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Dedication

As always, for my wife, Jamie, and my children, Lily and Nicholas

   


Epigraph

Let me tell you about the very rich. They really are different from you and me.

—F. Scott Fitzgerald
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Preface

This is the fifth novel in the Gabriel Allon series to be set, in part, in the English county of Cornwall. Gabriel took refuge in the village of Port Navas, along the banks of the Helford River, after the bombing in Vienna that destroyed his first family. It was during this period that he befriended an eleven-year-old boy named Timothy Peel. Gabriel returned to Cornwall several years later—with his second wife, Chiara—and settled in a clifftop cottage in the parish of Gunwalloe. Timothy Peel, then a young man in his early twenties, was a frequent visitor.
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The Picasso
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The Lizard Peninsula

The first indication of trouble was the light burning in the kitchen window of Wexford Cottage. Vera Hobbs, owner of the Cornish Bakery in Gunwalloe, spotted it at 5:25 a.m. on the third Tuesday of January. The day of the week was noteworthy; the owner of the cottage, Professor Charlotte Blake, divided her time between Cornwall and Oxford. Typically, she arrived in Gunwalloe on a Thursday evening and departed the following Monday afternoon—three-day workweeks being one of the many perquisites of academic life. The absence of her dark blue Vauxhall suggested she had decamped at her usual time. The glowing light, however, was an aberration, as Professor Blake was a devout environmentalist who would sooner stand in the path of a speeding train than waste a single watt of electricity.

She had purchased Wexford Cottage with the proceeds of her bestselling exploration of Picasso’s life and work in wartime France. Her withering reappraisal of Paul Gauguin, published three years later, fared even better. Vera had attempted to organize a book party at the Lamb and Flag, but Professor Blake, after somehow getting wind of the project, had made it clear she had no wish to be fêted. “If there is indeed a hell,” she explained, “its inhabitants have been condemned to spend the rest of eternity celebrating the publication of someone else’s latest waste of paper.”

She had made the remark in her perfect BBC English, with the ironic drawl that comes naturally to those of privileged birth. She was not, however, from the upper classes herself, as Vera discovered one afternoon while stalking Professor Blake on the Internet. Her father had been a rabble-rousing trade unionist from Yorkshire and a leader of the bitter coal miners’ strike in the 1980s. A gifted student, she had won admission to Oxford, where she had studied the history of art. After a brief stint at the Tate Modern in London, and an even briefer one at Christie’s, she had returned to Oxford to teach. According to her official biography, she was considered one of the world’s foremost experts in something called APR, or artistic provenance research.

“What in heaven’s name does that mean?” asked Dottie Cox, proprietor of the Gunwalloe village store.

“Evidently, it has something to do with establishing a painting’s history of ownership and exhibition.”

“Is that important?”

“Tell me something, Dottie, dear. Why would someone be an expert in something if it wasn’t bloody important?”

Interestingly enough, Professor Blake was not the first art world figure to settle in Gunwalloe. But unlike her predecessor, the reclusive restorer who had lived for a time in the cottage down by the cove, she was unfailingly polite. Not the talkative sort, mind you, but always a pleasant greeting and an enchanting smile. The consensus among Gunwalloe’s male population was that the professor’s author photograph had not done her justice. Her hair was nearly black and shoulder length, with a single provocative streak of gray. Her eyes were an arresting shade of cobalt blue. The puffy pillows of dark flesh beneath them only added to her allure.

“Smoldering,” declared Duncan Reynolds, a retired conductor for the Great Western Railway. “Reminds me of one of those mysterious women you see in the cafés of Paris.” Though as far as anyone knew, the closest old Duncan had ever come to the French capital was Paddington Station.

There had been a Mr. Blake once, a painter of minor note, but they had divorced while she was still at the Tate. Now, at fifty-two years of age and in the prime of her professional life, Charlotte Blake remained unmarried and, by all outward appearances, romantically unattached. She never had guests and never entertained. Indeed, Dottie Cox was the only inhabitant of Gunwalloe who had ever seen her with another living soul. It was last November, down at Lizard Point. They were huddled on the windblown terrace at the Polpeor Café, the professor and her gentleman friend.

“Handsome devil, he was. A real charmer. Had trouble written all over him.”

But on that morning in January, with the rain falling in sheets and a cold wind blowing from Mount’s Bay, the state of Professor Charlotte Blake’s love life was of little concern to Vera Hobbs. Not with the Chopper still on the loose. It had been nearly a fortnight since he had struck last, a woman of twenty-seven from Holywell on the north Cornish coast. He had killed her with a hatchet, the same weapon he had used to murder three other women. Vera took a small measure of comfort in the fact that none of the murders had taken place during rainy weather. The Chopper, it seemed, was a fair-weather fiend.

Vera Hobbs nevertheless cast several anxious glances over her shoulder as she hastened along Gunwalloe’s only road—a road with neither a name nor a numeric designation. The Cornish Bakery was wedged between the Lamb and Flag and Dottie Cox’s Corner Market, which wasn’t on a corner at all. The Mullion Golf Club was about a mile down the road, next to the ancient parish church. With the exception of an incident at the restorer’s cottage a few years back, nothing much ever happened in Gunwalloe, which was just fine with the two hundred souls who lived there.

By seven o’clock Vera had finished baking the morning’s first batch of sausage rolls and traditional cottage loaf bread. She breathed a small sigh of relief when Jenny Gibbons and Molly Reece, her two employees, hurried through the door a few minutes before eight. Jenny settled in behind the counter while Molly helped Vera with the steak pasties, a staple of the Cornish diet. A Radio Cornwall newscast played quietly in the background. There had been no murders overnight—and no arrests, either. A twenty-four-year-old motorcyclist had been seriously injured in a crash near the Morrisons in Long Rock. According to the weather forecast, the wet and windy conditions would persist throughout the day, with the rain finally ending sometime in the early evening.

“Just in time for the Chopper to claim his next victim,” interjected Molly as she spooned meat-and-vegetable filling onto a circle of short-crust pastry dough. She was a dark-eyed beauty of Welsh extraction, a real handful. “He’s past due, you know. He’s never gone more than ten days without burying his hatchet into some poor girl’s skull.”

“Maybe he’s had his fill.”

“Got it out of his system? Is that your theory, Vera Hobbs?”

“And what’s yours?”

“I think he’s just getting started.”

“An expert now, are you?”

“I watch all the detective shows.” Molly folded the dough over the filling and crimped the edges. She had a lovely touch. “He might stop for a while, but eventually he’ll strike again. That’s the way these serial killers are. They can’t help themselves.”

Vera slid the first tray of pasties into the oven and rolled out the next sheet of short-crust dough and cut it into plate-size circles. The same thing every day for forty-two years, she thought. Roll, cut, fill, fold, crimp. Except Sundays, of course. On her so-called day of rest, she cooked a proper lunch while Reggie got drunk on stout and watched football on the telly.

She removed a bowl of chicken filling from the fridge. “Did you happen to notice the light burning in the window of Professor Blake’s cottage?”

“When?”

“This morning, Molly, dear.”

“Didn’t.”

“When was the last time you saw her?”

“Who?”

Vera sighed. She had a good pair of hands on her, did Molly, but she was simple. “Professor Blake, my love. When was the last time you actually laid eyes on her?”

“Can’t remember.”

“Try.”

“Maybe yesterday.”

“Afternoon, was it?”

“Could have been.”

“Where was she?”

“In her car.”

“Headed where?”

Molly inclined her head to the north. “Up-country.”

Because the Lizard Peninsula was the most southerly point in the British Isles, everywhere else in the United Kingdom was up-country. But it suggested that Professor Blake had been bound for Oxford. Even so, Vera thought there would be no harm in having a look through the window of Wexford Cottage—which she did at half past three during a break in the rain. She reported her findings to Dottie Cox an hour later at the Lamb and Flag. They were sitting in their usual snug near the window, with two glasses of New Zealand sauvignon blanc between them. The clouds had finally broken, and the sun was dropping toward the rim of Mount’s Bay. Somewhere out there beneath the black waters was a lost city called Lyonesse. At least that was the legend.

“And you’re sure there were dishes in the sink?” asked Dottie.

“And on the countertop as well.”

“Dirty?”

Vera nodded gravely.

“Rang the bell, did you?”

“Twice.”

“The latch?”

“Locked tight.”

Dottie didn’t like the sound of it. The light was one thing, the dirty dishes quite another. “I suppose we should probably ring her, just to be on the safe side.”

It took a bit of searching, but Vera eventually found the main number for the University of Oxford’s Department of the History of Art. The woman who answered the phone sounded as though she might have been a student. A lengthy silence ensued when Vera asked to be connected to Professor Charlotte Blake’s office.

“Who’s calling, please?” the young woman asked at last.

Vera gave her name.

“And how do you know Professor Blake?”

“She lives down the road from me in Gunwalloe.”

“When was the last time you saw her?”

“Is something wrong?”

“One moment, please,” said the woman, and transferred Vera to Professor Blake’s voicemail. She ignored the recorded invitation to leave a message and rang the Devon and Cornwall Police instead. Not the main number, but the special hotline. The man who answered didn’t bother to state his name or rank.

“I have a terrible feeling he’s struck again,” said Vera.

“Who?”

“The Chopper. Who else?”

“Go on.”

“Perhaps I should speak to someone a bit more senior.”

“I’m a detective sergeant.”

“Very impressive. And what’s your name, my love?”

“Peel,” he answered. “Detective Sergeant Timothy Peel.”

“Well, well,” said Vera Hobbs. “Imagine that.”
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Queen’s Gate Terrace

It was a few minutes after 7:00 a.m. when Sarah Bancroft, still in the clutches of a turbulent dream, stretched a hand toward the opposite side of the bed and touched only cool Egyptian cotton. And then she recalled the text message that Christopher had sent her late the previous afternoon, the one about a sudden trip to an undisclosed destination. Sarah had been seated at her usual table at Wiltons at the time, partaking of a post-work Belvedere martini, three olives, Saharan dry. Depressed at the prospect of spending yet another evening alone, she had unwisely ordered a second. What followed was for the most part a blur. She recalled a rainy taxi ride home to Kensington and a search for something wholesome in the Sub-Zero. Finding nothing of interest, she had settled for a tub of Häagen-Dazs—gelato creamy fudge brownie. Afterward she had fallen into bed in time for the News at Ten. The lead story concerned the discovery of a body near Land’s End in Cornwall, by all appearances the fifth victim of a serial killer the lesser tabloids had christened the Chopper.

It would have been reasonable for Sarah to blame her unsettled dreams on the second martini or the Cornish axe murderer, but the truth was she had more than sufficient horrors buried in her subconscious to disturb her nights. Besides, she never slept well when Christopher was away. An officer of the Secret Intelligence Service, he traveled often, most recently to Ukraine, where he had spent the better part of the autumn. Sarah did not begrudge his work, for in a previous life she had served as a clandestine operative for the CIA. She now managed a sometimes-solvent Old Master art gallery in St. James’s. Her competitors knew nothing of her complicated past and even less about her ruggedly handsome husband, believing him to be a well-to-do business consultant called Peter Marlowe. Thus the handmade suits, the Bentley Continental motorcar, and the maisonette in Queen’s Gate Terrace, one of London’s poshest addresses.

The windows of their bedroom overlooked the garden and were streaked with rain. Not yet prepared to face the day, Sarah closed her eyes and dozed until nearly eight, when she finally roused herself from bed. Downstairs in the kitchen she listened to Today on Radio 4 while waiting for the Krups automatic to complete its labors. It seemed the corpse in Cornwall had acquired an identity overnight: Dr. Charlotte Blake, a professor of art history from Oxford University. Sarah recognized the name; Professor Blake was a world-renowned specialist in the field of provenance research. Moreover, a copy of her recent bestselling book about the turbulent life of Paul Gauguin was at that moment resting on Sarah’s bedside table.

The remainder of the morning’s news was little better. Taken together, it painted a picture of a nation in terminal decline. A recent study had concluded that the average British subject would soon be less affluent than his counterparts in Poland and Slovenia. And if the British subject were to suffer a stroke or heart attack, he would likely endure a wait of ninety minutes for an ambulance to take him to the nearest A&E ward, where some five hundred people were dying each week due to overcrowded conditions. Even the Royal Mail, one of Britain’s most revered institutions, was in danger of collapse.

It was the Conservatives, in power for more than a decade, who had presided over this state of affairs. And now, with the prime minister foundering, they were bracing for the prospect of a bruising leadership contest. Sarah wondered why any Tory politician would aspire to the job. Labour held a commanding lead in the polls and were expected to easily prevail in the next election. Sarah, however, would have no say in the composition of the next British government. She remained a guest in this country. A guest who moved in elite circles and was married to an SIS officer, she thought, but a guest nonetheless.

There was one piece of good news that morning—from the art world, of all places. Self-Portrait with Bandaged Ear by Vincent van Gogh, stolen from the Courtauld Gallery in a daring smash-and-grab robbery more than a decade ago, had been recovered under mysterious circumstances in Italy. The painting would be unveiled that evening during an invitation-only event in the gallery’s newly refurbished Great Room. Most of London’s art glitterati would be in attendance, as would Sarah. She had acquired an MA in art history from the Courtauld Institute before collecting a PhD from Harvard, and now served on the gallery’s board of trustees. She also happened to be a close friend and associate of the Venice-based conservator who had knocked the Van Gogh into shape before its repatriation to Britain. He, too, planned to attend the unveiling—clandestinely, of course. Otherwise, his very presence might well overshadow the return of the iconic painting.

The ceremony was on the early side—six o’clock, with a cocktail reception to follow—so Sarah dressed in a striking Stella McCartney double-breasted blazer and skirt. The heels of her Prada pumps tapped a metronomic rhythm, forty-five minutes later, as she crossed the paving stones of Mason’s Yard, a tranquil quadrangle of commerce concealed behind Duke Street. Isherwood Fine Arts, purveyors of museum-quality Old Master paintings since 1968, stood in the northeast corner of the courtyard, occupying three floors of a sagging Victorian warehouse once owned by Fortnum & Mason. As usual, Sarah was the first to arrive. After disarming the alarm, she unlocked the two doors, one fashioned of stainless-steel bars, the other of shatterproof glass, and went inside.

The gallery’s office was located on the second floor. Once there had been a desk for a receptionist—the ravishing but useless Ella was the last occupant—but Sarah, in a cost-cutting move, had eliminated the position. The telephone, email correspondence, and appointment book were now her responsibility. She also handled the day-to-day business affairs and had veto authority over all new acquisitions. Ruthlessly she had shed much of the gallery’s dead stock—manner of such-and-such, workshop of so-and-so—at bargain-basement prices. Even so, Sarah was the curator of one of the largest collections of Old Master paintings in Britain, enough to fill a small museum, if she were so inclined.

There were no appointments scheduled for that morning, so she tended to an outstanding billing matter, namely, a certain Belgian collector who seemed shocked to learn that he actually had to pay for the French School painting he had acquired from Isherwood Fine Arts. It was one of the oldest tricks in the book, effectively borrowing a painting from a dealer for a few months and then sending it back. Julian Isherwood, the gallery’s founder and namesake, seemed to specialize in these types of arrangements. By Sarah’s estimate, Isherwood Fine Arts was owed more than a million pounds for works that had already shipped. It was her intention to collect every last penny, beginning with the one hundred thousand pounds owed to the gallery by one Alexis De Groote of Antwerp.

“I would prefer to discuss this matter with Julian,” the Belgian sputtered.

“I’m sure you would.”

“Have him call me the minute he arrives.”

“Yes, of course,” said Sarah, and hung up the phone as Julian teetered through the doorway. It was a few minutes after eleven, considerably earlier than his normal arrival time. These days he typically dropped by the gallery around noon and by one o’clock was sitting down to lunch at one of London’s better tables, usually with female company.

“I assume you heard about poor Charlotte Blake,” he said by way of greeting.

“Awful,” replied Sarah.

“A terrible way to go, the poor thing. Her death will undoubtedly cast a pall over tonight’s proceedings.”

“At least until the veil comes off that Van Gogh.”

“Is our friend really planning to attend?”

“He and Chiara arrived last night. The Courtauld is putting them up at the Dorchester.”

“How are they possibly managing?” Julian removed his mackintosh and hung it on the coat tree. He wore a chalk stripe suit and a lavender necktie. His plentiful gray locks were in need of a pruning. “What in heaven’s name is that awful sound?”

“Could be the telephone.”

“Shall I answer it?”

“Do you remember how?”

Frowning, he snatched up the receiver and raised it resolutely to his ear. “Isherwood Fine Arts. Isherwood himself speaking … As a matter of fact, she is. One moment, please.” He managed to place the call on hold without disconnecting it. “It’s Amelia March from ARTnews. She’d like a word.”

“About what?”

“Didn’t say.”

Sarah picked up the phone. “Amelia, darling. How can I be of help?”

“I’d love a comment from you for a rather intriguing story I’m working on.”

“The Charlotte Blake murder?”

“Actually, it concerns the identity of the mysterious art restorer who cleaned the Van Gogh for the Courtauld. You’ll never guess who he is.”
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Berkeley Square

Where do you suppose she got the story?” 

“It certainly wasn’t me,” said Gabriel. “I never speak to reporters.”

“Unless it suits your purposes, of course.” Chiara gave his hand a gentle squeeze. “It’s all right, darling. You’re entitled to a little recognition after toiling in anonymity all these years.”

Gabriel’s enormous body of work included paintings by Bellini, Titian, Tintoretto, Veronese, Caravaggio, Canaletto, Rembrandt, Rubens, and Anthony van Dyck—all while serving as an undercover operative of Israel’s vaunted secret intelligence service. Isherwood Fine Arts had been complicit in his decades-long deception. Now, having officially retired from the intelligence trade, he was the director of the paintings department at the Tiepolo Restoration Company, the most prominent such enterprise in Venice. Chiara was the firm’s general manager. Which meant that, for all intents and purposes, Gabriel worked for his wife.

They were walking in Berkeley Square. Gabriel wore a mid-length overcoat atop his zippered cashmere sweater and f lannel trousers. His Beretta 92FS, which he had carried into the United Kingdom with the approval of his friends in the British security and intelligence services, pressed reassuringly against the base of his spine. Chiara, in stretch trousers and a quilted coat, was unarmed.

She plucked a phone from her handbag. Like Gabriel’s, it was an Israeli-made Solaris model, reputedly the world’s most secure.

“Anything?” he asked.

“Not yet.”

“What do you suppose she’s waiting for?”

“I imagine she’s hunched over her computer trying desperately to put you into words.” Chiara gave him a sidelong look. “An unenviable task.”

“How hard can it be?”

“You’d be surprised.”

“May I offer a more plausible explanation for the delay?”

“By all means.”

“Amelia March, being an ambitious and enterprising reporter, is at this moment fleshing out her exclusive story by gathering additional background material on her subject.”

“A career retrospective?”

Gabriel nodded.

“What would be wrong with that?”

“I suppose that depends on which side of my career she chooses to explore.”

The basic contours of Gabriel’s professional and personal biography had already managed to find their way into the public domain—that he had been born on a kibbutz in the Jezreel Valley, that his mother had been one of early Israel’s most prominent painters, that he had studied briefly at the Bezalel Academy of Art and Design in Jerusalem before joining Israeli intelligence. Less well known was that he had abruptly abandoned his service after a bomb exploded beneath his car in Vienna, killing his young son and leaving his first wife with catastrophic burns and acute post-traumatic stress disorder. He had placed her in a private psychiatric hospital in Surrey and locked himself away in a cottage in remotest Cornwall. And there he would have remained, broken and grieving, had he not accepted a commission in Venice, where he fell in love with the beautiful, opinionated daughter of the city’s chief rabbi, not knowing that she was an operative of the very service he had forsaken. A twisted tale, surely, but hardly beyond the reach of a writer like Amelia March. She always struck Gabriel as the sort of reporter who had a novel hidden in the bottom drawer of her desk, something sparkling and witty and full of art world intrigue.

Chiara was frowning at her phone.

“Is it that bad?” asked Gabriel.

“It’s only my mother.”

“What’s the problem?”

“She’s concerned that Irene is developing an unhealthy obsession with global warming.”

“Your mother only noticed this now?”

Their daughter, at the tender age of eight, was a fully fledged climate radical. She had taken part in her first demonstration earlier that winter, in the Piazza San Marco. Gabriel feared the child was now on a slippery slope to militancy and would soon be adhering herself to irreplaceable works of art or splashing them with green paint. Her twin brother, Raphael, was interested only in mathematics, for which he possessed an unusual aptitude. It was Irene’s ambition that he use his gifts to save the planet from disaster. Gabriel, however, had not given up hope that the boy might take up a paintbrush instead.

“I suppose your mother thinks I’m to blame for our daughter’s climate obsession.”

“Evidently it’s all my fault.”

“A wise woman, your mother.”

“Usually,” remarked Chiara.

“Can she keep Irene out of jail while we’re away, or should we skip the unveiling and go home tonight?”

“Actually, she thinks we should stay in London for another day or two and enjoy ourselves.”

“A fine idea.”

“But quite impossible,” said Chiara. “You have an altarpiece to finish.”

It was Il Pordenone’s rather pedestrian depiction of the annunciation, which he had painted for the church of Santa Maria degli Angeli in Murano. Several other works in the church, all of lesser merit, were also in need of cleaning. The project was their first since assuming control of the Tiepolo Restoration Company, and already they were running several weeks behind schedule. It was essential the restoration of the church be completed on time, with no cost overruns. Still, another forty-eight hours in London might prove advantageous, as it would give Gabriel a chance to drum up a few lucrative private commissions, the kind that supported their comfortable lifestyle in Venice. Their enormous piano nobile della loggia overlooking the Grand Canal had diminished the small fortune he had accumulated during a lifetime of restoration work. And then, of course, there was his Bavaria C42 sailboat. The Allon family finances were sorely in need of replenishment.

He made this point to his wife, judiciously, as they turned into Mount Street.

“I’m sure you’ll have no shortage of work after Amelia’s article appears,” she replied.

“Unless her article is less than flattering. Then I’ll be forced to sell knockoff Canalettos to the tourists on the Riva degli Schiavoni to help make ends meet.”

“Why would Amelia March write a hit piece about you, of all people?”

“Perhaps she doesn’t like me.”

“That’s not possible. Everyone loves you, Gabriel.”

“Not everyone,” he replied.

“Name one person who doesn’t adore you.”

“The barman at Cupido.”

It was a café and pizzeria located on the Fondamente Nove in Cannaregio. Gabriel stopped there most mornings before boarding the Number 4.1 vaporetto bound for Murano. And the barman, without fail, slid his cappuccino onto the glass countertop with a sneer of polite disdain.

“Not Gennaro?” asked Chiara.

“Is that his name?”

“He’s quite lovely. He always adds little hearts to my foam.”

“I wonder why.”

Chiara accepted the compliment with a demure smile. It had been twenty years since their first encounter, and yet Gabriel remained hopelessly in the thrall of his wife’s astonishing beauty—her sculptural nose and jawline, her riotous dark hair with its highlights of auburn and chestnut, the caramel-colored eyes that he had never succeeded in rendering accurately on canvas. Her body was his favorite subject matter, and his sketchbook was filled with nudes, many executed without the consent of his slumbering model. He hoped to explore the material further before tonight’s gathering at the Courtauld. Chiara was amenable to the idea but had insisted on a long walk first, followed by a proper lunch.

She slowed to a stop outside an Oscar de la Renta boutique. “I think I’ll let you buy me that delicious little pantsuit.”

“What’s wrong with the one you packed?”

“The Armani?” She shrugged. “I’m in the mood for something new. After all, I have a feeling my husband is going to be the center of attention tonight, and I want to make a good impression.”

“You could wear a burlap sack, and you’ll still be the most beautiful woman in the room.”

Gabriel followed her into the boutique, and fifteen minutes later, bags in hand, they went out again. Chiara held his arm as they rounded the gentle curve of Carlos Place.

“Do you remember the last time we went for a walk in London?” she asked suddenly. “It was the day you spotted that suicide bomber headed for Covent Garden.”

“Let’s hope Amelia doesn’t somehow find out about my role in that one.”

“Or the incident at Downing Street,” said Chiara.

“What about that business outside Westminster Abbey?”

“The ambassador’s daughter? Your name got into the newspapers, as I recall. Your picture, too.”

Gabriel sighed. “Maybe you should check the ARTnews website again.”

“You do it. I can’t bear to look.”

Gabriel drew his phone from his coat pocket.

“Well?” asked Chiara after a moment.

“It seems my fears about Amelia March being an ambitious and enterprising reporter were well founded.”

“What did she discover?”

“That I am regarded as one of the two or three best art restorers in the world.”

“Who else does she mention?”

“Dianne Modestini and David Bull.”

“Rarefied company.”

“Yes,” agreed Gabriel, and slipped the phone into his pocket. “I guess she likes me, after all.”

“Of course she does, darling.” Chiara smiled. “Who doesn’t?”
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They had lunch at Socca, a pricey bistro in South Audley Street, and walked back to the Dorchester through a sudden burst of brilliant winter sunlight. Upstairs in their suite, their lovemaking was unhurried, excruciatingly so. Exhausted, Gabriel toppled into a dreamless sleep and woke to find Chiara standing at the foot of the bed in her new suit, a strand of pearls around her neck.

“You’d better hurry,” she said. “The car will be here in a few minutes.”

He swung his feet to the floor and went into the bathroom to shower. His labors before the mirror were perfunctory. No miracle creams or ointments, just a subtle rearrangement of his hair, which was longer than he had worn it in many years. Afterward he dressed in a Brioni single-breasted suit and a regimental necktie. His accessories were limited to a wedding band, a timepiece by Patek Philippe, and a pistol by Fabbrica d’Armi Pietro Beretta.

Chiara joined him before the full-length mirror. In her stiletto-heeled pumps she hovered over him.

“What do you think?” she asked.

“I think your jacket must be missing its top button.”

“That’s the way it’s supposed to fit, darling.”

“In that case, you should probably wear a nice rollneck sweater underneath it. It’s going to be quite chilly later.”

Downstairs, the car was waiting, a Jaguar saloon model, courtesy of the Courtauld Gallery. It was located in the Somerset House complex on the Strand, adjacent to King’s College. Amelia March, looking pleased with herself, stood outside the entrance along with several other reporters who covered the art world. Gabriel ignored their questions, in part because he was distracted by the sudden vibration of his mobile phone. He waited until he was inside the lobby before answering. He recognized the name of the caller, but the voice that greeted him seemed to have deepened an octave since he had heard it last.

“No,” said Gabriel. “It’s no trouble at all … The quay in Port Navas? I’ll be there tomorrow afternoon. Three o’clock at the latest.”




4

[image: line image]

The Courtauld Gallery

Self-Portrait with Bandaged Ear, oil on canvas, 60 by 49 centimeters, by Vincent van Gogh, stood atop a baize-covered pedestal in the center of the Courtauld’s luminous Great Hall, veiled in white cloth and surrounded by a quartet of security guards. For the moment, at least, the painting was an afterthought.

“I knew it the minute I laid eyes on you,” declared Jeremy Crabbe, the tweedy chairman of Bonhams’ Old Master department.

“I rather doubt that,” replied Gabriel.

“Do you remember that filthy wreck of a painting that you and Julian pinched from me during that morning sale about a hundred years ago?”

“Lot Forty-Three. Daniel in the Lions’ Den.”

“Yes, that’s the one. Eighty-six by one hundred and twenty-four inches, if memory serves.”

“It doesn’t,” said Gabriel. “The canvas was a hundred and twenty-eight inches wide.”

Jeremy Crabbe had been under the impression that it was the work of the Flemish painter Erasmus Quellinus, but any fool could see the brushwork belonged to none other than Peter Paul Rubens. Gabriel had cleaned it, and Julian had made a killing.

“I suppose he was in on your little secret, too,” said Jeremy.

“Julian? He hadn’t a clue.”

Jeremy made to reply, but Gabriel abruptly turned away and accepted the outstretched paw of Niles Dunham, a curator from the National Gallery who was known for his usually infallible eye.

“Well played, my good fellow,” he murmured. “Well played, indeed.”

“Thank you, Niles.”

“What are you working on?”

Gabriel answered.

“Il Pordenone?” Niles made a distasteful face. “He’s beneath you.”

“So I’ve been told.”

“I might have something a bit more interesting, if you can find the time.”

“You can’t afford me, Niles.”

“And if I were to double our usual fee? How do I contact you?”

Gabriel pointed out Sarah Bancroft.

“Is she a spy, too?” asked Niles.

“Sarah? Don’t be ridiculous.”

Niles cast a dubious eye toward tubby Oliver Dimbleby, a thoroughly disreputable Old Master dealer from Bury Street. “Oliver says that husband of hers used to be a contract killer.”

“Oliver says a lot of things.”

“Who’s that stunningly beautiful creature standing next to him?”

“My wife.”

“Well played,” said Niles enviously. “Well played, indeed.”

The next hand Gabriel grasped was attached to Nicholas Lovegrove, art adviser to the vastly rich. “The penny just dropped,” he breathed.

“Did it?”

“That special winter auction at Christie’s a few years back. There was something funny going on in the saleroom that night.”

“There usually is, Nicky.”

Lovegrove didn’t disagree. “A client of mine is looking to unload his Gentileschi,” he said, changing the subject. “But it needs a bit of retouching and a new coat of varnish. Is there any chance you might be willing to take it on?”

“That depends on whether your client has any money.”

“Not at the moment. Messy divorce. But I think I can convince him to give you a piece of the final sale price.”

“What did you have in mind?”

“Two percent.”

“Surely you jest.”

“All right, five. But it’s my final offer.”

“Make it ten, and you’ve got a deal.”

“Highway robbery.”

“You would know, Nicky.”

Smiling, Lovegrove beckoned a tall woman with the flawless features of a fashion model. “This is my dear friend Olivia Watson,” he explained to Gabriel. “Olivia runs a wildly successful contemporary art gallery in King Street.”

“You don’t say.”

“You’ve met?”

“I’ve never had the pleasure.” Which wasn’t the case. Olivia had helped Gabriel destroy the external terrorism network of the Islamic State. Her gallery was payment for services rendered.

“We’ve just taken on an extraordinary young Spanish painter,” she informed him.

“Really? What’s his name?”

“Her,” said Olivia with a knowing smile. “The opening is in six weeks. I would be honored if you would attend.”

“Unlikely,” replied Gabriel. Then he pointed out the man who had just entered the room, trailed by a security detail. “But perhaps he’ll agree to come in my stead.”

It was Hugh Graves, the British home secretary and, if London’s chattering classes were to be believed, the next occupant of 10 Downing Street. He was accompanied by his wife, Lucinda, the chief executive officer of Lambeth Wealth Management. At last check the couple was worth in excess of one hundred million pounds, all of it Lucinda’s. Her husband had never worked a day in the private sector, having launched his political career not long after leaving Cambridge. His ministerial salary would scarcely cover the cost of cleaning the windows at the Graveses’ mansions in Holland Park and Surrey.

For the moment, at least, the arrival of the home secretary lessened the attention on Gabriel, a welcome development. “What brings the future PM to our little soiree?” he asked.

“Lucinda is on the Courtauld’s board of trustees,” said Lovegrove. “She’s also one of the museum’s biggest benefactors. In fact, I believe her firm underwrote tonight’s ceremony.”

“How much does it cost to remove a sheet from a painting?”

“You neglected to mention the champagne and canapés.”

Hugh Graves was suddenly on the move. “Oh no,” said Olivia through a frozen smile. “I have a terrible feeling he’s headed straight toward us.”

“Toward you, I imagine,” said Gabriel.

“My money’s on you.”

“Mine, too,” added Lovegrove.

The home secretary’s advance was slowed by expressions of support by several well-heeled patrons. Finally, he alighted before Gabriel and thrust out his hand like a bayonet.

“It’s a pleasure to finally meet you, Mr. Allon. As you might imagine, I’ve heard a great deal about your exploits. How long are you planning to stay in London?”

“Not long, I’m afraid.”

“Is there any chance you might have a few minutes to drop by the Home Office? I’d love to hear your thoughts on recent developments in the Middle East.”

“Since when are developments in the Middle East of interest to the Home Office?”

“It never hurts to broaden one’s horizons, does it?”

“Especially when one is likely to be the next prime minister.”

Graves hoisted a practiced smile. He was all of forty-eight, with the camera-ready good looks of a television news presenter. “We have a prime minister, Mr. Allon.”

But not for long. At least that was the Whitehall scuttlebutt. London’s political journalists were in agreement that Hillary Edwards, Britain’s historically unpopular prime minister, would be lucky to survive the winter. And when the time came for her to go, it was widely assumed that ambitious Hugh Graves would be the one to show her the door.

“How about tomorrow afternoon?” he persisted. “Barring a crisis of some sort, I’m free for lunch.”

“I’m retired now, Secretary Graves. I suggest you speak to the Israeli ambassador instead.”

“He’s a rather unpleasant fellow, if you must know.”

“I’m afraid that’s part of his job description.”

The director of the Courtauld had made his way to a lectern next to the painting. Hugh Graves rejoined his wife, and Gabriel, after accepting a kiss from Olivia Watson, went discreetly to the side of Julian Isherwood. He was staring at his shoes.

“It seems the cat is finally out of the bag.” Looking up, he fixed Gabriel with a stare of mock reproach. “And to think you deceived me all those years.”

“Can you ever forgive me?”

“I’d rather tell the world that I was in on the joke all along.”

“It might be bad for your reputation, Julian.”

“You were the best thing that ever happened to me, my boy. And Sarah, of course. I don’t know what I would do without her.”

The director tapped the microphone, gaveling the proceedings to order.

“Where was it?” asked Julian.

“The Van Gogh? A villa on the Amalfi Coast.”

“Who owned the villa?”

“Long story.”

“Condition?”

“Remarkably good. I painted a copy while I had it in my studio. The esteemed director of the Courtauld Gallery, a Van Gogh expert himself, couldn’t tell the difference.”

“Naughty boy,” said Julian. “Naughty, naughty boy.”

[image: line image]

The director’s remarks were mercifully brief. A few words about the devastating impact of art crime, fewer still when introducing Gabriel. He declined an invitation to address the gathering but agreed to help remove the white shroud. He was assisted by Lucinda Graves.

Two curators hung the painting in its assigned place, and the waiters appeared with the hors d’oeuvres and the Bollinger. Gabriel and Chiara each drank only a single glass; they had a nine o’clock dinner reservation at Alain Ducasse at the Dorchester. At half past eight they were rolling along Piccadilly in the Jaguar limousine.

“Was it my imagination,” said Chiara, “or did you enjoy that?”

“Almost as much as my most recent visit to Russia.”

Chiara gazed out her window at the brightly lit storefronts. “And the phone call you received as we were walking in the door?”

“A detective from the Devon and Cornwall Police.”

“What have you done now?” she asked with a sigh.

“Nothing. He’d like my help with a murder investigation.”

“Not that Oxford professor who was found dead out near Land’s End?”

“Yes.”

“But why you, of all people?”

“He’s an old friend of mine, the detective.” Gabriel smiled. “Yours, too.”
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Port Navas

Gabriel rose before dawn the next morning and fetched a Volkswagen from the Hertz outlet near Marble Arch. Chiara read the newspapers on her phone during the drive to Heathrow.

“It seems you’re the talk of London, darling. There’s even a lovely photo of you and Lucinda Graves unveiling the Van Gogh together. You look very dashing, I have to say.”

“How are the reviews?”

“Quite positive.”

“Even the Guardian?”

“Enraptured.”

“About me or the Van Gogh?”

“Both.” Chiara lowered the visor and regarded her reflection in the vanity mirror. “I look terrible.”

“I beg to differ. In fact, I’m having second thoughts about letting you get on the plane without me.”

“I’d love to come to Cornwall with you, but I have a church to restore and a mother who needs rescuing.” Chiara raised the visor. “Do you think they remember us?”

“Who?”

“Vera and Dottie and the usual crowd down at the Lamb and Flag.”

“How could they possibly forget us?”

Chiara fixed him with a stare of mild rebuke. “You were so very rude to them, Gabriel.”

“It wasn’t me,” he said defensively. “It was only a role I was playing at the time.”

“Giovanni Rossi. The temperamental but gifted Italian art restorer.”

“His wife was quite lovely, as I recall.”

“And much beloved by the villagers.” Chiara returned the phone to her handbag. “It’s a shame we didn’t stay in Gunwalloe longer. If we had, we would have known Charlotte Blake.”

Gabriel considered this notion as they approached the exit for Heathrow. “You’re quite right, you know.”

“I always am.”

“Not always,” said Gabriel.

“When have I ever been wrong?”

“Give me a week or two. I’ll think of something.”

“You should be asking yourself why Timothy Peel wants you to come to Cornwall to help with the investigation into Professor Blake’s murder.”

“He knew I was in the country.”

“He follows news from the art world?”

“No,” said Gabriel. “He follows news about me.”

“Surely he must have given you at least some idea of what it was about.”

“He said he didn’t want to discuss it on the phone.”

“What could it be?”

“Something art related, I suppose.”

“Something Professor Blake was working on at the time of her murder?”

“An interesting theory,” said Gabriel.

“Could there be a link?”

“Between Charlotte Blake’s hypothetical research project and her subsequent murder by an axe-wielding maniac?”

“The Chopper uses a hatchet, you dolt.”

“A most inefficient murder weapon, if you ask me. Effective, yes. But quite messy.”

“You’ve never used one?”

“A hatchet? I’m quite certain that I have never once utilized a hatchet for any purpose whatsoever, least of all killing someone. That’s what guns are for.”

“I think I’d rather be shot than hacked to death.”

“Trust me,” said Gabriel. “A bullet is no picnic, either.”
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He drank coffee at a dingy café in Slough until Chiara’s flight was safely airborne, then slid behind the wheel of the rental car and headed west on the M4. It was approaching noon when he reached Exeter. He skirted the fringes of Dartmoor on the A30 and during the drive down to Truro was pelted by downpours of torrential rain. The storm had passed by the time he reached Falmouth, and at half past two, when he arrived in the tiny Cornish hamlet of Port Navas, an orange sun blazed through a slit in the clouds.

The winding road down to the tidal creek was scarcely wide enough for a single car and lined by hedgerows. Gabriel had driven it countless times, usually at speeds that annoyed the neighbors. He had known them intimately—their names, their occupations, their vices and their virtues—and they had known him not at all. He was the foreign gentleman who inhabited the old foreman’s cottage near the oyster farm. He had reconfigured it to suit his needs. Living quarters on the ground floor, a studio upstairs. No one in Port Navas, with the exception of an eleven-year-old boy, had the slightest idea of what went on there.

The boy was now a man of thirty-five and held the rank of detective sergeant in the Devon and Cornwall Police. He was standing at the stern of a wooden ketch tied up at the quay, his arm raised in a silent salute. The ketch, which had been painstakingly restored, had once belonged to Gabriel. He had bequeathed it to Timothy Peel the day he left Port Navas for the last time.

He climbed out of the car and walked down to the quay. “Permission to come aboard,” he said.

Peel looked at Gabriel’s suede loafers with disapproval. “Not in those shoes, you don’t.”

“I was the one who stripped and stained that deck, as I recall.”

“And I’ve taken very good care of it in your absence.”

Gabriel slipped off his shoes and stepped aboard. Peel handed him a crimson takeaway cup from Costa. “Tea with milk, just the way you like it, Mr. Allon.”

“You mustn’t call me that, Timothy.”

“I thought you were out in the open now.”

“I am. But I insist you refer to me by my given name.”

“Sorry, but you’ll always be Mr. Allon to me.”

“In that case, I shall call you Detective Sergeant Peel.”

He smiled. “Can you imagine?”

“I can, actually. You were always a natural snoop.”

“Only where you were concerned. And Mr. Isherwood, of course.”

“He speaks of you fondly.”

“He called me a little toad, if I remember correctly.”

“You should hear the things he says about me.”

They sat down in the cockpit. The boat had been Gabriel’s salvation during the lost years, the years after Vienna and before Chiara. When he had no painting to restore, he would sail out the Helford River to the sea. Sometimes he would head west to the Atlantic, sometimes south to the coast of Normandy; and each time he returned to Port Navas, Timothy Peel would signal him from his bedroom window with a flash of his torch. Gabriel, his hand upon the wheel, his mind ablaze with images of blood and fire, would flash his running lights twice in reply.

He looked at the foreman’s cottage. “My old place seems to have been given a makeover.”

“A young couple who work in the City of London,” explained Peel. “After the pandemic hit, a lot of well-to-do Londoners suddenly discovered the joys of life in Cornwall.”

“A shame, that.”

“They’re not so bad.”

Gabriel looked at the ramshackle cottage where Peel had lived with his mother and her lover Derek, a whisky-soaked playwright with an anger-management problem.

“In case you’re wondering,” said Peel, “he’s dead.”

“And your mother?”

“Still up in Bath. She and her husband sold the cottage out from underneath me, so I got a place of my own in Exeter.”

“Married?”

“Not yet.”

“What are you waiting for?”

“A woman like Ms. Zolli, I imagine.”

“She sends her regards.”

“I hope she isn’t angry with me.”

“Chiara? Only at me,” Gabriel assured him. “But that’s usually the case.”

A silence fell between them. Gabriel listened to the gentle slap of wavelets against the port side of his old boat. Memories of that night in Vienna were stirring. He held them at bay.

“All right, Detective Sergeant Peel, now that we’ve had a chance to become reacquainted, perhaps you should tell me why you dragged me all the way down to Cornwall.”

“Charlotte Blake,” said Peel. “Professor of art history from the University of Oxford.”

“And the fifth victim of the serial killer known as the Chopper.”

“Maybe, Mr. Allon. Or maybe not.”
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Port Navas

Detective Sergeant Timothy Peel, an eight-year veteran of the Devon and Cornwall Police, was assigned to the Chopper case after the second killing, joining a team of four senior officers. His first assignment was to identify and question everyone in southwest England, regardless of age or gender, who had recently purchased a hatchet. Late Tuesday afternoon he was crossing names from his list when a call came through on the dedicated tip line. It was from a resident of Gunwalloe.

“Which one?”

“Vera Hobbs. Who else?”

“What seemed to be the problem?”

A light burning in the window of Professor Blake’s cottage. Admittedly, Peel didn’t think much of it at the time, so he contacted a few more hatchet owners before ringing his colleagues at the Thames Valley Police. As it turned out, they were already looking into the matter.

“TVP had made entry into Professor Blake’s home in Oxford and checked all the hospitals in its jurisdiction. There was no sign of her.”

“What about her car?”

“I was the one who found it.”

“Where?”

“The car park at the Land’s End amusement center.”

“If memory serves, there’s a credit card kiosk there.”

“The chit was displayed on her dashboard. The time stamp was 4:17 p.m. on Monday.”

Gabriel cast his eyes to the west. “Less than a half hour before sunset?”

“Twenty-eight minutes, to be precise.”

“Did anyone see her?”

“A receptionist arriving for work at the Land’s End Hotel spotted a woman setting off along the coast path alone. We assume it was Professor Blake.”

“At four seventeen in the afternoon?”

“It’s a beautiful spot at that time of day. But under the circumstances …”

It made no sense at all, thought Gabriel. “The newspapers were a bit vague as to the exact location of the crime scene.”

“An overgrown hedgerow north of Porthchapel Beach. It looked as though the killer tried to conceal the body. Which is interesting,” added Peel. “The previous four victims were left where they had fallen, with the backs of their skulls split by a single blow. They were probably dead before they hit the ground.”

“And Professor Blake?”

“He made a real mess of her. He also seems to have made off with her mobile phone.”

“Did he take the phones of the other victims?”

Peel shook his head.

“Theory of the case?” asked Gabriel.

“My colleagues think Professor Blake must have heard the killer stealing up behind her. And when she turned around, she sent him into a rage.”

“Which would explain the overkill.”

“But not the missing mobile.”

“She might have dropped it somewhere.”

“We’ve swept the entire coast path and the area surrounding the hedgerow where the body was discovered. We found three old mobile phones, none of them belonging to Professor Blake.”

“And it’s not emitting a signal?”

“What do you think?”

“I think you should make sure she didn’t leave it in the car.”

“I know how
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