I am afraid, must be our guests for tonight.”

			I picked up on the word our.

			“And where is your brother?” I asked.

			“Ah, my brother,” Werner began. He looked up, as if his brother were an image on the ceiling. “My brother is indisposed at the moment. Unfortunately.”

			“And tomorrow?”

			“In two days, if my plans are successful, you and Ms. Francelli will be driven back to the Munich airport. Your work will be finished.”

			“If . . .”

			“If we are successful,” he said. Again, there was the slight glimmer of a smile.

			Werner led me to the bedroom that I’d had for my first night at the castle, then closed the door as I went inside. There was a double click behind me and the door, I realized, was locked. Wherever Laura was sleeping, there was no way I could reach her.

			On the bed was a pair of flannel pajamas such as I hadn’t seen since my childhood. There seemed little choice, at the moment, but to take off my clothes, put them on and wait.

			After a few minutes, I called out Werner’s name. There was no answer.

			Good, I thought.

			I looked around the room for hidden cameras, but saw none. As for hidden microphones, I did a quick look around the room and found nothing. Still, I’d have to take my chances.

			I walked over to the window, looked out at the wet landscape, then turned on the Rico/Rinaldo cell phone and prayed for some signal. The tiny X in the corner seemed to last forever, but finally there was a faint bar of antenna strength.

			I pushed redial. Soon there was a weak connection.

			“Jeremy,” I said.

			“Where are you?”

			“The castle, the one I told you about.”

			“I can’t hear,” he said. “You’re breaking up.”

			“The castle,” I hissed. I didn’t dare yell.

			“Ah, the castle. It’s quite a nice one, you know. Very picturesque. I believe they call it Schloss Ammersee,” Jeremy told me.

			“How do you know?”

			“I did some Internet searching, ducky. Remarkable invention.”

			“I’m so glad.”

			“So what do I do now? Are you in danger? Are you in flagrante? What am I to do for you?” he asked.

			“Wait,” I said. “Just wait. The day after tomorrow, they should let us go. Then I’ll call you and tell you that we’re safe. Did you hear that?”

			“I got the gist,” Jeremy said. “That I should wait.”

			“But if you don’t hear from me by eleven o’clock or so, go to the police.”

			“Wait till eleven, then the police. Right?”

			“Right.”

			“Are you all right? They haven’t put you in a dungeon, have they? Are they treating you well?” he asked.

			“Not bad. They even gave me flannel pajamas to sleep in,” I told him.

			“Oh my goodness,” Jeremy replied. “I should be calling the fashion police right now.”
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			SCHLOSS AMMERSEE

			The next morning, my room was still dark when I heard a knock on my door. This seemed absurd since the door was locked from the outside, but I responded automatically with, “Yes?”

			“Breakfast, sir,” I heard in heavily accented speech.

			I went to the door and found with amazement that it opened with a turn of the handle. Outside was the old man who had driven us in the van. He was dressed in a morning suit like Anthony Hopkins in Remains of the Day.

			“Breakfast is in the salon,” he told me.

			In a daze, I followed the old servant down the hall. Coffee. Need coffee. Need to clear my head and get out of here.

			The hall still seemed dim. Either it was very early or the skies outside were very grim. Looking up at the hall ceiling, it seemed as if the storm had done still more damage to the plaster.

			When I entered the salon, I stopped looking at the ceiling. Laura was in front of me, sitting at the table. She was dressed in sweat pants and a sweat shirt, like she always wore for her morning jog.

			“Daniel,” she sighed. “Parli che questa cosa guazzabuglio e’ finita.” Please tell me that this horror is over.

			“In English, please,” the servant said.

			“I wish I could,” I replied. “We’re close, I think,” I said. Optimistic as always, like Micawber.

			I sat beside Laura as the old servant poured some coffee, and the rest of our conversation was in whispers, in English whispers. Yes, we were both well. No, neither of us had slept. Yes, we were both worried about what might happen. No, nothing really terrible had happened yet.

			We had gotten no further when Werner appeared, dressed in the sport coat and pants of the day before.

			“Now, now, my young friends,” Werner said to us, “I hope you will enjoy this little breakfast. It is, I’m afraid, a bit more heavy than in Italy, but I think you will like it.”

			The breakfast was, indeed, rather heavy: very good sausages, fairly good scrambled eggs, and passable lox with cream cheese. Laura picked at her food; I found myself ravenous. We both ate under the attentive eyes of the old servant, the Asian man, and Werner. Conversation was minimal.

			When we finished, Werner poured more coffee from the samovar and rejoined us at the table.

			“I must congratulate you,” he told us. “Your cooperation has been excellent. Ms. Francelli, the painting is already much cleaner than it has been for hundreds of years. Congratulations. Of course, you will do more.”

			“I’ve started on the varnish,” she replied, her voice clipped. “Just one layer.”

			“Excellent. My servant here has brought you those cotton balls, as you wished. Perhaps not enough but all we could find at the local store.”

			“Thank you,” Laura replied. This time her voice seemed hollow.

			“I think we will all be excited, is that the word, to see the painting later today. It will be magnificent, do you not think so, Dr. Bradley?”

			“Yes, I hope so,” I said.

			“And Dr. Bradley has written up a very fine document of authentication,” Werner went on. “It only awaits his signature, which is delayed by one or two small matters.”

			“Such as our leaving,” I said.

			Werner ignored my comment.

			“This is the first matter,” he said, reaching into his coat pocket. He pulled out the Rico/Rinaldo cell phone. “And what did you intend to do with this, Dr. Bradley?”

			“I, uh . . .” There was no point in lying. There was no point in saying anything.

			“Of course you were going to call for help,” Werner said. “You may already have done so, though I suspect you will not have much success in this.”

			“I haven’t . . .”

			Werner smiled. “But as you see, Dr. Bradley, I am not angry. I am not even surprised. You are simply trying to protect yourself and Ms. Francelli, and I understand this. But you must understand something, too. For the next two or three days, we must all work together. Once the Botticelli issue is resolved, then all of us can return to our normal lives. Surely that is our wish, is it not?”

			“Yeah. Of course.”

			 “But to do that, I must ask for some further help. This is possible, yes?”

			“What do you want?” Laura asked. She was tired to the point of exhaustion. I could hear it in her voice.

			Werner smiled. In other circumstances, it would have been a very gracious smile. “I would like you two to join me, tomorrow, in entertaining some visitors. You might know them, Dr. Bradley. One is Leonard Marcus . . . from the Schermerhorn Museum in New York.”

			I tried to keep my face impassive. Of course I knew Marcus. 

			“Dr. Marcus very much appreciates your work, Dr. Bradley. He has great respect for your theories about Botticelli. But naturally, he wants to see the painting before making an offer on behalf of his museum.”

			I shook my head. I still couldn’t imagine all this. The Schermerhorn was a reputable museum. How could they get involved in anything this shady?

			“But there is another buyer for the painting, a collector who wishes to remain anonymous. He cannot be with us today, but I believe we are doing some kind of electric connection, is that what you call it?”

			“Electronic,” I corrected. “But how? Don’t tell me you have Internet access here.”

			“No, certainly not,” Werner said, as if he were insulted, “but I understand we can do some sort of conference using satellites. I do not understand these things, but this collector very much wishes to hear from you, Dr. Bradley.”

			“Is this guy paying for our Asian guard?” I asked.

			“Unfortunately, I cannot comment on that, Dr Bradley. But, as you can see, we do have two interested buyers for the painting, and both wish to speak with you. So if you would be willing, then I will ignore this little cell phone of yours, and perhaps we can resolve matters very quickly.”

			“And if I’m not?”

			“Then we will resolve matters very badly,” Werner said. “It is, of course, your choice. As I have shown you, I am not a violent man. But I do want this matter to proceed without further problems.” He held up the offending cell phone.

			“What do we have to do?” Laura asked.

			“I would like you – both of you – to answer any questions in a friendly manner. I would like you to act as if you were my guests, guests of the house.”

			“Yes?” Laura asked, expecting more.

			“But you must not reveal the . . . uh, duress, is that the word? The duress that brings you here. If you do, then our cooperation is finished and my Asian friend will have to take steps.”

			“Steps?”

			Werner sighed. “Unfortunately yes. For all of you.”

			There was a long silence as the meaning of this penetrated. The actual message was simple – go along with this or you’ll all be dead, perhaps including Marcus. And the response was simple too – we had no choice.

			“Yes, we can do that,” I answered for both of us.

			Laura sighed.

			What else could we say? We had to play along until Jeremy managed to bring in the police or we somehow escaped. Then, maybe, we could use what we knew to send Werner and his brother to prison. But there was no way I could explain all this to Laura. Not with a look. Not with a glance.

			“Excellent,” Werner replied, smiling widely. “And because you give me that excellent answer, Dr. Bradley, you get a reward.”

			“And that would be?” I asked.

			“Each other,” Werner told them. “Ms. Francelli, you will have Dr. Bradley to assist you today in your work on the tondo. I thought you might appreciate that.”

			Laura shook her head. This was not the kind of reward she had in mind.

			“And Dr. Bradley, you get to spend some time with Ms. Francelli. Perhaps cleaning the Botticelli is a romantic activity for two people in the art world, yes?” Werner raised one eyebrow and then laughed.

			The silence that followed was ugly.

			“Then let us proceed,” Werner told us. He spoke in German to the old servant who reappeared with five plastic bags full of cotton balls. 

			Werner led Laura and me up to the gallery, the Asian following silently behind us. We stepped inside and the heavy wooden door was triple locked behind us.
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			Laura fell into my arms. It was the first time I’d held her in a dozen years. Then I kissed her, and she didn’t resist. Her tongue sought out mine, like lovers, like the lovers we’d been.

			“Are you okay? Did they hurt you?”

			“No, not really,” she said. “I don’t remember the kidnapping, just the floor of the truck. I was wrapped up, and then brought here.”

			I thought I could just stand like that, with my arms around her, for the rest of our lives.

			“Daniel,” she said, not pulling away. “Do you have a plan? Is there some way we can get out of here?”

			I said nothing. Over on a worktable, I could see the Botticelli, already looking much better than when I had first seen it. Yes, I did have a plan, but the plan was still a vague shape in my mind, like one of Turner’s clouds.

			“Yes? Ai un piano?” she repeated.

			So I whispered the plan, to the extent that it existed. I told her about Jeremy and his going to the police unless I called, and certainly I couldn’t call him now. I said that we should play along until we had a chance to make an escape. Or until the police arrived, whichever came first.

			Laura pulled out of my arms when I was done. “Tutto?” That’s it?

			“Best I could do before I got on the plane. I only had an hour’s notice.”

			Laura sighed. “Next time I get kidnapped, I’ll try to give you a little more time.”

			France, 1889 and 1941

			For more than a century, Botticelli’s greatest tondo served as the unseen backing for an elegant boudoir mirror. Caroline Murat so adored the mirror and its frame that she frequently showed it to visitors of the Chateau de Villiers, bragging that it was finer than any possessed by her sister-in-law, Josephine Bonaparte. Later, after General Murat was sent to the guillotine and Caroline fled to Austria, the beautiful mirror stayed behind.

			The subsequent owners of the Chateau de Villiers, the Lamonts, found no reason to move the mirror from its position in the bedroom. It grandly reflected their gowns, their jewels and their wealth. But history is not always kind to wealthy families, and the Lamonts suffered a reverse of fortunes in 1889. In that year, the Suez Canal company went bankrupt, the Lamont family was ruined, and both the chateau and the mirror were put up for sale.

			The mirror was snapped up at a bargain price, reputedly a few hundred francs, by Napoleon Berthier, the last prince of Wagram. He had the mirror hung in his castle’s newly expanded library, where it reflected the three thousand ancient books and manuscripts he had collected. On his death, the castle at Grosbois and the mirror were passed on to his wife and her brother, the Princess and Prince de la Tour d’Auvergne, who still owned the castle when it was occupied by German troops in 1940.

			The mirror and its hidden tondo might still be in the library of Grosbois but for a further series of accidents. The first accident was a decision by Hitler to send German troops into Russia in the spring of 1941. His plan was to occupy Russia before turning his armies against the Allies on the western front, but both the Russian resistance and the Russian winter bogged down the German assault. The German armies, their soldiers shivering in terrible cold, sent an urgent request for clothes, blankets, sheets and anything else that might help them survive. That request turned into an excuse for the German armies to loot everything from furniture to art work in the conquered territories of France, Belgium and Poland.

			Albert von Schondorf, the father of Gunther and Werner, was a Hauptsturmfuhrer stationed at Grosbois when the order for clothing and supplies came through. Before the war, von Schondorf had presided over his schloss near Lake Ammersee and the other  properties owned by the family. He was proud of his art collection and his intellect, and somewhat resentful that he had been appointed merely a colonel when the war began. Nonetheless, Albert fulfilled his duties and quickly removed everything from pillowcases to ball gowns from the storage rooms at Grosbois. He intended to send the volumes in the library to Berlin once the war was over and more than once admired the handsome mirror and frame that hung there. He wondered if it were a Venetian original and thought that it would be much prized by either Hitler or Goebbels. But Albert von Schondorf was too busy with other matters to deal with a gilded mirror, at least until a special train arrived to carry needed supplies to the Russian front.

			Almost as an afterthought, Albert ordered two soldiers to take the mirror off the wall to be placed on the train. Had the soldiers been more careful, had the mirror been a little less heavy, the Botticelli tondo might well have ended up somewhere in Russia, or been destroyed in the process of getting there. But it was not. Instead, the two soldiers carrying the mirror dropped it on the castle floor. The mirror smashed into pieces, and Albert was furious.

			“Scheiße!” he screamed but then was dumbfounded by what he saw.

			Beneath the mirror was a painting, a very old and very sooty and yellowed Italian painting.

			Albert did not realize at that moment that he had found a long-lost Botticelli. He did not even guess at the artist until several years later. But he had a hunch that the painting and its frame were much too valuable to be sent to the Russian front. He knew that they should have been sent to Fuhrerbeseitz in Linz, but Albert had another idea on where the painting might be sent: his family’s castle near Lake Ammersee. There was already a hidden room that stored most of the von Schondorf art collection; this round painting could just be crammed in with the others .

			“I did it for protection against the Americans,” Alfred told the young von Schondorf boys after the war, “or the Russians. I wasn’t sure which would be worse.”
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			We were not invited to dine with Werner that evening. Instead, the elderly servant brought two meals on a tray, a bottle of too-sweet German wine and, later, a pair of sleeping bags. It was explained that I was to sleep in the gallery with Laura, at least for that night.

			Laura and I exchanged a look, then became silent until the servant had left. Our situation was uncomfortable, but that was the least of our problems.

			“I have been thinking, Daniel,” she said, “about all this.”

			“Yes?”

			“He will not let us go,” Laura declared.

			“Why not?” I asked.

			“Because we both know too much. We know that the painting has been kept here in this castle. We know that Werner’s father somehow stole it during the war. We know that the Schermerhorn Museum or the other collector will make up a story to explain the painting. But you and I can still, what do you say . . .”

			“Blow the whistle?”

			“Tell the truth,” Laura said, the words more comfortable for her. “So long as we are still alive, we can tell the truth. Werner knows this. I think, when he is done with us, the Asian man will kill us very soon.”

			“You think Werner would risk killing us for no reason?”

			Laura had a quick answer. “Yes. Because of what we know. And because of Paolo.”

			That stopped me.

			“We know that he must have killed Paolo,” she said. “We know that Paolo’s notes might tell that. So they will kill us, like they killed Paolo. Daniel Bradley will simply disappear. Accused of stealing a statue, you disappeared. And me? I doubt that even my husband would miss me.”

			Again, we fell silent. Her words were as sad and cold as the stone walls around us. 

			“So we have to rescue ourselves, Laura,” I said. “There is going to be a chance, somehow. They’re going to make a mistake and give us a way to get out of here. We just have to be ready.”

			“Daniel, you have always been a man who dreams of impossible things.”

			And perhaps I was. Perhaps that’s what made me so sad and so hopeful, all at once. “We’re going to get out of here, Laura. You and me. Alive.”

			She smiled, enigmatically. Did she believe me or not? There was no way of knowing. Eventually we pulled our two sleeping bags side by side on the floor. The cold floor was a problem, but even worse were scampering noises in the corners of the gallery.

			“Not rats,” I groaned.

			“I’m afraid so,” Laura told me.

			“I hate rats.”

			“I know.”

			“And we’re down here, lying on the floor.”

			“Don’t think about it.”

			I tried not to think about it. I was exhausted and desperate to sleep, but each flurry of scampering feet echoed up and down my spine.

			Then I got an idea. In the hidden storeroom, there had been some packing crates and shelving. Perhaps we could use them to create a bed. The crates would get us up off the floor, up above the level of the scurrying rats.

			So I sat up in my sleeping bag, and listened to Laura breathing quietly. Asleep. Somehow she had fallen asleep.

			I got up and walked silently over to the wall that disguised the hidden storeroom. The gallery was dark, and I felt like a blind man running my fingers over the stones. I tried to remember what Gunther had done to open it. Somewhere to the right was a moveable stone, and behind the stone some kind of lever. In the dim light, I pushed at the various stones hoping that one might move under my touch. At last one did, just as a rat went scampering over my feet.

			I jumped, shivering, then used my fingernails to pry the stone out of the wall. I remembered that Gunther had reached behind the stone and turned something, so I stuck my hand into the opening and felt around in the hollow space. Soon I found a cold metal ring, then tried twisting it, and ultimately pulled it firmly to the right. There was a metallic crunch from the other side of the wall. I smiled. I’d got it.

			“Daniel,” Laura said sleepily, “what are you doing?”

			“Making a real bed,” I told her.

			“Buona,” she sighed, falling back asleep.

			I walked over to the left arch and pushed at the stone wall. It opened slowly under the pressure. I was surprised to see that the light inside the storeroom was on. But that was only my first surprise.

			The second surprise was finding a human being in there.

			“Oh my god,” I cried.

			The human being lay curled in the corner. But at my cry, he turned and sat up.

			The two of us stared at each other, equally astonished. Nothing more was said until Laura appeared at the doorway.

			“Gunther,” she said, “what are you doing here?”

			“I am . . .” Gunther was struggling with waking up and finding English words, “trapped here by my brother. Why are you here?”

			“Werner had me kidnapped. He made me do some cleaning of the Botticelli,” Laura told him. “Then he had Daniel brought here.”

			“Laura was the bait,” I said. “He needed me to give him a written authentication.”

			“I apologize. I fear that my brother has lost his mind,” Gunther sighed.

			“Actually, I think Werner knows exactly what he’s doing,” I replied.

			Gunther considered that for a moment, but made no comment. “Are you locked in the gallery?” he asked.

			“Yes, until the morning,” I told him. “He’s got Leonard Marcus here from the Schermerhorn. They’re putting together a deal.”

			“I told him no,” Gunther said. “After I learned of Professor Bertolini’s death, I said the painting would go to Italy. I was trying to bring it . . . to you.”

			“I guess Werner had a better idea,” I replied.

			“Obviously,” Gunther sighed. “Obviously I underestimated my brother. But I cannot believe that any responsible museum . . .”

			There was no sense finishing the sentence.

			“Is there some way out of here?” Laura asked. “We have the Botticelli. If we could get out of a window, perhaps.”

			“No, there is no possibility. We’re twenty meters above the ground,” Gunther explained. “There is no way down. No way out except through that door. And then out through the schloss.”

			“But perhaps in the morning,” I said, looking over in one corner. “I have another idea.”

			Laura groaned. She hadn’t been impressed by my previous ideas. But this one, I thought, gave us some chance of success.

			[image: ]
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			Chapter 45 

			ROME

			As promised, Jeremy went to the police station shortly after eleven o’clock the next day. He used his very best Italian, “Aiutami, devo un personne chi parla Inglese,” and was asked to sit on one of the wooden chairs. There was no immediate flurry of activity in response to Jeremy’s presence. In fact, many of the police seemed to be working in slow motion. Perhaps, thought Jeremy, it was one of Italy’s famous labor slowdowns.

			There seemed to be only one policeman to deal with the various problems that were brought to the station in English, and he dealt with these slowly and methodically. Two tourists had been swarmed by thieves, and their wallet, purse and camera had been stolen. The policeman listened to their story several times, then began typing a report onto an ancient computer terminal.

			The couple described, in detail, the purse and its contents, the wallet and its credit cards, and the camera with its various features. All this information was typed with two-fingered diligence by the policeman who offered little hope that the stolen items would be recovered. The tourists seemed mostly worried about their credit cards and future insurance claim, which required the third or fourth copy of the form that somehow got stuck in the printer.

			It was some time after twelve o’clock when the couple was sent on their way with some documents that would, after deductions, bring them a few hundred dollars from their insurance company. They were suitably grateful, and the policeman smiled graciously as they left.

			Then the policeman walked away. He was gone for half an hour.

			Jeremy went up to the desk. “Scusi, signore,” he said. “Do you have a policeman who speaks English?”

			“Yes, of course,” came the reply, from a policeman who obviously spoke English himself.

			“Well, where is he?” Jeremy asked. “Dov’e’?” he added. It was one of his memorized Italian phrases. 

			“Momento. Patienza,” came the reply. Suddenly the policeman spoke only Italian. Jeremy waited, standing, then pointed to himself and went back to his seat.

			Jeremy squirmed in the hard chair. Why hadn’t he brought something to read?

			The officially English-speaking policeman reappeared, this time with an attractive woman who obviously had some other kind of complaint. The woman was vehement. She had been pinched, or groped or assaulted in broad daylight on the streets of Rome. It was an outrage.

			The policeman was understanding.

			Jeremy wondered where the woman had come from. Was there another waiting line he had somehow missed? Had he suddenly become invisible? Jeremy began singing “Mr. Cellophane” from Chicago, but only in his head. Then he decided to run through some Rogers and Hammerstein favorites, as many as might come to mind. By one o’clock, he was mentally singing “Do, a deer, a female deer” for the third time. But the vehement woman had gotten to her feet and was obviously about to leave. Surely this was Jeremy’s moment.

			But no. The policeman began packing up his documents and covering up his computer. He had the expression of a man who was either finished with his day or ready to take a long lunch.

			Jeremy decided it was time for decisive action.

			“Scusi, signore,” he said, rushing to the policeman. “I have important business. An emergenzissima,” he said in pseudo-Italian.

			“You must wait your turn, signore,” replied the policeman.

			“But it is my turn.”

			“Yes, but it is my lunch,” he said in quite good English. “I suggest you have lunch yourself, then return later, and you will be first in line.”

			Jeremy was ready to have a very public fit, but the policeman got up and left before he could get started. Abandoned, Jeremy walked out to the street. There was a reasonable trattoria just down the block that was filled mostly with attractive young construction workers. Jeremy decided that this wouldn’t be an unpleasant place to spend the hour, and there were no panicked phone calls from Daniel, so he felt no reason to hurry.

			When Jeremy returned after his own lunch, he was somewhat mollified by good food and a half bottle of decent red wine. The problems and frustrations of the morning had been given some perspective, thanks to the wine, and Jeremy began to imagine that Daniel might be doing just fine without any assistance. Certainly Daniel still hadn’t called in a panic asking for immediate help, and from what Jeremy could tell, immediate help was not an option with the Italian police. What on earth would these people do if there were a bank robbery?

			While Jeremy should have been first in line, the English-speaking policeman was already busy taking a statement from another tourist whose camera had been grabbed at an open-air restaurant near the Piazza Navona. Once again Jeremy had a chance to hear the tale of woe, watch the slow typing of the policeman, and then watch with anticipation as the finished documents were pulled from the printer. 

			“Signore, it is your turn,” said the policeman, nodding to him.

			Jeremy moved from his hard wooden chair to an even harder one, this chair at right angles to the policeman and his typewriter.

			“And what is the nature of the problem?” asked the policeman.

			“One of my friends has been kidnapped, and another friend has disappeared trying to find her, and I fear that both of them are trapped in a castle near Munich.”

			The policeman raised his eyebrow in disbelief. “When did this happen?”

			“Two days ago.”

			“Two days ago,” repeated the policeman.

			“Yes,” Jeremy told him.

			“You have waited two days to report this to the police.”

			“Yes, it was part of a plan.”

			“A plan.”

			“Yes, I made a plan with the man who has disappeared.”

			“So two people have now been kidnapped?”

			“No, one is kidnapped, and the other one has gone after her, and he’s disappeared,” Jeremy told him.

			“Then that is di emergenzia,” the policeman told him. 

			“That is what I told you before lunch.”

			“You should phone 113, not come to a police station.”

			“But I am at a police station,” Jeremy told him.

			The policeman glared at him, then mumbled something in Italian. “Please wait here.”

			Jeremy was kept waiting for only five minutes this time. Then he retold his story several more times, to several different policemen, in increasing layers of detail that made more sense with each retelling. By five o’clock, it is possible that the Italian police actually believed what Jeremy was telling them. And by seven o’clock that evening it appeared possible that the German police near Munich might, just might, be able to make some enquiries on the entire matter. This came as little consolation to Jeremy as he made his way to a late dinner, so he searched in his pockets for the phone number Daniel had given him. Finding it, he pulled out his cell phone and punched the numbers.

			I should have done this hours ago, Jeremy grumbled to himself.

			And indeed he should have.

		

	
		
			Chapter 46 

			SCHLOSS AMMERSEE

			The next morning, Laura and I were both at work on the Botticelli when we heard voices outside the gallery door. Gunther was back in the secret storage area, and we had left nothing to indicate that we’d seen him. Around us was a large pile of yellowed cotton balls, and the air was heavy with the smell of rubbing alcohol and mineral spirits.

			We stopped work and looked up. There were two people standing with Werner.

			“Hello, Daniel,” I heard. The voice and the visitor were enough to knock me back on my heels.

			“Nikki,” I grunted.

			“You know this woman?” Laura asked.

			I had no chance to respond. All sorts of mental cubes of information were falling into shape, taking form like a painting by Duchamp.

			“Ms. Francelli,” Werner began, “let me introduce Veronica Delamare, from Dr. Bradley’s own museum, and Dr. Leonard Marcus from the Schermerhorn.”

			He finished the introductions, but my mind was still putting the stories together. Nikki and Marcus – of course. They’d been working together for five years at The PAM. They’d been the ones to acquire the Donatello. They’d arranged for the fraudulent testing at Oxford. And they could never let the statue get back to Italy because it wasn’t real; it must have been a copy. The two of them had set me up to take the fall. 

			“Shit,” I mumbled. Then I repeated it three more times, just to be clear. Not that anyone was listening.

			“And we have one more visitor,” Werner went on. He pointed to the younger servant who was holding a webcam, connected to a smartphone near the window. “Another collector wishes to join us, to see the painting and speak to Dr. Bradley and Ms. Francelli.”

			There was a pause while the young servant punched in a number and waited for a connection. Soon he nodded and we were live . . . to somewhere.

			“Hello, my friend,” Werner shouted. “Can you hear me?”

			“Yes,” we all heard. The voice seemed garbled and without any accent.

			“And can you see through the camera?”

			“Yes,” came the voice. “Move the camera to the painting.” The bark was an order, not a request.

			“Dr. Marcus, will you join us?” Werner asked.

			Laura and I drew back; Marcus and the servant with the camera came over to the painting.

			“Beautiful,” Marcus exclaimed, though that seemed an understatement to me. The Madonna of the Library was truly an extraordinary work: flawless design, beautiful colors, wonderful tones and shading in both faces and fabrics. All the characteristics of Botticelli’s greatest period could be clearly seen now, thanks to Laura’s careful cleaning.

			“It is magnificent,” we heard through the cell phone. Then the voice gave instructions on how to move the camera. I wasn’t sure what quality of image was making its way via satellite or cell tower, but something was reaching the mysterious buyer, wherever he might be.

			Leonard Marcus had little to say as this was going on. He seemed to accept the tondo as the Botticelli Madonna of the Library without question or close examination. But the voice on the phone wanted to know more.

			“Dr. Bradley,” the voice asked, “you believe this painting is the Botticelli tondo you wrote about in your doctoral thesis?”

			I was surprised by how much the voice seemed to know. “Yes, I believe it is.”

			“Not a studio work, not a copy or a fake?”

			“It is by Botticelli’s own hand,” I told the voice. “The pentimenti do not coincide with the finished work, so it can’t be a studio work. Do you know about pentimenti?”

			“Do not insult me, Dr. Bradley,” the voice barked.

			The irritation surprised all of us. Or perhaps it was the bizarre situation, being questioned by a disembodied voice about a painting that the voice could barely see.

			“Ms. Francelli, are you there?” asked the voice.

			“Yes,” Laura replied.

			“You have tested the pigments and the wood, yes?”

			“Yes, I did that. The samples confirm the age of the painting, between 1450 and 1550. The pigments match those of Botticelli.”

			“So you agree with Dr. Bradley.”

			“My testing isn’t complete,” Laura said. “I have no X-ray here, no way to examine the brush strokes.”

			“But still . . .” the voice was leading her on.

			“I believe it will stand up to further testing,” Laura told him. “I believe we have a genuine Botticelli here.”

			“And that is sufficient for me,” said the voice. “Von Schondorf,” the voice barked – it was the first time I’d heard the last name – “time for us to talk.”

			“I agree,” Werner said. “But let me tell you that Dr. Marcus from the Schermerhorn Museum is also here and very much wishes to bid on the painting. Am I right, Dr. Marcus?”

			“Yes, yes I do,” Marcus croaked.

			“So let us retire to the drawing room, and we will begin our discussions. First I will hear from Dr. Marcus. Then I will call you back, sir.”

			“You play a nasty game, von Schondorf,” said the voice.

			Werner was smiling. “I am a card player, and I have shown you my hand even before any bets have been placed. It is time to get some money on the table.”

			Werner walked over to the young servant, put out his hand for the phone and pressed the off button.

			“Dr. Marcus, Ms. Delamare, please come with me.”

			Werner put his arm around Marcus’s shoulder and led him to the door, turning to smile at Laura and me as he left.

			It was an ugly smile.

		

	
		
			Chapter 47 

			SCHLOSS AMMERSEE

			No sooner had the door closed than Laura said the obvious. “They’re going to kill us.”

			“You think?”

			“Of course. We’re no longer useful. You have signed off on the painting. We’ve told them what we know, and now we are only a problem, a complication. They will kill us.”

			I had no counter argument. I was busy with the false wall, pulling the lever and opening the door to the secret storeroom. Gunther came out to join us.

			“Could you hear?” I asked.

			“No, not really.”

			“Later, I’ll explain,” I said. “But your brother is up in the salon negotiating the sale of the Botticelli. We have maybe an hour or two to get out of here.”

			“Schnell machen,” Gunther said, slipping into German.

			We were ready for this. The night before, we had weighed the odds, the dangers of escape against the dangers of waiting to see what Werner might do. Gunther was convinced that his brother was incapable of real violence, but he couldn’t explain the Asian’s presence or predict what he might do. The Asian was working on some other agenda, one that none of us fully understood, and one that Gunther couldn’t predict. 

			For us to rely on Werner’s sense of fair play seemed foolish. We were too dangerous, left alive, and too easy to dispose of if we were dead. Whether Werner would kill his own brother was an open question, but it was also a separate issue. That the Asian would readily kill all of us was a given.

			Ultimately, we decided that an attempt at escape was worth the risk. If we could get away from the castle, Laura and I would be safe and we might be able to stop the sale and keep the Botticelli in Europe. The only real problem with our planned escape was the fifty feet between the gallery window and the stone courtyard below. 

			“So we begin,” Laura told us. “I will go down first, Daniel. You will follow.”

			The night before, we had tied together a length of rope from the storeroom and a bunch of knotted sheets. The only debate was who would lead the way. Laura was athletic and a rock climber; I was out-of-shape and terrified of heights. Gunther said the choice was obvious, and I had to agree. 

			“Promise me you can do this,” I said.

			Laura smiled. “Promesso. And you promised me that these knots of yours are good. Strong.”

			I nodded. It had been thirty years since my brother and I had been Scouts, but my knot-tying merit badge was still good for something.

			Gunther looked at the two of us. “You have the maps I drew.”

			“Yes,” I replied. “Laura and I can probably make it to town in two hours, so we should be back here with the police by six o’clock.”

			“Perfect,” Gunther said. “And we are in agreement on the story.”

			“Yes,” Laura told him. “We’ll say nothing about the kidnapping. Only a disagreement between you and your brother, and an attempt to remove the Botticelli from Germany. We’ll warn the police about the Asian man.”

			“That is good. We must make sure that no one is hurt, and then we must protect the Botticelli. So please, let us try one last test of the rope and sheets,” Gunther said.

			The knotted length of sheets was surely the weakest part of our plan. While the length of rope seemed secure enough, each section of knotted sheet added a new breaking point. If the first sheet should pull free from the rope, then whoever fell from that height might well be killed on the stones below. 

			I had learned six knots in Boy Scouts, but only the reef knot mattered now. I was betting Laura’s life that I got it right.

			I tied one end of the rope to a metal ring in the wall that seemed secure enough. Then I tied a length of two sheets from the ring to the table that held the Botticelli. This was really just a backup. On the other end of the rope, we had tied four sections of twisted sheet – enough to go down fifty feet. Or so we thought.

			“Ready?” I asked.

			Laura nodded. With a small hammer, she broke two windows and chipped away the glass and mullions that remained. I tossed the rope outside and down.

			I looked down, trying to see how well I’d guessed the length.

			“It’s too short,” I groaned.

			That was the simple truth. The line extended to a couple of meters above the ground – not a long drop at the end but a real one.

			“Do we pull it up?” Laura asked. “We could tie on one more piece.”

			“That would take too much time,” I said. “The longer the rope is hanging out there, the more likely we are to be discovered. Leonard Marcus might be admiring the scenery right now and wonder why there’s a strange length of sheets and rope hanging out the gallery window.”

			“So I should go,” Laura said.

			“Now’s the time, amore.”

			She shot me a glance and a smile.

			With a little boost, Laura was up on the window ledge. She wrapped the rope through her legs, grabbed the top of it with her arms, and began to lower herself down the side of the castle. Soon she reached the end of the rope, then cleared the first section of sheet. For a second she paused, having some trouble with the knot, then went down the second section of sheet. At this point, I could breathe again. Even if the rope should break, Laura wouldn’t be badly hurt in the fall.

			In a few more seconds Laura reached the end of the last sheet, then she let go and fell adroitly to the courtyard. She took the impact by bending her knees, then straightened up and waved up to us.

			Laura was fine; now it was my turn.

			I pulled at the rope to check its fastening to the iron ring. Secure. Then I grabbed the rope in two hands and clumsily climbed up on the window ledge. I was fine . . . until I looked down.

			Fifty feet. Three big stories. Laura had done it; surely I could do it. But I was afraid, and I hesitated.

			“Schnell,” Gunther told me. Hurry up.

			I gulped. I could see Laura down below, her figure quite small on the terrace. I could feel the rope, rough against my hands. I began wondering if the rope would really hold my weight. Laura had rappelled very gracefully down the side of the building, but I felt bulky and awkward.

			“Schnell,” Gunther repeated.

			My throat was dry as I pushed off the ledge. I was moving down slowly and gripped the rope in sheer panic. Now I was dangling from the window, facing away from the wall rather than towards it. Awkwardly I pushed with one leg so I could turn around, but I found myself swinging back and forth.

			“Fuck,” I said to the wall, or the air, or to no one at all.

			Finally, the movement stopped and I could brace my feet against the wall. This helped calm my fear, but only momentarily. Forty five feet to go. I had to release the grip in my hands and gradually lower myself down the rope.

			Gradually . . . or not.

			The rope burned my palms as it slid through them, but I couldn’t seem to control the speed. Soon, too soon, I had reached the first knot at the end of the rope. My hands were bloodied, but I had only made it halfway to the ground.

			Slow, steady, I told myself.

			I held desperately to the rope with my left hand, then moved my right hand below the knot. Good, I thought. Then I moved my left hand down and let the sheet slowly pass through my palms. The sheet was smoother than the rope, softer, less abrasive. Soon I had reached the end of the first sheet and was about to transfer to the second.

			That’s when my luck ran out. Up in the gallery, the metal ring began to twist. I could feel the movement of the rope in my hands.

			“Fuck,” I repeated.

			Suddenly the rope dropped me down four feet, then came to a stop. And then the sheet began moving. I gripped it tightly in my hands, and tried to find some place to wedge my feet, but there was nothing. I was falling slowly until, suddenly, the movement stopped.

			Now I was hanging in space, maybe fifteen feet from the ground.

			What now? I wondered. But there was no time to think anything through.

			I clutched the bundled sheets in my hands, but the knot just above my head gave out. Now I was falling again, right to the stones below.

			I felt a searing pain in my leg, then a burning sensation that seemed to go right up my spine. For a moment, I was aware of nothing at all. Then I opened my eyes to the blur of Laura’s face.

			“Daniel, Daniel.”

			I blinked and tried to focus. Where were we? Why were we here?

			Then Laura began asking questions. “Does it hurt? Can you move?”

			I thought about both questions in a vaguely disinterested way. Did it hurt? Yes. My hands hurt, too, and they were bleeding. My leg seemed strangely bent. And there was a warm heat emanating from my back that made no sense.

			I tried to sit up. Laura tried to help me. Neither effort was entirely successful.

			“What happened?” I asked.

			“You fell,” Laura told me. “The rope must have pulled loose.”

			“I should have told you,” I sighed. “In the Scouts, it took me three tries to get the knot-tying badge. I wasn’t that good.”

			Laura was too upset to laugh.“What about your leg?” she asked.

			I felt as if my leg was quite an abstract concept, a part of my body that I might consider at my leisure. “It’s still there,” I said.

			“Can you move it?”

			“Yeah, kind of.”

			Laura helped me to my feet, then grabbed the ripped hunk of sheeting and created a makeshift bandage for my hands.

			“You could have gotten a merit badge for first aid,” I told her. 

			A rush of adrenaline was still keeping me going, but the pain in my leg felt like a knife stabbing into my flesh.

			“Are you sure we should go ahead with this?” Laura asked.

			“Absolutely,” I told her. “I’ll just have to walk a little slower than we figured.”

			Laura looked at my leg and my bandaged hands. Then she looked up at the gallery window. She was thinking about something, calculating some odds, but I couldn’t follow her thoughts.

			“Let’s go,” I told her. “There’s no sense waiting around here until they find us.” I began hobbling from the courtyard towards an inner staircase.

			From above, we heard Gunther’s voice. “Schnell machen.”

			Basta, I thought in another language. Enough.

		

	
		
			Chapter 48 

			SCHLOSS AMMERSEE

			I stumbled along behind Laura, trying not to groan too much from the pain. I knew that something had happened up in the gallery, perhaps something that had done real damage to the Botticelli. In that case, we were risking our lives for nothing. But there was no way of knowing, and nothing to do now but get away.

			Our real problem was the noise we’d made. The crash in the gallery and my fall to the courtyard would surely have alerted everyone in the schloss. Soon they’d be piling into the gallery, discovering Gunther, and then searching for us. Our escape might be over very quickly.

			All we had to guide us was a quickly sketched map of the castle with a pencil line that showed a footpath to the town. 

			That, and maybe fifteen minutes’ head start.

			I had to hope that Werner and the Asian would search the castle first and then the main road that led to it. I had to hope that they’d ignore the little-used footpath up the side of the hill. I had to hope that they wouldn’t see us making our way down the hill towards town. And the more I thought about it, the less likely it all seemed. It would take us another two hours to get to town, and longer now that I could barely walk. The odds against us had not been good before we began this escape; now they were worse.

			“What are you waiting for?” Laura asked.

			“Just thinking,” I whispered back.

			“That’s your problem, Daniel. Too much thinking. Andiamo.” Let’s go.

			We managed to find the first room marked on the map and the low corridor at the courtyard level of the castle. According to the sketch, there should be a staircase on our right that would take us to a small door leading out of the castle. But there was no staircase; only a heavy door on the other side. It could lead anywhere at all.

			Laura checked the wall at the right. Nothing. She reviewed the map, and even pushed at the bricks for another secret passageway. Nothing.

			“Best door we’ve got,” I said. I used my bandaged hands to turn the iron handle to the door on the left. Then Laura and I both held our breath as the door opened.

			A staircase.

			“Excellent,” Laura whispered. “You wait up here.”

			Laura skipped down the steps, almost falling from their steep pitch, and reached another door at the bottom. This time there was light around the door frame.

			She whispered up to me, “Come down. The outside door is here.”

			I had to move carefully down the steps, my left leg shooting pain whenever I had to put my weight on it. It took forever, but finally I was down beside her.

			Laura turned the handle to the door and pushed. There was no movement. She tried turning the ancient handle in the other direction, then shaking the door. The door rattled in its frame, but scarcely moved at all.

			“It’s locked,” she said.

			“I kind of got that.”

			Laura shot me a look, then ran her hands over the door and its frame. She was trying to find a key or some piece of hardware that wasn’t immediately visible. But she came up with nothing.

			“We need a crowbar,” I told her.

			Again she shot me a look. I suspect she didn’t know the word.

			“Something metal to force the door.”

			The two of us began looking for something that might work. And there it was – a piece of rusting iron that must have been used for mounting torches into the wall. I grabbed at the iron and pulled with my bandaged hands, twisting it until the metal finally came free. 

			“It might work,” Laura said.

			“Has to,” I added.

			I took the piece of iron and wedged it between the door and its frame. Then I pulled on the rusty metal with all my strength. Nothing moved.

			“Let me,” Laura whispered.

			I backed away and Laura grabbed the iron. She pulled once, twice, three times and got more movement each time. Finally, there was a small click, a crack in the frame, and a sudden burst of daylight.

			Just below us was a footpath, and off in the distance we could see the promised town of Ammersee.

			But above us was a terrible crashing sound.

		

	
		
			Chapter 49 

			SCHLOSS AMMERSEE

			Inside the schloss, the old servant Rudolf was busy cleaning up the breakfast dishes from the salon. This aspect of his duties was not something Rudolf enjoyed; in the old days, there were other staff to do the menial jobs of cooking and cleaning. Now, of course, all those jobs were left to Rudolf who proceeded with as much speed and competence as he was able.

			For the last few weeks, Rudolf had been quite confused by the comings and goings at the castle. Neither of the von Schondorf brothers entertained much, and Gunther’s family seemed far too busy elsewhere to visit the old castle, so Rudolf was mostly on his own in the enormous stone pile. But now, suddenly, people were coming and going from the schloss with a frequency that hadn’t been seen in years. While Rudolf was pleased with all the activity, he was distressed at the cooking, serving and cleaning that were his responsibility. He did not cook or clean well but Rudolf was rescued from the first task by an excellent restaurant in Ammersee that would send orders up to the schloss for replating. He was rescued from cleaning by an elderly woman who lived down the hill and would appear, when bidden, to clean some of the rooms if there were three or four people staying at the castle.

			For the last few days, since Werner had taken charge, Rudolf had served young people in many rooms in the castle, one of them sleeping in the gallery, of all places. The young lady in the gallery, strangely enough, seemed to be sleeping with a plastic bag full of cotton balls. The young man with curly hair seemed to tear at the sheets in his room like a man possessed by devils. Now there was a new gentleman in the green bedroom, an American, who had arrived with a very stylish woman for some important discussions with Herr Werner. All of this was unaccountable to Rudolf, who was used to the more regular habits, both sleeping and eating, of the people who had visited the schloss thirty and forty years ago.

			This morning, Rudolf had delivered breakfast to the gallery where the two young people had slept the night before and then served breakfast in the salon to Herr Werner and to the young couple from America. The Asian gentleman preferred to make his own breakfast in the primitive kitchen at the end of the long hall to the salon.

			In last night’s thunderstorm, there had been so much damage that Rudolf wondered if the kitchen might have collapsed and washed down the slope onto the hill below. But he found the kitchen still intact in the morning, so he was still piling up lunch dishes when the intercom began ringing incessantly.

			When the brothers were in residence, it was not Rudolf’s privilege to decide how to answer calls from the intercom. He would take a message, one of the brothers would respond, and Rudolf would then open the portcullis or tell the interloper to be on his way. Lately, however, Werner had insisted that he would take those calls himself, and that Rudolf was not to respond under any circumstances. Since Rudolf always did precisely what he was told, he did not respond to the first few buzzes of the intercom. But now the noise was more insistent, and Werner was nowhere to be found, so Rudolf decided that he would have to do something.

			“Wass?” he asked into the intercom.

			“Police. Open the gate,” he heard back.

			Where was Werner? What should he do?

			“Police. Open the gate. This is an emergency.”

			Rudolf panicked. Perhaps his employer was in difficulty. Rudolf really had no choice in the matter. He pushed and held the entry button until the portcullis had lifted, and he heard the police car speed into the parking courtyard.

			Less than a minute later, four people ran up the steps and into the castle. Three of them were policemen; the fourth an unknown woman in a business suit.

			When they saw Rudolf, the group split in two. Two policemen went rushing down a set of stairs to the old fountain courtyard. The other policeman and the older woman walked quickly down the hall and up the stairs towards the gallery.

			Rudolf simply stood in the hall corridor, amazed.
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			In ten minutes, Werner saw his entire world shatter. First the crash in the library, then the sudden appearance of Gunther in the gallery, and now some furious running down below.

			Beside him, the useless curator from New York and his girlfriend were standing with their mouths open. The explanations coming from Gunther were as simple as they were damning, and Werner could see his ten million euros from the Schermerhorn disappearing with each word. Nor could he get the painting out in time for delivery to the collector in Singapore, whose offer of eight million euros now seemed more than adequate.

			Obviously, Daniel and Laura were running off to the police. If they succeeded, some unpleasant accusations would be made and denials might not be as successful as Werner had thought.

			Scheisse.

			Werner’s first thought was to take back some semblance of control. He turned to Chen with a simple instruction, “Find them. Bring them back.”

			But Werner knew that finding anyone in the many rooms and hallways of the schloss would be no easy task. The medieval portion of the castle was a maze of salons, corridors and staircases. The 17th-century portion was in terrible repair, with many of the rooms already unusable. From the courtyard or the gallery, there were a dozen routes the young people might have taken to the parking area. Even now, they might have found the Mercedes’ keys and be driving towards town.

			Just as Werner anticipated, though in ways he could not see, Chen assessed the entire situation. Clearly, the two young people had escaped through the window and dropped to the courtyard below. They were either hiding in the castle or had found some way outside it.

			If he had some dogs, Chen thought . . . but he had no dogs, only one very clever person to find a path through dozens of rooms and corridors.

			Chen would do as he was asked and search quickly for Daniel and Laura, but when the futility was obvious, and with Werner’s scheme clearly unraveling, Chen would be left with no choice. The keys to the Mercedes were hanging on a hook one floor below, and the car was ready to take him to Berlin, or Rome, and then to points to be determined. He had handled his part of the operation flawlessly; the German, however, hadn’t measured up to his own scheme.

			When Werner heard the commotion in the kitchen, he fled the gallery and tried to determine what was happening. In a flash, he saw the blue uniforms of the Bavarian state police. Someone had called them. Somehow they had gotten into the castle. If Gunther were still locked up in the gallery, Werner might have found some way to talk his way out of a full search. But a liberated Gunther was already moving toward the kitchen, probably anxious to tell his version of events.

			Time to escape, Werner thought. Get back to Munich and call the lawyers. Get them on it. The case would be so complicated it would take years in the courts, plenty of time to deal with all this.

			Werner turned back toward the gallery. The gallery itself offered no way out, nor did the secret storeroom, but at the end of the corridor was a drawing room with a staircase leading down one level. Then there was a corridor to the 19th-century section of the castle and another staircase that led, with a few detours, to the parking area. If Werner could get that far, he could get into the Mercedes and leave the castle before the police detained him for questioning.

			Werner walked quickly but silently down the corridor, then ducked into the old drawing room at the end of the hall. He pulled the door noiselessly shut behind him and searched for the door that led to a small staircase. He found that door quickly, pulled it open, and stepped silently down the stairs.

			At the bottom was one more door leading to the 17th-century addition to the castle. This door, like the entire wing of rooms, had never functioned properly, but Werner knew exactly what to do. When the door stuck in its frame, Werner simply turned the handle with his right hand and butted his left shoulder into the door with full force.

			The door always flew open under this pressure, and Werner would end up stumbling onto one of the inlaid wooden floors of the 17th-century wing. This is what he did, even back when he and Gunther were children.

			What Werner did not anticipate was that the 17th-century wing of the castle no longer existed. The rooms, the floor, the entire section of the castle had washed away in last night’s thunderstorm.

			So Werner did not go stumbling into a hallway. Instead, he went sailing . . . forward and down . . . into nothing at all.

		

	
		
			Chapter 50

			FLORENCE

			They were saying that the Uffizi had never hosted such a large press conference, not for the exhibit of Leonardo’s machines, not for the display of Renaissance angels, not for any event in recent history. I did not find this a comforting thought.

			“Relax, ducky. You’ll be fine,” Jeremy told me.

			“Vero,” Laura agreed. “Ti devi rilassare.”

			“I can’t relax,” I said.

			“Think of it this way,” Jeremy went on. “These reporters didn’t come to see you, the pathetic, bumbling Daniel Bradley whom we know and love. They’ve come to see the dashing Dr. Daniel Bradley, savior of the Lost Botticelli, the Indiana Jones of Renaissance art.”

			Laura agreed. “Perhaps they’ve come to see the painting, Daniel. Maybe it’s not about you at all.”

			And maybe it wasn’t about me, I told myself. Certainly it wasn’t entirely about me, since so many of us had been involved. That’s what was in my speech, what I would try to get across. But still I was uneasy. I am not a public speaker; sometimes I think I’m not even a private speaker. But convention dictated that I say something when the painting was unveiled, and so I would.

			The painting, the now-famous Lost Botticelli, was placed on an easel but hidden by a curtain. The restorers at the Uffizi had been working on it for six months, carefully cleaning the ancient varnish and restoring the bits of paint that had been lost. The painting, alas, had taken a little damage in its wild ride across the Schloss Ammersee gallery when the retaining ring had pulled out of the wall. But restorers can work miracles, and they did. The Madonna of the Library now looked quite magnificent, I knew, and soon would all the rest of the world.

			There was a bit of noise from the back of the room, and then a man began to make his way to the front of the room.

			“Sorry to be late,” he said. “Messed up on the time zones.”

			It was my brother, looking a bit rumpled, but still dressed in a suit and tie.

			He sat down beside Jeremy, shook his hand, and then looked up. “Is this the famous Laura?”

			It took me a while to find my voice. My brother Michael, here?

			“Please don’t look so astonished, Daniel,” he said. “I came to pick up my Balsamic vinegar, and then I heard about this Botticelli caper of yours. Or maybe it was the other way around.” He smiled that warm smile that his congregation so appreciated. “But perhaps I could get an introduction?”

			“I suppose,” I said. “Laura Francelli, my brother, Michael.”

			“Reverend Michael,” Laura said, extending her hand.

			“Mike,” my brother said. He was in friendly mode.

			“Where is your . . . ?” Laura put her hands to her neck.

			“We don’t always wear the clerical collar,” my brother said. “And I’m not here in a church capacity. Really just came to pick up my Balsamic and bathe a bit in Daniel’s glory,” he said. “Besides, I don’t think Daniel is ever coming home.”

			Jeremy and Laura both laughed. I suppose I might have done so as well, but my mind was on my speech.

			There was a nod from my new boss at the Uffizi, so I went up to the table to join the senior people. I felt ridiculously young in contrast to Dr. Enrico Montagna, the Uffizi’s director, Dr. Filippo Romano, the Italian Minister of Culture, and Gunther von Schondorf, the remaining brother von Schondorf.

			Laura watched from the front row of seats. She was sitting beside Jeremy, looking at me with her beautiful, large dark eyes. Beside her was Verna Mostelli and her husband. Behind them was a sprinkling of directors and curators from the museums that would be allowed to show the Uffizi’s traveling Botticelli exhibit. This included Jeremy, who was representing Max Cormier and The PAM, as well as the directors of the Metropolitan, the Tate, the l’Orangerie, and a new museum still being built in Beijing. None of these official guests had seen the Lost Botticelli, though they knew quite well the extraordinary nature of the exhibit that would be coming to their museums.

			The harsh lights of the television cameras focused on the podium and the curtain covering the tondo made me squint. The still photographers were off to one side, but they’d be given a chance for more photographs when the official unveiling was over, like wedding photographers after the vows. Art was still big news in Italy; and this particular painting would be big news through much of Europe and even back in North America.

			The press conference was being carried live on many European public television networks, and would be rebroadcast on PBS in the United States. A major PBS series on Botticelli was already underway, timed for release when the traveling exhibit opened at the Met. And some film consortium was doing a gore-and-sex series on Renaissance art, something like the Borgias meet Botticelli, I supposed. It would all be part of an extraordinary celebration for an artist who’d been dead for over half a millennium.

			At ten o’clock, Dr. Montagna got up to the lectern and waited for the room to grow quiet.

			“Signori e donne, damen und herren, ladies and gentlemen,” Dr. Montagna began, then cleared his throat and continued effortlessly in alternating Italian, German and English, “it is with great pleasure that we welcome you to the unveiling of a wonderful painting by Botticelli, a painting that has been lost to the world of art for over five hundred years and will shortly be seen for the first time by millions of people around the world.”

			A round of applause anticipated what was to come.

			“Let me introduce our invited guests,” Dr. Montagna went on.

			I admired the way my new director could identify the dignitaries in the room, pronouncing their names with the appropriate intonations and accents of their various languages. The penultimate introduction was Count Gunther von Schondorf, representing the von Schondorf family who were pleased to be making a “most generous” donation of the painting to the Uffizi and to Italy. Gunther got up to a smattering of applause, then sat down again. It was my turn.

			“Signori e donne, damen und herren, ladies and gentlemen,” I began. I had practiced this the night before until I sounded almost trilingual. “It is my honor, today, to unveil a painting that has been virtually unseen for hundreds of years, a painting that has been lost, stolen, hidden, rescued and finally restored so that all the world can see the genius that Botticelli brought to the world of art.”

			I looked at Laura, trying to squint past the glare of the television lights. I was relieved when she smiled back. Corragio, she seemed to be projecting. 

			“But before I unveil the painting,” I went on, “I must give tribute to two extraordinary individuals. The first of these individuals literally sacrificed his life so that this painting could be in front of you today. I am referring, of course, to the famous Dr. Paolo Bertolini. It was Dr. Bertolini who believed in my initial research on the painting, who followed up with additional research and who negotiated with the von Schondorfs to bring this wonderful painting home. Without the efforts of Paolo Bertolini, this painting might well have been lost to history for another five hundred years. I only wish he could be here, today, for this moment.”

			Again, there was a round of applause. The PowerPoint slide show at the side of the podium showed a photograph of a very young Paolo Bertolini, followed by a more recent photograph of the great professor.

			“And second, I must share credit with Ms. Laura Francelli, an art restorer at the Gallerie dell’Accademia in Venice, who was brought into this enterprise by Paolo and myself, almost against her better judgment, and ended up being the single most important person in protecting and preserving this magnificent work of art.”

			Laura hadn’t been expecting any kind of tribute, especially since I had left it out of the speech when I read it to her, so she turned quite pink as I gestured toward her and then a serious shade of red as various television and still cameras were pointed in her direction. Fortunately, the press kit had a much more attractive photograph, and that was the image that most newspapers chose to carry the next day.

			“And now, ladies and gentlemen, about the painting itself,” I went on. “As many of you know, Botticelli painted eight round paintings called tondi, all of them tributes to the Madonna. Two of the greatest tondi are already here at the Uffizi, The Madonna of the Pomegranate and The Madonna of the Magnificat. Five hundred years ago, in the Palazzo della Signoria just behind us, there was a third great tondo. After a long journey and much hardship, that painting is back with us today. Ladies and gentlemen, it is my honor to unveil Botticelli’s lost tondo, The Madonna of the Library.”

			I stepped back and pushed a button. A small motor whirred and the curtains in front of the easel were pulled open. For a moment, the entire room fell into silence. The Madonna of the Library was indeed magnificent, and its restoration was a triumph for the team that had worked with her. Given proper facilities, they had slowly removed all the ancient varnish, carefully restored the damaged sections of pigment and gold leaf, then resealed the painting to protect it for another half millennium. The tondo had not looked so splendid in all the years since it had been spirited away from the Palazzo della Signoria.

			At last, the silence was broken by applause and then by a standing ovation. Laura told me later that she thought this was ridiculous – a painting is not an operatic performance, she said, it is a work for quiet contemplation. I told her she was too serious, that she should learn to relax.

			“I believe some of our people are passing out the press kits,” I continued. “You will find a great deal of information in there, and we will all be available after this press conference to answer questions. But first, I do have a few remarks about this wonderful work of art.”

			I took a drink of water, looked at Laura again and then took a deep breath.

			“Vissi d’arte is the famous aria from Tosca, ‘I lived for art,’ is what Tosca sings. But what is this thing we call art? What is this idea of art that exists on the same level as love and life itself?” I asked. I paused. Laura had told me to pause after a question like that.

			“No one has a final answer to that question, but I would like to propose this idea. I believe that art is what we find at the intersection of passion and intellect, at the place where genius and craftsmanship and the larger world of ideas all connect. In the 1480s, when Botticelli painted The Madonna of the Library, all of those elements intersected here in Florence. We see in the Madonna a reflection of Botticelli’s passion for some unknown woman, the same woman we recognize in The Primavera and The Birth of Venus. We see this mysterious woman now as the Madonna, seated in a library very much like the library of Pierfrancesco de’Medici. That’s where Botticelli was able to read and learn so much about literature and philosophy. In the distant landscape, we see the library of Alexandria, representing the humanist ideals of the Renaissance. And we see in the painting as a whole the incredible craftsmanship of Botticelli, and his capacity to depict the great currents of thought and history that were coursing through Florence in the 15th century. 

			“This painting was a sensation in its time, a terrible scandal for Botticelli and his family. We now know that Savonarola attacked this very painting as an insult to the Virgin Mary. We know that a crowd raced off after hearing one of Savonarola’s sermons and marched on the Palazzo della Signoria to rip this painting off the wall and throw it into a Bonfire of the Vanities. But somehow The Madonna of the Library was saved – we don’t know who saved the painting, or how it was done, but this painting disappeared for fifty years. By 1550, we know that this painting was at the Church of San Agostino in San Gimignano. But then it disappeared again. Three hundred years passed when The Madonna of the Library was either lost or hidden, but at last it reappeared in another country altogether.”

			I paused for a moment. I hoped it was a dramatic pause.

			“It reappeared in France, probably taken from Italy by General Murat and Napoleon’s French troops, probably destined for the Louvre or some private collection. But by this time the dark and yellowed painting was not prized as a work of art. Rather, it was valued for its wonderful gold-leaf frame. It was the frame that caught the attention of Caroline Murat in the early 1800s, and it was the frame that inspired her to cover the painting – to unwittingly preserve the painting – with a mirror.”

			I paused for laughter, as Laura had written in my notes, and got some from a few places in the room.

			“It was the mirror that protected the painting until 1941, when France was occupied by German troops, including the father of Count Gunther von Schondorf. It was that previous Count von Schondorf who rescued the painting from being sent off to Hitler’s notorious Führervorbehalt, and it was the von Schondorf family who preserved this painting until last year when they graciously agreed to donate the work to Italy.”

			There was a round of applause, and Gunther nodded his head at the audience. Not one look from either of us would betray the whitewash I had just painted over the real events.

			“So today we must be thankful for all the accidents of history that have preserved this wonderful Botticelli tondo and to all the people who worked so diligently to restore this painting to Italy. Next week, in the ground floor galleries here at the Uffizi, we will open a special exhibit called Botticelli and the Renaissance. In this exhibit, my colleagues and I will give further explanations of the long history of this work, and also try to place The Madonna of the Library in its proper context with Renaissance thought, with Botticelli’s other works and with Botticelli’s contemporaries and successors: Fra Lippi, Michelangelo and Leonardo. I am also pleased to announce that the Gemäldegalerie in Berlin and the Pinacoteca Ambrosiana in Milan will lend their two tondi to the Uffizi for our exhibit, so, for the first time in history, all of Botticelli’s great tondi will be together in one place, at one time.

			“But today,” I concluded, “let us celebrate the survival of the remarkable work of art that is in front of you. Signori e donne, damen und herren, ladies and gentlemen, let me invite you to contemplate one of Botticelli’s greatest paintings, The Madonna of the Library.”

			[image: Madonna of the Magnificat]
Botticelli, Madonna of the Magnificat 
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			Chapter 51

			ROME

			A triumph,” Jeremy declared, and he wasn’t being ironic for once.

			“It was?” I asked him. “I think I went on too long.”

			“You were poetic, ducky,” he said. “Or as poetic as you can be, all things considered. And they all loved you. The dashing young curator, the man who rescued the Lost Botticelli from a crumbling castle . . . it’s such a splendid story.”

			“Except that half of it will never be known.”

			“And that makes the story so much better. All those other bits, Werner’s and Paolo’s deaths, they would just make it messy. The world wants a concise story, and you’ve given them that story, Daniel.”

			Jeremy was ebullient that evening, as were all the others who had come to celebrate. Jeremy and his Italian friend, Rico or Rinaldo or whatever, were joined by Laura and me, my brother and his wife, and Verna Mostelli and her husband. Somehow Verna had gotten us reservations at Il Ristorante Convivio near the Piazza Navona. She knew the Troiani brothers who ran the kitchen and presided over the tables, so wine was on the table before we arrived, and two bottles were finished even before the famous “roast beef” of tuna appetizer arrived.

			“What I don’t understand . . .” Jeremy began, but wasn’t allowed to finish. The rest of us began laughing, for no good reason at all, in Jeremy’s opinion.

			“What I don’t understand,” Jeremy repeated, “is why the German police showed up after one phone call from you, Verna, and the Italian police did nothing despite many hours of pleading from me.”

			“Efficiency,” Verna replied. “Have you noticed that in Munich, when you wait for a tram, there are little signs that tell you exactly when the next tram will arrive? But when you wait for a bus in Rome, you’re just grateful if a bus shows up at all.”

			“Well, yes, but . . .” It was a night when Jeremy would often have his words cut off.

			Verna laughed. “Yes. So efficiency makes a big difference. And, also, my brother-in-law is on the Munich police force.”

			“Ah, I had a hunch it would be something along those lines,” Jeremy sighed. “Of course, I knew my personal charm would ultimately goad the Italians into action, but that might have taken days, so it was still a good thing I called you.”

			“The timing couldn’t have been better,” I said. I was eating a braised artichoke in a sauce of sole and leeks. It was extraordinary. “We were afraid that the Asian man might find us before we could make it to town.”

			“The police never got him, did they?” Verna said.

			“Apparently not,” Laura told her. “But they did arrest the two men who pushed Paolo down the stairs. Paolo had made sketches of them. And the museum video cameras showed what they did.”

			“What surprised me is that Leonard Marcus confessed to faking the tests on the Donatello,” I said. “When the police rushed up to the gallery in the von Schondorf castle, he must have thought they had come for that. He panicked and blurted it all out.”

			“Though your friend Veronica admitted nothing,” Laura said. “Even after they found the Donatello in her apartment.”

			“She’s not my friend,” I replied. “And it was never a real Donatello, just a copy. Since she and Marcus had arranged for the phony authentication, they had to hide it away before the statue got to Lucca and Verna could discover that it was a fake.”

			“And she was never your friend?” Laura asked again. 

			“Now, now, my little ones,” Jeremy lectured us. “No quibbling on a day of such triumph. The truth will out.”

			Laura looked at me with the question in her eyes. “It’s from Shakespeare,” I said.

			“So here’s what I don’t understand,” my brother began.

			“Yes,” Jeremy replied. “Pray tell.”

			“Who was the mysterious collector on the phone?” he asked. “That man was probably behind the murder of Paolo Bertolini, and he was certainly paying for the Asian man. He’s the man the police have to catch.”

			“And perhaps some day they will,” Jeremy said. “But the wheels of justice move very slowly, if at all.”

			“Let us hope,” said my brother.

			Jeremy raised his glass. “So I propose a toast . . . to justice!”

			“To justice. Le justizia!” called the others.

			We drank, not slowing to savor the wine.

			“Of course, once Marcus and Nikki were found out, our very grateful director, the famous Max, offered Daniel his job back.”

			“Despite the missing Donatello,” I said. “I was quite surprised.”

			“And it was a perfectly good job, I might add. But the ungrateful sod over there turned it down.”

			“Perché?” Verna asked.

			Now I smiled benignly. Laura says that my brother and I really do have the same smile. “Because they offered me a new position at the Uffizi,” I explained. “And the Botticelli was here, and the new exhibit had to be organized and . . .”

			Laura looked at me.

			“And perhaps I had a few personal reasons,” I concluded.

			Jeremy lifted his glass. “So I propose a toast to ‘personal reasons.’” He stopped to look around the table and then focused his eyes on his Italian friend. “What better reasons could there ever be?”

		

	
		
			Chapter 52

			Two months after the dinner at Il Convivio, Max and Jeremy were holding a noon meeting at The PAM at the same time as Daniel was preparing dinner for Laura at his new apartment in Florence. The meeting was the result of Daniel’s success. The Botticelli exhibit at the Uffizi had been a sensation both with the critics and the public. The critics raved about Daniel’s Botticelli and the Renaissance installation, which tied neatly into the revised Sala 10-14 exhibit of virtually all the great Botticelli paintings. The Economist, normally quite acerbic about art exhibitions, had declared the Uffizi’s offering “the greatest event in art history since the opening of the New Tate.” Time had devoted a special section of the magazine to the exhibit on the week of its opening. The New York Times had run story after story on the Lost Botticelli, starting on the day of its unveiling, and then devoted most of its Arts section to the actual exhibit when it opened. “A blockbuster,” they declared it, “and it’s coming to New York.” And People magazine ran paparazzi photos of both Daniel and Laura, “the art world’s hottest couple,” though both of them denied the connection.

			The public seemed to be as enthralled with Botticelli as the critics. The ordinarily long lines leading into the Uffizi became longer still, the website and telephone lines were jammed with people seeking advance tickets, and dozens of new guards had to be added simply to control the crowds and keep people moving. Everywhere in Florence, and many places in Europe, there were bus shelter posters with images of Botticelli’s ethereal Venuses, Madonnas and the ubiquitous Primavera.

			For The PAM, all this meant some serious planning had to be done. The Met had already sold all available tickets to its entire run of the Botticelli exhibit, and this was nine months before the event. Jeremy was still waiting to put tickets on sale for the three months the exhibit would be at his museum, but already The PAM’s board was pressuring him to do so and to set admission prices at levels approaching an opera ticket. How was the museum going to handle the demand? How would they deal with scalpers? How could they keep a bank of tickets for students and the poor, and how could they parcel them out?

			Then there were the actual details of the display and security. The incoming curator of European art, a terrifically sharp young woman whom Max had hired from Germany, wanted to use the new Rosenbloom wing, but there were issues with lighting and temporary walls. Perhaps the Rosenbloom wing could hold all the introductory material, and then the older museum could protect the tondi themselves from the twin enemies of thievery and bright light.

			Of course, not all of the Uffizi exhibit would travel. It was just too risky. Neither The Primavera nor The Birth of Venus would ever journey outside the Uffizi walls, nor would all the tondi make the journey. It was finally agreed that only The Madonna of the Pomegranate, The Madonna of the Magnificat and the long-lost Madonna of the Library would be part of the traveling exhibit. Already the magazines were calling this grouping “The Three Tondos” despite groans in the editorial offices.

			The focus of all this attention on Botticelli managed to deflect the much smaller news that The PAM’s Donatello Christus was nothing more than a good bronze copy made a hundred years ago in Paris. The temporarily missing Christus was not a fifty-million-dollar original but a fifty-thousand-dollar copy – a bit of confusion that was keeping government tax reviewers, the local prosecutors and the lawyers for Veronica Delamare and Leonard Marcus very busy indeed. The court case, if it ever came to court, would be very complicated.

			[image: dingbat]

			Just as Jeremy was showing Max some elaborate floor plans for the installation and talking at length about crowd flow and movement through the museum, I was putting some pasta into a large pot on the stove.

			“You cleaned up your apartment,” Laura said.

			“Actually, I did.”

			“Just for me?”

			“No, I have decided that my life needs to be less messy,” I said. “Did you see that picture in People? Every day I go to work looking quite respectable, and they catch me on the one day that my shirt is hanging out.”

			“And your socks didn’t match.”

			“Well, it was dark when I was getting dressed.”

			“Daniel, you need a wife to look after you.”

			“I find that the best women are already taken,” I replied.

			“Sometimes,” Laura told me, “that is the case. And sometimes,” she told me, “patience can be rewarded.” 

			[image: dingbat]

			As Laura and Daniel sat down to their pasta course, the last of the day’s visitors were being ushered out of the Uffizi. The museum had hired many new guards to improve security and to keep the crowds moving through the galleries. This was not an easy task. How much time did anyone need to appreciate a work of art, and who could make that judgment? How was it possible to tell a true art lover from someone who was merely gawking at the equivalent of a celebrity painting? These have always been difficult questions, but now the Uffizi was having to deal with this from the opening to closing bells.

			At six-thirty, all the visitors were being shooed out of the galleries. The largest group, of course, was dawdling in front of the five Botticelli tondi hung in Sala 10-14. Who would not dawdle in front of such a magnificent display? There, behind sheets of protective acrylic, were the Uffizi’s own great tondi, The Madonna of the Pomegranate and The Madonna of the Magnificat, the borrowed Madonna with Eight Angels from the Gemäldegalerie in Berlin and The Madonna del Padiglione from the Pinacoteca Ambrosiana in Milan, all surrounding the newly recovered and restored Madonna of the Library. No Medici prince had ever seen such a display, and now ten thousand ordinary people every day were able to admire the works. When its world tour was finished, almost ten million people would have admired the works of a single painter, now passed away for half a millennium.

			Still, it was closing time at the Uffizi, perhaps the only clock time in Italy that is taken with great seriousness. It took five guards to gently remind the visitors that the ringing bell required them to leave, and then some gentle hand-on-shoulder nudging to make sure all of them were on their way down the grand staircase. In another ten minutes, the halls were clear except for the guards themselves, and then the doors to each Sala were closed in turn.

			The guard who closed the doors to Sala 10 nodded to the guard closing the doors to Sala 14, the room with Botticelli’s Birth of Venus. They were both new hires at the Uffizi, both Asian, both fluent in Cantonese with some limited facility in English and Italian. The guard at Sala 10, who now called himself Huan, took one more look at the Botticelli tondi before pulling the doors firmly shut. 

		

	
		
			About the Type

			This book is typeset in two Humanist fonts: Centaur and Simonetta. The body text is set in Centaur, a font developed by Bruce Rogers in 1914 for the Metropolitan Museum of Art and based on Renaissance type designs by Nicholas Jensen. The chapter headings are set in Simonetta, a contemporary font named for Simonetta Vespucci, the great beauty of Renaissance Italy, who may have inspired Botticelli’s images of Venus.

			For more information about this book, Botticelli and Florence, visit www.lostbotticelli.net.

		

	OEBPS/image/Botticelli_Berlin_35.jpg





OEBPS/image/Chicago014_chp18.jpg





OEBPS/image/Botticelli_louvre_5.jpg





OEBPS/image/Sandro_Botticelli_chp42.jpg





OEBPS/image/Apollologo.jpg





OEBPS/image/CestelloAnnunication_chp15.jpg





OEBPS/image/Venus_and_Mars.jpg





OEBPS/image/9781926847801.jpg





OEBPS/toc.xhtml

		
			
						
					The Lost Botticelli
				


						
					Copyright
				


						
					Dedication
				


						
					Chapter 1
				


						
					Chapter 2
				


						
					Chapter 3
				


						
					Chapter 4
				


						
					Chapter 5
				


						
					Chapter 6
				


						
					Chapter 7
				


						
					Chapter 8
				


						
					Chapter 9 
				


						
					Chapter 10
				


						
					Chapter 11
				


						
					Chapter 12
				


						
					Chapter 13
				


						
					Chapter 14
				


						
					Chapter 15
				


						
					Chapter 16
				


						
					Chapter 17 
				


						
					Chapter 18 
				


						
					Chapter 19
				


						
					Chapter 20
				


						
					Chapter 21
				


						
					Chapter 22 
				


						
					Chapter 23 
				


						
					Chapter 24 
				


						
					Chapter 25
				


						
					Chapter 26 
				


						
					Chapter 27
				


						
					Chapter 28
				


						
					Chapter 29
				


						
					Chapter 30
				


						
					Chapter 31
				


						
					Chapter 32
				


						
					Chapter 33
				


						
					Chapter 34
				


						
					Chapter 35 
				


						
					Chapter 36 
				


						
					Chapter 37 
				


						
					Chapter 38 
				


						
					Chapter 39 
				


						
					Chapter 40 
				


						
					Chapter 41
				


						
					Chapter 42 
				


						
					Chapter 43
				


						
					Chapter 44
				


						
					Chapter 45 
				


						
					Chapter 46 
				


						
					Chapter 47 
				


						
					Chapter 48 
				


						
					Chapter 49 
				


						
					Chapter 50
				


						
					Chapter 51
				


						
					Chapter 52
				


						
					About the Type
				


			


		
	

OEBPS/image/1024px-Sandro_Botticelli_083.jpg





OEBPS/image/sb1TA00061___.jpg





OEBPS/image/Botticelli-primavera_chp40.jpg





OEBPS/image/Botticelli_Uffizi_chp50.jpg





OEBPS/image/Sandro_Botticelli_chp30.jpg





OEBPS/image/Sandro_Botticelli_chp44.jpg





OEBPS/image/pomegranate_chp3.jpg





OEBPS/image/David_chp5.jpg





OEBPS/image/dbat.png





