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The lesson, which seemingly has to be relearned with each generation, is that the cover-upis frequently more dangerous and destructive than the original offence.



(Colleen Arnett, Art Mysteries II, Mystery Readers Journal, 2005)
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A funeral was taking place on a sparkling summer's day. The woman to whom everyone had come to pay their last respects was the revered (and sometimes feared) matriarch of a family, an important figure in the lakeside community near Annecy in eastern France where her family had lived for generations. Many of the people present at the service were involved in the charities she had actively patronised. It was only in the weeks before her death, at the age of ninety and acutely ill with kidney failure, that she relaxed her grip on life.

At the front of an orderly crowd of elderly friends plus men and women in business suits, a straggle of black-clad family members huddled together, whispering amongst themselves. An elegantly dressed woman poked the noisiest culprit in the back and ordered 'Shhh!'

The man looked startled at the intrusion but quickly collected himself and glanced at the priest conducting the funeral service.

'Monsieur,' the priest said, handing the man a small shovel. 'It is time to complete the ceremony for your mother.'

The man took the shovel, scooped up a few clods of dirt and sprinkled them on the coffin that had been lowered into the deep hole freshly prepared for it. His two sisters repeated the process.

The priest uttered the prescribed words of benediction; the mourners moved towards the gate. Several of the older people came up to the siblings with words of condolence and small gestures of sympathy. A discerning eye would note that they, in contrast to their sympathisers, were not displaying the degree of distress and sadness the occasion warranted. If that discerning eye had been a discerning ear, it would have overheard a strange conversation.

'Can't say I'm sorry the old girl has finally shuffled off.'

'But it does leave us with a problem  a big problem. Several big problems.'

'What do you mean?'

'Her will, mon frère, her will. Especially that last bit about it being our duty to atone for Father's disgrace.'

'I must say I was surprised at that. Especially as she neither spoke his name nor even acknowledged his existence after he went to gaol.'

'True. But the terms of her will are quite clear. She must have felt very strongly about the whole thing and now we're left with the mess.'

The man looked thoughtful and scratched his ear. 'Maybe it's not such a mess. We might be able to do something interesting.'



















1













They say it is often better to travel hopefully than to arrive but Mal was not so sure as she and her husband Ludo shuffled forward in the check-in counter queue at Geneva airport. What about the despair of leaving? Even in this moment of departure, she could not find the words of endearment she knew Ludo wanted to hear. To mask his unease, Ludo was jangling the keys and coins in his pocket. 

'Don't do that,' Mal snapped. Ludo looked away. An awkward silence descended between them as they rode the escalator up to the departure area. With something approaching relief and a growing sense of freedom, Mal brushed a kiss across Ludo's cheek, stepped away from him and gave a hasty wave before walking alone towards the passport control gates. 

Clearance formalities over Mal dawdled along the corridor of duty-free shops; feigned interest in expensive cosmetics and exotic liqueurs. She did not want start thinking; did not want to question too closely her reasons for going home. Even saying 'home' sounded like a betrayal. Wasn't France  the French Alps  her home now?

She had told friends she was going to Australia because her father, Walter, was ill. Only a mild stroke, according to her brother, Parry, and Walter was expected to make a good recovery, but it had seriously rattled their mother. 

'Mother's behaving very strangely and won't let Dad out of her sight,' Parry had said when he telephoned Mal with the news. 'She's driving him nuts, which is not good for his blood pressure. I'm doing my best to calm her down, but I could do with some moral support. How about coming, even for a couple of weeks? It's ages since you've been here. You can afford it can't you?'

'Of course I can. We're not peasants you know.'

'Sorry, sorry. Didn't mean to offend. It's just that Mother is being very difficult  if you know what I mean.'

'Yes I know what you mean,' Mal had said with a sigh. 'I'll book a flight and come as soon as I can.'

An image of Parry rose up in her mind: a tall pale man with baby-fine straight hair. He lived and worked in the old steel city of Newcastle just north of Sydney at the mouth of the Hunter River, not quite far enough away from the suffocating affection of their mother. His large feet should have kept him grounded but Parry was a dreamer, like their father, not adventurous like Mal, and had never travelled far from home.

Home That word again Where was her home? Mal stopped walking, stepped out of the flow of people in the shopping alley and leant against a pillar. Would she be forever in transit, travelling hopefully, arriving nowhere? 

A large man with an overburdened luggage trolley slammed into her.

'Pardon, 'scuse-moi.'

'It's nothing.' Mal waved away the intrusion. 'It's time I was going.' 

She negotiated the glass and steel corridors to Gate D9, found an empty seat, sat down and picked up a newspaper lying on the seat next to her. 

Sandwiched between pages of financial news and Swiss football league results was an article about intellectual property fraud: a case before the court about an illegal appropriation of sensitive research into the development of intelligence-altering devices. Mal was not particularly interested in the law and its intricacies and turned quickly to the 'life matters' section where a long article on pioneering work into the delivery of digital images to the human retina via special spectacles caught her fancy: tiny projectors in the side frames light-emitting laser diodes that send concentrated beams to the eyeglass surface holographic gratings that steer images to the user's eyes predictions that the eyewear could serve as the wearer's personal whisperer in conferences and at cocktail parties optimism that the research would help stroke and amnesia victims with the names of people and places they had forgotten. 

Parry collected antique optical equipment  lenses, magnifying glasses, microscopes and the like  so he might be interested in these modern developments. Mal tore out the article, noting on the reverse side a paragraph about a new initiative getting underway to search for artworks 'lost' during World War II. 'Interesting,' she thought as she folded the piece of paper and slipped it into a pocket of her leather shoulder bag.

A voice over the PA system announced boarding procedures for Mal's flight to Paris. She joined the queue for the economy-class gangway, smiled at the crew waiting at the plane's entrance and settled into her seat. She rummaged in the pocket in front of her for the in-flight magazine, determined to concentrate on reading, not thinking, but her thoughts kept returning to her family, especially her father. He was always so unassuming and self-effacing, never quite looking people in the eye, that Mal found it difficult to remember what he actually looked like  a survival tactic perhaps, developed to protect him from his domineering wife, Doris. 

'I wish Mother wasn't still so bitter about the fact that Grandfather gambled on horses instead of grapes. Who'd have predicted the boom in vineyards that was coming?'

'What did you say?' asked the woman in the adjacent seat.

'Oh, nothing.' Mal blushed, annoyed to be caught thinking aloud  a habit she had been trying to kick all her life. She made a great show of getting out her iPod and juggling with the headphones in preparation for when they reached cruising altitude. 

As the plane took off she closed her eyes the better to remember the spaces of her childhood: the sloping walls of her attic bedroom; the high-ceilinged formal rooms and long hallways that seemed so vast to a small girl; the garden where she and Parry built their cubby-house with its world of secret codes and make believe, and the secluded tree-lined gully through which flowed the wide, slow moving river where they swam on hot January days. 

Dark haired, of medium height and slight but wiry build, Mal had little in common with her tall fair-complexioned siblings in terms of physique. But she shared their burden of unusual names. Parry's real name was Parfait, after the saint on whose day he was born. Doris had found it in a French almanac at the library when she was combing books for something to embellish 'Smith'. Mal's childish name for her brother  'Parfey'  transmuted to Parry over the years, and stuck. 

The eldest of the family, Rosina, was named after the Australian mezzo-soprano Rosina Raisbeck who grew up in the Hunter Valley town of Maitland where Doris and Walter also lived. Doris had a pleasant singing voice and considered herself something of an opera connoisseur. She had had high hopes that Rosina (Rosey for short) would be the one to raise the cultural status of the family but instead of inheriting Doris' vocal talent Rosey inherited her mother's will to have her own way at all times and at any cost. Mal and Rosey were 'not close' as the gossip pages of a newspaper once euphemistically described their relationship when, by mischance, the two sisters were photographed together at an art exhibition opening.

'Ah, Rosey' Mal sighed. 

The rattle of the drinks trolley intruded on her train of thought. She nodded 'yes' to the flight attendant's question about the snack being served.

'Which kind of sandwich, madam?'

'Oh. Sorry. Ham please and some white wine.'

Mal asked for a second glass of Chardonnay as the trolley passed back down the aisle and settled more comfortably into her seat. She still felt a little guilty about sneaking a few days in Sydney before visiting her parents but the thought of spending her entire time in Australia with them had been filling her with dread. Help had come from an unexpected quarter. While trawling 'What's on' internet sites for material for the articles she wrote for a weekly English-language newspaper she had found some publicity for an important retrospective exhibition of the artworks of internationally acclaimed French artist Denis Denarius to be held at The Art Gallery in Sydney. As luck would have it, the exhibition coincided with her visit there.

When Mal asked her editor for leave to go to Australia she also asked if she could write about the Denarius exhibition to give an international flavour to her column. At first he was not enthusiastic, being a down-to-earth man far more interested in sport than culture and certainly not keen on contemporary art. However the newspaper's owners always insisted on what they liked to call 'balanced content' so he reluctantly agreed to her proposal although not quite in the way she had intended.

'Do the artist by all means but how about a bit of local news? Sydney has beaches hasn't it? It's summer down there. So what about a surfing competition? Take some photographs and make sure there are plenty of bikinis. Sun, sand and surf will be just the thing for a December edition. If I like your piece I might be able to introduce you to a publisher friend of mine.' He looked at her over his thick reading glasses. 'You are trying to get a novel published, aren't you?'

Mal nodded and hurried out of his office, not believing her luck. She filled in the leave entitlement form immediately before he could change his mind. When she emailed an old school friend to say she would be in town for a few nights, her good fortune continued. Vanessa offered her a bed and an invitation to the exhibition's opening.





Mal took a sip of wine. The beach bit, she thought, would be fairly easy, but Denis Denarius? He had recently made the top twenty of the 'ArtReview Power 100' list although it was past work that had won him a position on that cultural barometer. Critics were divided over the new pieces shown recently in London and New York. Denarius had settled into a style of art-as-spectacle, deliberately abstruse yet devoid of real engagement with either ideas or emotions. Mal suspected Denarius had been kicked upstairs by critics and historians alike, an emperor in imaginary new clothes with no one willing to say they did not understand his art.

She had seen some of his work in Lyon while covering that city's biennale the previous year. The main venue for the exhibition had been in a big warehouse on the verge of extinction, a building clinging to life on a rundown section of riverbank. The show was very popular, with mobs of visitors following their guides as cows follow the lead animal: wheeling, checking, baulking, rushing ahead, stopping short in front of this or that artwork. The impression of a cattle drive was reinforced by the watchdog behaviour of a small army of sleek black-clad attendants  state-of-the-art students who would have been horrified at Mal's fanciful imaginings. 

At the biennale's high-gloss opening the artist, Denis Denarius, a once good-looking man in his sixties with untidy chestnut hair and a bohemian air, was an erudite and witty speaker, at ease in both French and English for the international crowd. Mal asked a question and Denarius had answered with that knack of looking directly at the questioner as to make her feel he was speaking only to her. His flattering attention probably had nothing to do with visual art and everything to do with the art of seduction but she accepted his offer of a drink anyway. 

Drinks led to dinner in a celebrity bistro at the smart end of town. The champagne, the lobster, the mousse-au-chocolat, followed by a mellow and ancient cognac accompanied by liberal doses of sophisticated charm, lowered her guard. She was on the point of accepting his offer to visit his studio when she looked at her watch and saw it was one o'clock in the morning. She stammered out a lame excuse about having to be up early to prepare another assignment.

Far from being put off, Denis Denarius had merely looked amused. 'See you in the morning then. You are coming to my talk at the gallery aren't you? I don't often meet such an intelligent woman in the provinces. You'll liven up my day.' He kissed her hand and asked the waiter to ring for a taxi.

Mal blushed and thanked him for the evening before climbing into the taxicab with as much dignity as she could muster.

Yet there she was, at the artist's talk the next morning. And there was Denarius winking at her from the podium. She hoped no one noticed her discomfort. This time she did not ask any questions and as soon as Denarius was safely surrounded by a throng of admiring women, she made her escape. The man, his easy manner and aura of confidence troubled her the whole drive home, to Ludo and the mountains.





Mal shivered at the thought of what might have happened, thankful that she had had enough presence of mind not to give Denis Denarius her phone number. She took the in-flight magazine out of the seat pocket in front of her and started reading, determined to banish from her mind the discomforting memory of that evening.

The seatbelt sign lit up as the plane began its descent to Roissy-Charles de Gaulle airport in Paris. There was no turning back now. She was, for better or for worse, on her way to Sydney.
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Ludo watched his wife walk away. He waved, hoping she would turn and wave to him but she disappeared without looking back. He lowered his arm, reached into his pocket for the parking ticket, found the descending escalator and walked out into the late autumn day, his mood as dark as the sky. He paid the fee and went to his car. He didn't remember much of the drive home, back into the mountains. He didn't want to start thinking about Mal. About what was wrong. What was wrong? Why was something wrong? They were happy weren't they? They had been happy. He pushed away rising anxiety that she might not come back but there was nothing he could do. He would just have to wait.

He had forgotten to turn on the outside light and stumbled in the inky blackness up the uneven steps leading to their front door. Inside, the house felt cold in spite of the dull red glow in the fireplace. He walked around the rooms, straightening cushions, tidying newspapers and magazines, closing Mal's side of the wardrobe. He sat on their bed, a feeling of being completely alone overwhelming him. Time stretched before him. Empty time, without Mal. 

Their wedding photo stood in pride of place on the old wooden dresser. He picked it up and studied it for a few minutes. Yes, he could fill the days until she came back. He would keep busy by doing all the odd jobs he had not gotten around to. He would also agree to his boss's suggestion of extra training and take that promotion. It would mean spending time indoors, in an office and not out on the ski slopes, but there would be more money. 

Ludo replaced the photograph and picked up the one next to it: a family group taken at a cousin's wedding. He and Mal were standing either side of his sister Apolline. She was the ambitious one, clever at school, so unlike the other girls in the village. Mal was clever too; she'd been to university. Yet she married him, Ludo, a practical man. He had to believe she loved him for himself and not just because he was so very different to her father and brother.

Parry Now there was someone hard to get a handle on: polite and considerate, but so clumsy. He would never survive in the mountains. And yet, Ludo thought, as he put the photo back and walked to the kitchen, there was something to Parry, a quiet kind of integrity that might come in handy one day.
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Mal looked at her watch. If she didn't hurry she would be late for the opening of the exhibition. She quickened her pace as she crossed a wide green expanse of parkland in the centre of Sydney. She was more than a little nervous about confronting Denis Denarius and was starting to regret her bold decision to write the article on his work. But she had sold the idea so strongly to her editor she could not back out now. And there was that promise of a leg up into the publishing world.

Taking a deep breath, she walked smartly up the steps of The Art Gallery, neatly avoiding a large banner that had come adrift from the tympanum above the colonnaded entrance. Once inside the main court, she checked her unfamiliar smooth-black appearance in a large mirror leaning drunkenly against a wall of pink and green stripes. Reassured she eyebrowed herself into the crowd, smiled at several faces smiling at her, murmured 'Yes please' to the air-brushed young man circling with the Champagne bottle, sidestepped out of the unsteady path of a well known senior art critic renowned for his penchant for real female flesh rather than painted, arranged her face into an appropriate 'Isn't it wonderful!' expression and spent a pleasant ten minutes, mingling without connecting.

Mal nodded several times in what she hoped was a knowing kind of way at the works on display, a gathering sense of dismay taking hold. She had been away too long; had lived too far from the city for this sort of thing. Perhaps she could ramble on about the underlying culturally subversive discursive nature of Denarius' work, hoping to disguise the fact that she had no idea how to interpret it. She scribbled feverishly in her notebook. Perhaps the reviews would come to her rescue.

Something large and messy in the far corner of the exhibition space caught her eye. Juggling notebook and wineglass, she pushed through the crush of people, stabbing impatiently at a stray strand of hair, trying to anchor it behind her ear as if to clear her vision. A pile of crumpled white-painted cardboard cartons and a clutter of off-white dead-looking chickens littered the floor. According to the catalogue, Dead White Dead Meat, from the artist's golden period roughly ten years previously, was one of the highlights of the show. In the garish light emanating from a neon tube hanging precariously above, it looked little more than an inchoate pile of detritus. 

'If those chooks really are real, they met a very painful end,' Mal muttered to herself. 'Where was the RSPCA at such times?'

She bent over to look more closely at the work and was relieved to see that the 'chooks' were made of latex, with what looked like surgical gauze swabbed on to them and painted with? Better not to know. She would look around the rest of the show and come back to this dingy nightmare later. Yet she lingered. There was something familiar about the work. She had seen something like it  or maybe the same piece  at that biennale in France. A man standing near it also looked familiar in an on and off kind of way.

Two men approached him. Mal recognised one of them as the Director of The Art Gallery. The other looked as if he would be more at home as a bouncer in a strip joint rather than as a visitor to an art museum. As a crowd gathered around the three men, the Director started speaking, saying how fantastic the exhibition was and how honoured he was to welcome such a distinguished artist as Denis Denarius on his first visit to antipodean shores. Mal was only half concentrating on the bland phrases but when the Director introduced the man standing next to him as the famous artist she almost sprang to attention.

He certainly resembled the Denis Denarius she had met in Lyon but something was not quite right. This man had less of the bravado, more of a shifty carefulness towards the world than the Denis Denarius she remembered. And there was something different about the colour of his eyes. Those of Denis Denarius in Lyon were a striking greenish-blue. This man's seemed too green? Or too blue? Unlike the Denis Denarius who spoke at the biennale, this man was not looking directly at his audience but was keeping his gaze firmly fixed in the space above everyone's heads. Could there be twins? A case of mistaken identity? Maybe she was dreaming. 

Someone trod on her foot and breathed a smoked salmon 'pardon' over her. She felt the smooth cold surface of her wine glass, a twinge developing in her big toe, the hardness of the floor pressing into her feet and the perspiration trickling into the neckline of her dress. All these sensations were too real, too tangible to dismiss as a dream. 

Mal would have loved to take a photo of the artist on her phone but the 'No Photographs Allowed' signs were too large to ignore. She got out her notebook and started sketching, dragging out of deep memory lessons learned long ago in Portrait Drawing 101 at university. Shifting her eyes from subject to paper, a face gradually took shape. She was surprised at how swiftly she was able to capture the man's expression, shape of brow, tilt of head. She was so absorbed in her task that she barely noticed that the speeches were at an end and the crowd was heading towards the drinks table.

As she stuffed the notebook into her handbag and raised her head, her eyes met those of Denis Denarius who had been watching her sketching. She gave a smile of recognition and started walking towards him. There was a flash of wariness in his eyes as he turned quickly away to the phalanx of lithe, predatory black-clad women advancing from the opposite direction. Mal shrugged her shoulders at this gesture of dismissal and moved towards the bar that had been set up in a corner of the gallery. She picked up a glass of wine and headed back towards Dead White Dead Meat.

Chooks chickens dead chickens dead in the water, last off the blocks. Like at the Sydney Olympics It wasn't that swimmer's fault if his toenails stuck in the grouting. Boxes boxed in that sprinter couldn't help it if the Africans en bloc ganged up to take out all the white guys and leave the field clear for a dead heat of five which meant the officials had to steal four gold medals from sync swimming and pay out the three-way tie in beach volleyball, which meant no medals at all for weightlifting. And didn't that cause a stink! Stink They could've done with these cardboard boxes!

Mal had to blink several times to bring herself back to earth after this flight of fancy. She had made such a fuss about writing the article that she would have to concentrate on some of the other artworks. By the time she had inspected several of them the crowd had thinned and Denis Denarius and his companion had disappeared. She too should leave.

Outside The Art Gallery Mal looked at her sketch. In the early evening light it looked rougher and more amateurish than in the rosy glow of creation. But it was all she had. Underneath it she wrote, 'Denis Denarius?'

On the train back to her friend's place she could not shake off the feeling that something was amiss. The artwork, she knew  or thought she knew  to be genuine, as far as the term meant these days. It was the artist who bothered her. Mal needed time to think; she also needed information from exhibition archives and French art journals that she was fairly sure would not be available in Australia. She should telephone Ludo. Although she was not looking forward to the prospect she wanted to ask a favour, something he might refuse to do since, if Mal faced things squarely, there was an increasing gulf between them. Several times in the weeks before leaving France she had nagged him about petty irritations: a dripping tap, a broken chair, an unexpectedly large electricity bill.

Ludo disliked art galleries and now she wanted to ask him to go to Lyon's Museum of Contemporary Art to look for information about Denis Denarius and his work in that biennale. She was not sure how Ludo would react, not at the moment. She would put off ringing him until tomorrow.

Maybe she should contact Parry. He worked as a court artist in Newcastle so at a stretch you could say he was in the art business. With his passion for collecting lenses and other optical equipment, he might know something about ways to change eye colour. Then there was Ludo's sister Apolline, a lawyer in Annecy, who might be able to help. But she had such a grand manner and was always so busy on important legal matters, nothing as use-less as art, that Mal did not have the courage to ask her a favour. Mal sighed again. What had seemed like a good idea  discovering the real Denis Denarius  was now becoming less and less so.

But even if she found out nothing more about the man, she was committed to writing an article. Why not try and interview him? A frisson of fear passed through her as she remembered how the man had looked at her at The Art Gallery. Was he really Denis Denarius? The whole business was giving her a headache. Jetlag was overtaking her and she was beginning to feel as if the solid reality of here and now were melting like new-fallen snow in sunshine.

At the shops near the station in the suburb where Vanessa lived Mal bought a bottle of wine and ordered two pizzas. While waiting for the food she went to the newsstand and checked Sydney's daily newspapers for the 'what's on' and art exhibition programs. Denarius was to give an artist's talk the next day. If she arrived early she would get a good a seat.
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