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PROLOGUE




His hands sweat inside thin, white cotton art handlers gloves. His underarms are damp and itchy, legs achy, feet falling asleep. In the deep pockets of his disposable jumpsuit is a brand-new handkerchief, wide silver duct tape, a white bristle paintbrush, a small bottle of chloral hydrate, three knives, and two pieces of primed artists canvas, rolled up.

He peels down the edge of his glove and squints at the cool green numbers on the illuminated, paint-splattered Timex: 4:38. Where is she?

He thought he had her routine down pat. Hes been watching her for a week. The last three nights shed stopped turning tricks by 3 A.M., met her pimptall, rail-thin with waist-long dreadlockson the far west corner of Zerega and 147th Street, a neighborhood hed like to forget, but cant.

He closes his eyes, hums along with the tune that has just clicked on in his jukebox brain: Like a Virgin. A song she liked to play over and over. He can even remember the picture on the cassette, the material girl done up like some whore bride.

He shakes his head against the music, not with it, trying to dislodge the tune along with the pictures that are now playing, bouncing along to the simple four-four beat, and all those sounds: cot squeaking, moans coupled with faux endearmentsYeah. Thats it. Give it to me. Baby, youre the greatest. So big. So strong. And the smell of sweat and beer and sex and sadness.

The click of a key in the lock.

The pictures fade; music shuts off; adrenaline kicks in.

He can barely stand still.

Just a minute. Hang on, sloopy

The darkness in the closet has added to his affliction. Nothing. Total blackout. No color at all.

But he can wait. Soon there will be more than enough color.

Footsteps. Heels click-clacking against hard wooden floors.

He shifts his weight, and a dress or blouse slides across his face, thin fabric teasing his cheek, perfume, something flowery, cheap, in his nostrils, a bit like hers.

The edge of the hanger grazes another, the slightest ping.

The footsteps stop.

Has she heard?

His gloved hand grabs hold of the offending hanger, the rest of his body gone rigid.

No, there they are again, the heels against floorboards. She must think she imagined it, or shes too tired to careone too many blow jobs to care about anything.

He pictures her counting out bills, figuring her take after the skinny pimp has gotten his cut, losing count because she is so stupid.

Thats it. Hes had it with her.

Closet door thrown open, and he sees her, but only for an instant. Her features blur, morph into that more familiar face as he charges toward her.

He doesnt hear her scream, but knows enough to clamp his gloved hand over her mouth as he wrestles her to the floor, throws himself on top of her, knocks the breath out of her. Just enough time to retrieve the roll of silver tape, tear off enough to seal her mouth shut.

A flash in the back of his mind: mouth taped, hardly able to breathe.

Her struggling brings him back to the moment and he gets a grip on her arms, twists them behind her back, unrolls more tape, wraps it around her wrists, again and again until all that are left free are her legs, kicking, aimless, like shes doing some futile aerobic exercise.

It doesnt take much for him to get hold of them too, tape her ankles together.

She continues to struggle, her bound form on the floor doing a pathetic bump and grind. Its hopeless. Even she knows it. He can see it in her eyes, which stare up at him, beseeching. What color? Blue? Green? Something light.

He glances around the room at the cheap furniture, fake leather couch. Brown? Gray? He squints, blinks, reaches out for the table lamp beside her bed and clicks it off.

Ah, much better.

A comforting dimness in which to work.

He empties his pockets. First, the pieces of canvas, which he carefully unrolls, one a painted street scene, the other blank.

Next, his knives, which he arranges in a row, like a surgeon. One long and thin. Another with a heavily serrated edge. The third small, delicate, and pointy.

When she sees the knives she starts squirming all over again, and beneath the tape she is making low, guttural noises from deep in her throat.

ShhhHe strokes her forehead, has a flash of that other face, so clear, and of himself, as a young boy, crying. No. Not what he wants to see.

A tune: Do you really want to hurt me?

He shakes his head, focuses on the womans nipples, visible beneath the thin cotton of her tank top, inserts his knife at the bottom edge of the fabricjust above her exposed belly button, which is pierced with a gold hoopand with one quick move the material falls away and her chest is completely exposed, naked.

He arranges himself on her pelvis, his weight holding her in place, knees beside her head.

For a moment he is gone, does not, cannot see or hear her, his brain a jumble of noise: Thomass promisesBillie Jean is at myFour out of five dentists

Then she squirms, and hes jolted back, her face coming into focus, a gray monochrome.

He touches her hair, wonders about the color.

He has to know.

He raises the long, thin knife, then brings it down. Fast. It pierces her chest easily.

Her eyes widen. She gasps behind the tape.

He douses the handkerchief with chloral hydrate, holds it over her mouth and nose, watches as her lids grow heavy, hiding those blue? green? gray? eyes. No need for her to suffer unnecessarily.

He closes his eyes too, pushes the knife in deeper and knows its over for her.

When he opens them, there is blood everywhere, dark, deep cranberryno, mulberryspreading over stark paper-white skin, and her hairso blond, so yellow, no, more dandelion or goldenrod or sunglow! Yes, thats it: Sunglow!

His head is swimming; hes practically swooning.

The walls are green. No, electric lime, or jungle green, or mint? Yes, mint. He imagines himself inside a bucolic landscapeperiwinkle sky, pine green grass, shocking-pink flowers.

He studies her flesh. Is the pale peachy tone beneath her brassy makeup draining? Are her freckles losing their apricot hue?

No. Its too soon. It cant be.

He grabs hold of the paintbrush, dips it into the blood pooled in the girls navel, the gold hoop sticking out, a half-moon, a relic. The blood maroon, or is it strawberry? Who cares? Its gorgeous.

His paintbrush comes away crimson, dripping liquid roses.

He expels a breath, mouth open, ecstatic, touches himself. Hes hard. Close.

Oh. Oh. Oh.

Its almost too much.

His hand is shaking as he draws a thick scarlet stroke onto the blank canvas. Then another, and another. Beautiful. Beautiful.

Now with the short knife he shears off a lock of that sunglow hair, and presses it into the blood strokes on the canvas.

He switches to the serrated knife, digs deeper, uses it to saw through ribs. Then, with gloved hands, he pushes away flesh and bone to get to those deep-purple organs. Thats what he wants to see. There they are in full chromatic splendor: Orchid! Eggplant! Cerise! Magenta! Purple Mountains Majesty!

Oh, God!

His eyelids flicker; his body shudders.

A tune is playing, far awayin his mind, or in reality? He has no idea. A man and woman singing a banal duet: Deep Purple. Ironic. A dreamy number from a cassette she picked up in some discount store, a compilation of oldies.

And then the pictures begin again.

No. He doesnt want to see them, doesnt want anything to interfere with this precious moment. All this color.

But there they are, on a bed, oblivious to the song or the room or the young boy watching.

No, no. Not now! They are ruining it, wasting it.

Too late.

When the images finally fade and the room and the girl come back into focus, that gorgeous purple is already turning pale lavender. Within seconds, pewter.

No!

He touches her hairthe dazzling sunglow yellow has gone ash. And the room is going gray. And all that ripe-tomato blood is fading to black.

He shuts his eyes.

When he opens them, everything is dull gray, and beneath the coverall his shorts are wet, and he feels deep, soulful shame.

He closes his eyes again. He might as well. Theres so little purpose now, everything colorless.

Squalid memories crowd his mind like ants on sticky candygrim corridors, dull furniture, dead air. One colorless indistinguishable tenement after another.

He stands, resigned. Starts to pack up, though its not so easyhis gloves are soaking. Gingerly, he lifts each of the itemsthe knives, brushes, tape, knockout dropsand places them back into his pockets.

Then, very carefully, he props the painting hes brought with himthe street sceneagainst the toaster on the kitchen counter, tears off a paper towel and cleans a smudge of the girls blood from the canvass edge, steps back to admire his work.

Fuck. He forgot to look at it, to see how hed done, how close hed come to getting things right.

Damn. Damn. Damn. Whats Donna going to say?

But its always the same, him getting lost in the moment. Donna will understand. Shes a good friend.

There was that one time he remembered, just for a second, before it was lost again.

Odd. He hadnt particularly liked what hed seen.

Maybe thats why he keeps forgetting to look. If he had a therapist, hed ask about that.

The thought of discussing thisthiswith one of them, makes him laugh.

He searches through a kitchen drawer, finds a roll of Saran Wrap, peels off a long swath, and carefully wraps it over the canvas painted with blood and adorned with a lock of hair. He cant help feeling disappointed as he studies it now, the blood strokes gray-black, the hair so colorless. Hardly worth the effort. Though the moment, that was something.

A streak of vermilionor was it purple?flashes in his minds eye. But he cant hold on to it.

He sighs, enervated from all the work and the inevitable letdown.

He takes in the drab roomdark curtains, pale wallsand the lifeless body on the floor. He leans over, lifts open one of her lids and stares at the dull gray iris.

Way too late.

Another thing he forgot.

Damn. Jessica never forgets anything. He should be more like her.

He spies the womans handbag beside him on the floor, opens it and removes a stack of bills, mostly tens and twenties, and stashes them in his pocket.

He pulls himself up, shoes slogging through blackish blood as he heads toward the door, his body gone heavy with frustration and regret.

He even has to remind himself to remove the bloody gloves, peel the plastic Baggies off his shoes, and not be depressed that he never got to see the color of her eyes.

After all, theres always the next time.









    

ONE




Hold on a sec. Kate unhooked her black lace bra, lay back onto the all-white bed, pillows, silk spread pushed aside.

I was just getting to that.

The bedspread or my bra?

Who cares about the spread? Richard smiled, crows-feet deepening at the corners of his dark blue eyes.

I do. And Id think you would know that after almost ten years of marriage.

Is this going to be a discussion? Richards lips grazed one of Kates breasts.

Kate shivered, then sighed. No discussion. She slid her arms over his neck, thinking how much she loved him, perhaps even more so now than she did when they had first met and hed courted herRichard Rothstein the dashing bachelor lawyer, Kate McKinnon the Astoria cop. Talk about an odd couple. At least on the surface. Not so different once you stripped away Richards glossy facade to find the boy from Brooklyn; or added the polished veneer that Kate had worked so hard to acquire after shed left the force, returned to her first love, art history, earned the Ph.D. that became the art book that became her very own PBS series, Artists Lives. All of it a surprise to her still.

If anyone had bothered to ask the young girl from Astoria where shed be at forty she would never have predicted any kind of fame, certainly not riches. Exchange a row house for a penthouse? Sometimes even Kate had trouble believing it. She was lucky and she knew it. Perhaps that was why she devoted half her time to the educational foundation Let There Be a Futurethe one that funded inner-city kids from grade school through college.

Saving kids. Hell, she didnt need a psychiatrist to explain that one to herthe motherless girl from Queens. Though when she could finally afford to shed spent some time on the couch trying to get past it, or at least understand it: her mothers early deatha suicideand all the guilt shed felt, as if somehow shed been the cause.

It was the shrink who got Kate to see that following in her fathers footstepsbecoming a cophad more than a little to do with trying to please him and make up for his losing his wife, who, by the way, if anyone cared, happened to be her mother.

Just about every other man in her familyuncles, cousinshad been a cop. Kate was the first woman. And even with her making detective in two short years, getting her fathers attention and approval had proved elusive. But when they assigned her to runaways and shed gotten the chance to save kids, it all became worth it. Back then, Detective McKinnon thought she could save everyonebut those missing teens had taken a toll.

How many times can I have my heart broken?

A question shed put to herself, her shrink, her chief in Astoria, and later to Richard, who had promised to try and mend the many fissures and cracks when he proposed marriage and offered her a way out. And so far hed done a pretty good job.

Love you, she whispered.

Richard smiled at his wife, took in her unconventional beautythe long straight nose, expressive brows over piercing green eyes. He ran his hand through her thick dark hair that Kate had only recently begun to spend way too much money onhaving the few gray strands spun into gold. A gift to herself for her forty-second birthday.

Anyone ever tell you youre gorgeous?

No. Not recently. Kate leveled a stare at Richard. Get it?

Richard painted a sheepish grin across his features. Sorry.

Forgiven, said Kate, moving her hand down Richards back and under the waistband of his pajamasones shed bought in Florence when she was there to deliver a lecture on up-and-coming American artists at the Accademia only last month.

Richard rolled off her, pushed his pajamas down, kicked until they fell off.

Sometimes, thought Kate, observing her tall, athletic husband kicking away, he seemed like a little boy, even with his forty-fifth birthday only a week away. Maybe, she mused, as he maneuvered himself back on top of her, all men are boys, which, at the moment, was just fine with her. Kate kissed his mouth, then ran her lips lightly over his ear.

Richard moved to Kates neck, tongue skiing along her collarbone until reaching her breast.

Through half-closed eyes Kate took in Richards brown-gray curls, freckles on the tops of his shoulders. Was it only a year ago shed come so close to losing him; to believing he had betrayed her?

The Death Artist.

An image flashed behind Kates eyes: Richards onyx-and-gold cuff link half-hidden under the edge of a Persian rug, catching a hint of light, but enough to be noticedat the scene of a murder.

Richard, you wont ever lie to me again, will you?

Richards shoulders sagged. What? No. Whynow?

Nothing. Sorry. Never mind.

Richard expelled a loud breath, sat up. Whats the matter?

Nothing. II was justremembering,

Weve been through it, havent we, Kate? A dozen times. I thought it was ancient history.

It is. Forgive me. Kate was sorry shed spoken, wanted to take it all back, have Richards hand on her thigh, tongue on her breast. Tell you what, she said, laying her hand on his cheek, I promise to shut up completely if you just go back to where you left off, okay? Her fingers flitted over the hair on his chest, then down, lightly skimming his half-erect cock, back and forth, feeling it get hard again.

Deal, said Richard, burying his head in her neck, adding a playful bite.

Ow!

Youre not allowed to say anything, remember?

Kate lay back, closed her eyes. But a second later another image flashed: a body on a kitchen floorand blood everywhere. Shit. No way she wanted to see that. Certainly not now. Shed worked so hard to forget. But how could she? The death of a young woman who had been as close to her as any daughter she was ever going to have.

She opened her eyes, stared at the architectural detail in the ceiling, anything to banish that horrendous image. She would not see it. It was over. Finished. The Death Artist was history. She and Richard were fine. No, they were great. She clasped Richard to her.

Honey, youre strangling me.

Oh. Kate loosened her grip. Sorry.

You sure it wasnt intentional?

Kate laughed, lightly slapped Richards back. She was okay. She would not think about any of itRichard lying to her, Elena dyingit was ancient history.

She let out a long breath.

Hey, you sure youre with me?

Absolutely. Kate slipped her hand between Richards legs.

UmmmVery nice. Richard reciprocated, one hand between Kates legs, the other under her ass, fingers teasing.

Kates turn to moan. Richard still had the touch. How could she ever have suspected him of anything?

Richard skimmed his lips across Kates belly, head coming to rest between her thighs, tongue beginning a slow dance.

Kate took a deep breath, all those bad images totally erased from her mind.



The feel of her skin, the scent, the taste of salt and oysters on his tongue, Kates slowly writhing bodyall of it was working its voodoo on Richard.

More than a decade and there was still no woman hed rather make love to than his wife; no fantasy needed to stay interested either. Kate was more than enough for him. His lover. His partner. His friend. Kate, the one who had helped him become not only one of the best criminal lawyers in New York, but one of the most respected.

Nowadays, Richard Rothstein had more money than he knew what to do with. So whyd he still want more? Was he making up for those humble Brooklyn origins, the feeling that no matter how well he did or how much he acquired, it could all disappear? No way he was going to let that happen. Hed do almost anything to protect his Central Park penthouse, his home in the Hamptons, his silver Mercedes coupe, his enviable collection of modern and contemporary art. Just thinking about them made him hotter, his tongue move faster.

Youd better stop doing that, Kate whispered. Or it will all be over before we begin.

Richard drew his body up along Kates, kissed her mouth.

Kate could taste herself in his kiss. She gasped ever so slightly as Richard slid inside her.



Kates breathing was deep, regular. Richard could see she was asleep. So why wasnt he? After sex he usually fell into a coma. He stared at slivers of moonlight winking in between the heavy bedroom curtains.

He should have had it out with Andy this afternoon. At least have discussed it, figured out what was to be done. Now it was going to keep him awake, play over and over like a song stuck on repeat. Damn.

He glanced over at Kate, a thick lock of wavy hair falling across her cheek. He lifted it off her face with his fingertips, gently let it drop back into place.

Should he have told her? But what, exactly? No, no point in that. And really, why worry her? It wasnt Richards way of doing things. Dissect the problem. Come up with a solution. Right.

A siren was wailing in the distance.

Richard pushed the blanket aside, quietly got out of bed.

In the bathroom medicine cabinet he found the vial he was looking for, shook an Ambien into his palm, broke the sleeping pill in half. Enough to give him a few hours of sleep and still make it into the office in the morning without feeling drowsy. He washed down the tiny nugget of promised dreams with a handful of water.

His reflection in the mirror looked old. Circles under his blue eyes. Lines around his mouth deeper than usual. Worry, thats what caused it. Richard frowned, looked away.

By the time he slid his legs back under the comforter, he thought he could feel the pill taking effect. Hed talk to Andy before he took off for the Boston depositions. Everything was solvable, always had been. In Richards world everything would always be fine.



Kate stretched, opened her eyes, the all-white bedroom coming into focuspaintings on the walls, pottery on handcrafted shelves, the glowing incandescent numbers on her alarm clock: 8:22.

She blinked. Could it be? She almost never slept past seven. She hadnt even heard Richard leave.

She glanced over at his side of the bedrumpled pillows, pajama bottoms in a heap on the floor. She plucked the pajamas up as she headed toward the bathroom. Clearly there was no way she was ever going to domesticate that man.

The aroma of Kiehls tea tree oil filled the shower. Kate took her time, a quiet day ahead of her: lunch with her women friends, a manicure, a quick stop at Let There Be a Future, after that, dinner with Nola, since Richard would be away.

Nola Davis.

Kates second chance at a surrogate daughter.

Kate had been mentoring Nola since the ninth grade, when the girl from East New York first entered Let There Be a Future. Not always a smooth road. The sleepless nights that girl had put her through! And now, with only a year to go at Barnard to finish up her B.A. in art history, Nola had gone and gotten herself pregnant. Kate had just about wanted to kill herat first. Of course once shed gotten over the shock shed started interviewing baby nurses and trying to convince Nola to move into the Rothsteins twelve-room apartment for a few months after the baby was born. Shed been fantasizing about the room she and Richard had originally planned as a nursery finally being occupiedhanging new wallpaper, maybe painting clouds on the ceiling. But Nola wasnt sure. She was considering a temporary move to Mount Vernon to live with her Aunt Gennine, the one who had taken care of her after her mothers death, which was okay with Kate, she would not pushthough she had to admit that the thought of a baby here, in her apartment, was thrilling.

In the bathroom, she used a couple of tortoiseshell combs to hold her hair in place, brushed mascara onto her lashes, ran gloss over her lips. She put on a simple gray cashmere sweater, charcoal slacks, and stepped into flats. She was tall enough. Almost six feet. Why add the extra inches? There was no one she needed to intimidate these daysand that was the way she liked it.

Richards suit jacket was slumped over the back of a bedroom chair like a bad mood.

Kate hooked her thumb under the collar. She didnt want to leave it for Lucille. Bad enough there was a stack of dirty dishes in the sink. Lucille was their housekeeper, not their slave. Kate still had trouble letting someone take care of her, let alone wait on her.

The dark stain on Richards jacket lapel made it clear why he hadnt worn it. Red wine, Kate guessed. Something for the dry cleaners, or the Goodwill. Shed add it to the pile of cleaning. She made a quick check of the pockets. Richard was forever leaving things in them, then complaining when an important legal document was washed, dried, and pressed beyond recognition. A few coins in a front pocket, a folded bank statement jammed into the breast.

Kate dropped the change onto Richards night table along with the bank statement, which had a yellow Post-it on top with the word Andy scribbled in red ink in Richards unmistakable scrawl.

Kate took it in quicklya list of deposits, withdrawals, check numbers, datesand was about to turn away when she noticed the two entries circled with Richards red ink. One for $650,000. Another for almost a million.

Numbers like that still impressed her. Always would. More than a bit of the Astoria girl who wore her cousins hand-me-downs still lived inside the grown-up woman, no matter how chic or secure Kate might appear.

She studied the numbers again, but they didnt mean much to hera bank statement, thats all.

Kate dabbed her throat and wrists with Bal  Versailles, her mothers scent, now hers, though it had taken her years to be able to wear it.

A quick look in the full-length mirror confirmed to her that she looked okay.

The truthif you asked even the most casual observerKate was a knockout. She smoothed her hair, then headed down the hall past framed Mapplethorpe photos of sumptuous, erotic-looking flowers, past the eclectically decorated living room, where designer furniture and flea-market bric-a-brac coexisted perfectly. The walls were a mix of modern and contemporary paintings, with a couple of medieval artifacts that Richard was particularly proud to own displayed with a kind of studied nonchalance: one leaning on the mantel, the other on a side table beside a dozen art books, the cover of the top one sporting a Picasso self-portrait which happened to be hanging on the wall just above it.

For a split second it made Kate sad. Paintings instead of family snapshots, artifacts rather than the baby pictures or formal shots of kids in caps and gowns shed always imagined.

Yes, they had tried. Over and over. Even going for in vitro fertilization. Nothing had worked. Of course theyd considered adopting, and probably would have if Kate hadnt become so involved in Let There Be a Future, and all of those kids who needed her that came along with it. A blessing. Kate glanced at the wall of living room windows that displayed the park below better than any painting, her vision blurred. Tears? Kate swiped at them with the back of her hand. No way she would allow herself any self-pity. Not with her life, her luck. Ridiculous. Anyway, shed gotten over the idea of having children of her own years ago. The fact was Let There Be a Future had supplied her with plenty of kids. So what if they werent her biological kids. They were all terrific, and they all needed her help.

Kate turned away from the paintings and the spectacular view.

At the front hall closet she reached for her jacket and stopped. For a moment she had the feeling that something terrible was about to happenor already had and she just didnt know it.

She tried to shrug it off, thinking she was not so different from the mother shed lost way too youngor every one of her Irish aunts who were forever crossing themselves and looking heavenward and saying Hail Marys, who were tied to every damn superstition known to mankind, and loving every one of them. Man, the fears those women had.

No, Kate was not like them.

She slid her arms into the sleeves of her jacket, pulled the collar to her neck.

There it was againnot so much a chill as a sense of foreboding, nothing specific, but the kind of feeling she used to get all the time when she was a cop and things had gone really wrong.

But she wasnt a cop and nothing had gone wrong.

Kate shook her head against the dread. She was late. That was all. Shed go to her luncheon, have her manicure, meet Nola for dinner, and everything would be fine. Just fine.







    

TWO




Floyd Brown brought his unmarked NYPD Chevy Impala to an abrupt stop beside the three battered trash cans that no one seemed to usethe street, curb, everywhere was littered with garbage. It was one thing to have shit piling up in front of the run-down tenements that lined most of these streets, but in front of the police station? Brown made a feeble attempt to shove some of the debris closer to the bins with the side of his foot. Damn. Didnt these cops have enough respect for the job to take a minute out of their precious day to clean up this mess?

Nothing changes, thought Brown, as he mounted the pitted stone stairs of the Bronx precinct, his old station. Eight lonely years walking a beat. Until the year when hed finally made detective. Thats what got him over to the city, to Manhattan.

Of course being the detective who broke down the Gutterthe name given to the serial killer who literally scooped out his victims insides and took them as souvenirsdidnt hurt. Floyd could actually smell the guilt on that guy. Nerdy, Buddy Hollytype glasses, wispy goatee, a real librarian type. No one, not the other cops, not the FBI robots, thought this was their guy. Theyd brought him in because he lived next door to one of the victims. That was all.

But when Elliot Marshall Rinkie walked into the interrogation room, took off his polyester jacket, Floyd smelled it: a mixture of sweat and somethingferal.

Hed broken the guy down in less than three hours, had him crying, snot dripping out of the little creeps nose right into his stupid little goatee.

After that Floyd not only got respect, but a nicknamethe Nosewhich, thank God, the guys tired of pretty quickly. But the other thing he got was a promotion and a chance to join an elite homicide squad in Manhattan. And that stuck.

Floyd liked it, was good at it toogoing on the hunt, sniffing the psychos out, bringing them in, getting them into stiff-backed chairs in airless little rooms where he could go at them. Unfortunately, the cooler ones did not give off any tattletale aroma, no eau de killer. But there were other ways of getting to them. Floyd had learned a lot in his fifteen years as a homicide detective in New York City, had seen things that most people couldnt even imagine.

He pushed through the heavy wooden precinct doors, memories coming at him faster than scenes in a Jackie Chan moviedark street corners, lukewarm coffee in Styrofoam cups, hookers, pimps, con men, junkies.

Floyd had been on the brink of retirement a year ago, would have done it too, if it hadnt been for the case that was supposed to be his last big one and an ex-cop named Kate McKinnon, who became his de facto partner. Man, that first day hed despised herthe way she had strutted into the police conference room looking like Park Avenue, having all the answers.

But hed been wrong.

McKinnon was good police. Despite the fact that shed been out of the scene for years, her instincts were intact and she never pulled rank or any other kind of shit. Truth: it had been Kate who brought down that fucking psycho, the Death Artist, though shed given him the creditwhich was the reason he became Chief of Special Homicide, replacing that pain-in-the-ass crew-cut Randy Mead, who was now sitting at some desk job in the police library probably sucking his teeth and growing an ulcer. Yeah, he owed McKinnon, though sometimes he wished he had just retired. Like tonight, when he should have been home hours ago with his feet up watching the game with a cold beer in his hand and his wife, Vonette, beside him.

Instead he was consultinga word he hated since it was just a euphemism for working overtime without overtime payon this case that was taking him to the Bronx, which hadnt been his beat for well over a decade. But McNally had asked personally, and when your old chief requests a favor it isnt easy to say no, at least not for Floyd Brown.

The pea-soup-green walls were the same as Floyd remembered, only dingier, though the peeling paint had gotten a lot worse, as if the walls were exfoliating. Who could blame the paint for wanting out of this place?

Timothy McNally met him halfway down the hall.

Floyd thought his old boss looked like he could use a new paint job too, his pallor oddly close to the greenish color of the walls, bags above and below the mans eyes like sacks of crumpled laundry.

McNally whacked Floyd on the back. Hey, stranger. I gotta have a twisted unsub to get you to visit, huh?

Hey, Tim. Hows it going? Floyd tried to smile but he wasnt sure his face muscles were cooperating. He got right to the point. So this unknown subjectwhy me?

The older cop nodded toward the end of the hall. Come on. Ill show you.

Floyd followed McNallys slow shuffling steps.

Thought you might have some ideas, said McNally, holding the door open for Floyd.

The bad lighting in the conference room made McNallys skin appear even greener. But Floyds attention was taken up by the crime scene photos pinned to the bulletin board, two different bodies, both women, so mutilated it was hard to tell what had happened to them.

This ones in her early twenties, according to the ME, said McNally, tapping one group of photos.

Brown looked closer. The victims age was hard to tell with all the makeup she was wearing on her blank dead face. Totally eviscerated. A real fucking mess, said McNally. Super found her. Freaked. They had to take her to Bellevue, feed her some meds. McNally drew the back of his hand across his mouth, then licked his dry lips. The other ones also been gutted.

That why you called me? asked Brown, shifting his glare to the other photos, these of an older woman, somewhere between thirty and forty, hed guess. The similarity to my old case, the Gutter, because

No, no. McNally shook his head vigorously, his jowls and the bags over and under his eyes doing a little cha-cha-cha. No, thats not it at all.

McNally led him down another corridor, one Brown knew well, toward the evidence room.

What dya think? McNally gestured at the long metal table. On it were two paintings on slightly sagging unstretched canvas encased in clear plastic. Beside each painting was a numberthe same numbers that Floyd had noted under the photos of the two bodies. These were found at the scenes, said the older cop. One at each.

Brown narrowed his eyes. The paintings didnt look like much. One was of fruitapples, bananas, pearsthe shapes of the fruit the only thing that identified them because the color was completely off. The banana was purple, the pear orange, the apple blue. The other painting was a street scene, almost entirely black and white except for a pink sky and bright red clouds. Floyd guessed the painter was experimenting, though he or she neednt have bothered. To Floyds untrained eye they looked pretty bad.

So? McNally regarded Brown through his hooded eyes.

Id say the guys got a lot to learn.

I was thinking that you might know something, have an idea. I mean, tell you the truth, if the Death Artist wasnt dead, Id be thinking maybe he was back in business.

No, his work was nothing like this. The Death Artist didnt just paint. Brown thought back to the bizarre clues, the collages and postcards that McKinnon had deciphered for the squad, the only way theyd ever have caught that psycho. Hed never do shit like this. For a moment Brown realized he was insulted that McNally could even think that the Death Artist would do such bad artas if the Death Artist really had been some kind of artistic genius. He blew air out the side of his mouth. You said these were left at the scenes? You sure they didnt belong to the vics?

Possible. McNally tugged at his blubbery chin. But the labs tellin us that the paint used in both is the same. Ditto for the canvas. So either the vics took a painting class togetherhe snickeredor they shared art supplies. Pretty fuckin unlikely, wouldnt you say?

Name-brand paint and canvas? Brown asked.

McNally swiped a sheet of paper off the table. Uh, lab just says oil paint. Canvas is cotton duck, it says.

Brown took the sheet from McNallys hand. Generic oil paint and cotton duck. Dont know if that makes a match, Tim. He offered his old boss a sorry look.

McNallys sad-sack face sagged a bit more.

Floyd looked again at the paintingsthe banal scene, the fruit, the weird color. They could be the work of the same person, but no way he could be sure. Im no art expert.

McNally stopped pulling on his neck, which was now red like the clouds in the one painting. What about that woman, you know, the one you worked with, from TV? She knows all about this art shit. Maybe shed take a look.

I dont know. Brown knew how traumatic the Death Artist case had been for Kate, that now, finally, she had gotten her cushy life back on track. He doubted shed want to hear from him or have anything to do with tracking another killerand he couldnt blame her. Still, there were two bodies in the morgue with the same MO and maybe she could tell them something they should be looking for.

Itd make Tapell real happy, said McNally. Shes coming up for reappointment as chief of police and she dont need no serial killer out there to make her look bad.

Two murders are no serial, Tim. You know that. Floyd looked again at the two paintings, a grenade going off in his gut. Two eviscerated women, two paintings left at the scenes. It had all the markings of a ritual, of a serial killer. He just didnt want to think so. Maybe he should call Chief Tapell, see what she thought about contacting McKinnon. After all, Tapell and McKinnon were friendsthe two of them went all the way back to Astoria, when Tapell was Queens Chief of Police and McKinnon was a cop under her.

McNally frowned. Two murders in a month. Within blocks of each other. Both vics killed in the same way. The older cop sighed. But I guess you know best.

Floyd gave him a look. Its not my jurisdiction.

Jurisdiction? McNally repeated the word as though Brown had taken a dump on his feet. Im not askin you to move back to the Bronx. Just help me out here. He slumped into a stiff-backed metal chair. Theyre retiring me. Next month. Id like to go out in style, you know? He forced a smile. Dont know what Im gonna do with myself. Watch TV all day, follow the soaps, right? He laughed, but there was no cheer in it. I never did develop no hobbies.

Brown took in his old chiefs blurred featuresthe effect of thirty-five years on the force. Look, Ill talk to Tapell, but Im not even sure that the chief would want me interfering in another borough. Buthe pinched the bridge of his noseIll see, okay? But no promises.



BAD PAINTER GOOD KILLER


The NYPD has a new psycho on their hands with two murders reported in the Bronx now very possibly linked. The victims, whose names are being temporarily held until families can be notified, were both savagely mutilated. But the most bizarre element in both cases was the oil painting planted by the killer at each scene.

Though the police declined to discuss the details of these paintings, it has been confirmed by an inside source that they were rather ordinaryone a still life of fruit, the other a street scene. No one has yet determined the paintings particular relevance to the victims or if they contain clues to the murders, though it appears as if Manhattans elite murder squad has been called in



Floyd Brown crumpled the newspaper in his fist. How the hell these damn reporters got information so quickly, hed never know. There was no inside source as far as he knew, nor had the police intentionally leaked the information, which they did when they wanted to flush out a perp or bring additional witnesses to the surface. Floyd was quite sure that Chief of Police Tapell wanted this kept under wraps until they had more information. Well, too late for that. He figured Tapell was reading this too, probably taking someones head off. Plus, the reporter had used his special homicide squads nickname, the murder squadand he had yet to agree they would be a part of it.

Brown scanned his desk, the files of unsolved homicides stacked in the corner like a mini Aztec pyramid, then reached for the phone. Better to call Tapell before she called him.



He was dragging the man by his feet, blood trailing behind like a comet, just visible in the darkness. The body was heavier than hed anticipated, considering that half the mans guts were ten feet behind him in the middle of the alley.

It had to be discovered soon. Not two days from now, when some street cleaner felt ambitious and went into the alley behind the Manhattan office building, or some crack addict needed a place to shoot up.

He took his time arranging it so that one of the mans legs peeked out of the alleyway just enough to catch a passerbys attention, though theyd probably think it was some homeless person and keep on walking.

Under the jumpsuit, sweat from his armpits was dripping down his sides, and his hands were damp under the gloves.

Somewhere a dog was barking. Odd, he thought, in this part of the city, mainly offices, all shut down for the night. He checked the time. It would be several hours before any of them opened for business.

He unwrapped the still-wet canvas hed brought with him, and arranged it beside the body. Or should he figure out a way to get it on the alley wall? He wasnt sure about that part. Did it matter? He studied it a minutea still life of fruit in a blue-striped bowlthen nudged it with his gloved hand a bit closer to the dead mans head.



You know I dont want to hear this, Dominic. The phone felt hot against Tapells ear. Youre supposed to keep your union members happy, remember? Thats why I put you in the job. Clare Tapell regretted the statement the second the words had left her mouth. She sighed into the phone. Look, Dom, Im sorry. But I dont need this. Not now. I just cant have a police strike. And its illegal, remember? Besides, the mayor is threatening to trim the budget, again, which sure as hell means less money for police. You just cant let it happen.

The chief of police listened a moment, stared at the framed photos on the walls beside her desk, one of her shaking hands with the mayor, the new conservative mayor, who she was pretty sure did not care for her, a black woman, and a liberal, heading up New Yorks police force and coming up for reappointment. No, she did not need a strike, something to prove she could not control her people. Damn it.

She listened another moment, then reiterated her demandsthat the union head stave off even the threat of a police walkoutthen spent the next two hours calling every precinct chief in all five boroughs, stroking each of them as best she could, flipping through files to find names of their wives or husbands and children to add that personal touch.

No way Clare Tapell was going to let this job slip through her fingers after one term. Shed fought too hard and too long, and damn it, shed given up a personal life for it, not that anyone cared about that.

What they cared about was todays report in the Daily News. The new statistics were in, and crime had gone up two percent, which had everything to do with a slowing economy and fewer cops, not to mention losing some of her best men and women on 9/11. She was still waiting for that promised federal money to replace them, and it looked as though it was never going to come.

On top of everything, that damn Post story.

A serial killer in the Bronx? Jesus.

When McNally said the wordsserial killershe hadnt thought much of it. The man was a decent cop, a dedicated lifer, for sure, but no genius. But when Brown said it she knew she had to pay attention.

Tapell popped a couple of Rolaids into her mouth.

For the moment she put aside thoughts of federal funding or a police strike or even her reappointment, and called Kate McKinnon Rothstein, though she knew Kate would not appreciate her call.

Tapell squeezed the plastic cap onto the Rolaids container thinking that she knew Kate about as well as she knew anyone. The problem was that Kate knew her too, or rather, things about herthat she would prefer no one knew at all.







    

THREE




A day off had done her good. Now Kate was anxious to get to Boyd Werthers studio and complete the taped interview for the upcoming installment of Artists Lives. They would have to finish on time if she was to keep her appointment with Floyd Brown. Despite Clare Tapells assurance that all they wanted from her was an opinion on a couple of paintings, Kate was dreading it. Paintings in a gallery or museum were one thing, in a police station something else entirely.

Kate pushed the thought from her mind and quickened her step.

Mulberry Street felt like a small village waking up just a bit later than the rest of Manhattan: a few trucks and vans delivering wares; shopkeepers pulling open metal grates; window washers sloshing soapy water across glass storefronts; the mostly young, definitely hip residentswomen with a strip of exposed gym-toned belly, guys sporting that just-out-of-bed tousled hair that needed an hour of gelling into shapeambling into one or another of the cool new cafs that dotted the street, cigarettes dangling from the corners of their still young, but otherwise wise mouths. Kate wondered how they could afford the time. Were they artists, musicians, or out-of-work stockbrokers whod opted for the boho life after the nineties market tumbled? Whatever. Good for them, thought Kate, always amazed when she came down to NoLIta, the area north of Little Italy, at how the city was such a canny chameleon, able to transform neighborhoods seemingly overnight.

Kates small PBS film crew was completely set up and ready to roll by the time she stepped out of the industrial elevator into Boyd Werthers football field of a studio. With its twelve-foot pressed-tin ceilings, wide-plank floors, and glorious city views, Kate had kidded Boyd that he must have killed someone to have such a grand studio, but she knew better.

Boyd Werther was that rare art world phenomenon, an artist who had been successful throughout his career. First as a cool minimal painter in the seventies, and then, when hed expanded his artwork and taken up where the abstract expressionist painters of the 1950s had left off, combining the energy and grace of de Koonings gesture with Mark Rothkos gorgeous color, he had been canonized a modern masterhis canvases of looping, intertwining color bands compared to such grand and disparate influences as Jackson Pollocks drip paintings, the calligraphy of ancient Japanese scrolls, and the Paleolithic cave paintings at Lascaux.

Lately, Kate kept hearing him referred to as the great white hope. She wasnt sure if people meant Boyd was the keeper of the traditional flame or if it was some sort of put-down, but knowing the art world, Kate assumed the latter. No artist could be successful for forty years and not have people despise him.

Kate hoped Boyd Werthers career was indeed as successful and lucrative as it appeared, since the artist had confided to her that he was currently paying alimony and child support to threeor was it four? Kate could not rememberex-wives, who had provided him with six or seven offspring, including a toddler in a fancy private preschoolthe product of his most recent divorce from a Brazilian beauty.

Kate stepped gingerly between strobe lights and wires to give each of her crew a quick hug.

Wheres Boyd? she asked.

Moussing his hair, said Cindy, rolling her eyes.

Kate unfolded her list of final questions for Boyd, whom shed been interviewing for several weeks. This was the last day of filming and she wanted to make sure she had everything she needed for her show.

This season, Kates series was simple: Each week a different artist was interviewed about the importance of color. Though the interviews came across as live, they were taped so that Kate could not only edit out the mistakes, but add relevant historical footage, like Kandinskys pure lyrically colored abstract Improvisations of the early 1900s, Josef Alberss intensive color studies, close-ups of impressionist paintings (so she could point out how those painters had optically created color by placing, say, a red beside a yellow to create the sensation of orange in the eye of the beholder), as well as interviews with scientists and color theorists.

Boyd Werther was not only a top-notch colorist, but articulate and entertaining, and Kate was confident she would have a terrific show.

While the TV crew finished setting up, Boyd Werthers ever-present studio assistantstwo extraordinarily pretty young womenwere floating around the studio picking up brushes and paint rags, answering Boyds phone, making coffee. Kate assumed they attended to the geniuss whims and demands, artful or otherwise.

Boyd Werther strode into the room on bare feet, his studio floors kept clean enough to eat off by those nubile and nimble assistants.

A large man edging toward fat, Werther was decked out in a silky black shirt, half unbuttoned to display his bulky torso, and loose-fitting drawstring pants, cinched below an impressive belly. His hair was long, stylishly unkempt, once black, now streaked with gray. He took Kates hand, planted a dramatic kiss, then kissed both her cheeks. Your eyeshe pulled back and studied herare remarkably viridian. Has anyone ever told you that?

Constantly. The butcher, the man at the deli counter, everyone. Its so annoying.

Boyd laughed. But its true. They are a pure viridian green. Quite startling.

Yeah, right, said Kate. And my hair is the most brilliant burnt sienna, and my lips are whatcadmium-red scarlet? And what else? I must be missing something.

He drew his finger gently along her cheek. Your skin. A perfect mix of rose madder with an undercoat of Naples yellow mixed with just a dollop of titanium white.

Oh, brother. Kate rolled her viridian eyes.

Boyd offered up a sexy, confident smile, tugged gently on a thick chain he wore around his neck.

Interesting shackle youve got there, said Kate.

This? He ran his paint-stained fingers under it for better display. A gift from my first wife. She was Italian, you know. An aristocrat. The piece had been in her family for centuries. Medieval, I believe.

Kate came in for a closer look, admired the handicraft of the interlocking crosslike links. How come she let you keep it?

I remain friends with all my ex-wivesand lovers.

Can we get started? said the two cameramen practically in unison. They were obviously immune to the painters charms.

Kate gave herself a quick once over in one of Boyds floor-length mirrors, smoothed her slacks and sweater, and arranged herself in one of the two directors chairs that had been set up in the middle of Boyds studio, with his enormous colorful canvases surrounding them.

The assistant clipped microphones onto Boyd and Kate, and for the next two hours the artist hardly took a breath, gesturing at his paintings, delivering opinions, and making pronouncements.

To her final questionHow important is color to you?Boyd said, Its everything. Absolutely everything. The reason I wake up in the morning. One only has to look at my paintings to see that. Really, why bother to paint if youre not going to make use of color, arts most seductive tool? I eat, sleep, and dream color.

Sounds unhealthy, said Kate, then quick-turned to the cameramen and said, Cut. She shook her head. Sorry, Boyd. I couldnt resist. But let me respond to that more respectfully. She nodded at the cameramen to roll again. I see, she said, more solemnly now. So what would you say to painters who limit their palette, or use no color at all, simply black and white?

Well, Franz Kline got away with black-and-white paintings, but that was in the 1950s. Now, well, it would be a big bore. I could never do that. Never. The fact is, said the artist with a nonchalant shrug, Id kill myself without color.

Could you say that again? one of the cameramen asked. I want to get a close-up.

Sure. Boyd Werther sat up straighter in the directors chair, smoothed his silky shirt as the camera dollied in.

Id absolutely kill myself if I was denied the use of color, he said. No question.


By the way, said Kate, as Boyd kissed her cheeks good-bye at the freight elevator. A wise old artist once told me to never say never.

I imagine youre referring to my statement about never working in black and white.

I just wouldnt want you to kill yourself, said Kate.


It had been over a year since Kate had been inside the drab tan walls of the Sixth Precinct, and nothing had changedsame fluorescent lighting washing everything in a sickly hue; same smell of bad coffee, perps lies, cops ambition, and dreams gone sour turning the air foul, her own bad memories adding to the mix, making it personal.

She nodded at the desk cop, who waved her through. Browns waiting for you. You know the way?

Oh, yes, she remembered.


Kate stared at her hands, at the pearly, not quite clear, polish, and checked her watch.

I dont think I can do it, Floyd. She pushed her thick hair behind her ears, took a deep breath. Shed already been through it with Clare Tapell, agreed she would take a look. But now that she was here, in Browns office, with nightmares of the Death Artist crowding everything else out of her psyche, she didnt want any part of it. If Richard were here hed be screaming NO WAY. But she hadnt spoken to him since hed called from his office and sounded upset, saying hed tell her about it when he got back from taking depositions in Boston.

Brown drummed his nails along his desk. Look, McKinnon, I understand, but its a favor to me and to Tapell.

Kate nodded, knew she didnt have much choice. But her mind was still fighting it. What the hell was she doing here, now, when shed finally gotten her life back on track after a year of nightmares and mourning? She wanted to return to her TV series, or Let There Be a Future, to review applicants for the coming term, figure out how and where she was going to get the funds to support a new group of kids. The kind of problems she liked.

Okay. Kate stood, smoothed her slacks, tried to adjust her mind to the task. It was simple enough. Take a look at a couple of paintings. That much she could handle.

She looked into Browns dark eyes, and said: Lets get this over with.


Brown had the siren going, navigating his Chevy Impala through the Bronx streets like a cowboy.

If youd mentioned the Bronx I would have said no for sure. Kate stared out the window at tenements and brown-stones that reminded her of the street shed grown up on in Astoria, only shoddier.

Yeah, I asked if some rookie wouldnt like to personally carry the paintings up to your Park Ave castle, but hey, these days the NYPD is a little short on staff.

Funny, said Kate with a slight sneer. And its Central Park West. Not Park Avenue.

Yeah, said Brown, smiling. I know that.

Been a while since you had someone to abuse, Detective Brown?

No. But you were always more fun than most. And its Chief Brown.

Yeah, said Kate, returning Browns sardonic smile. I know that.


The Bronx precinct looked a lot worse than the Sixth, even though it was obvious that efforts had been made on their behalfs. The paintings were set up in the precincts briefing room, with the permanent rows of metal chairs facing a blackboard and bulletin board, and a lectern with a microphonewhere all the important meetings took place. There were large black clips attached to the edges of the plastic bags which held the unstretched paintings, pushpins stuck through them to hold them on to the bulletin board alongside the crime scene photos, also pushpinned, which Kate wished they had chosen to put elsewherepreferably anywhere that she wasnt.

McNally huffed his way into the room. Sorry. His face was flushed. No one told me you were here.

Brown made the introductions.

Kate could feel the Bronx chief looking her over, sizing her up. She knew people often assumed from her style and dress, the quality of her speech that she was a product of private-school, summer-home, Mercedes-Benz wealth, when in fact she was simply her own best invention.

On the desk beside the lectern someone had set out a coffee urn along with the ubiquitous stack of Styrofoam cups, Cremora, a dish strewn with packets of sugar and Sweet n Low. There were even cookies, Oreos, on a plastic plate.

Kate avoided looking at the crime scene photos, though they were busy imprinting on her brain via her peripheral vision.

But the paintings drew her in. Was it the fact that shed been spending half her days for the past six months reading everything on color, from Josef Alberss famous Interaction of Color to interviewing Ellsworth Kelly, to poring through Mondrians and Van Doesburgs writings on primary color, even flying to Germany to chat with Gerhard Richter about his color-chart paintingsor was it simply that the color in these awkward paintings was so damn off that it was riveting all by itself? Kate wasnt sure.

What do you think? McNally nibbled an Oreo.

Kate moved closer to the still life of fruit. Well, you could call it fauvethe French painters who experimented with color, Matisse, Derain, Dufybut I dont think so. Les fauvesthats French for wild beastswere trying to structure a painting entirely through color. But this, well, theres nothing connective about the color. Its bold and garish, and certainly wild, but it doesnt add up to anything.

Brown leaned in. So you think whoever painted it is an amateur?

Could be. Maybe hes what the art world calls an outsider.

Brown cocked his head. Meaning?

Outsider art. Its the English equivalent of what was originally called lart brut, which the French artist Jean Dubuffet coined in, oh, the late 1940sit encompasses the untrained, unschooled, and the art of the insane.

You tellin me that people care about the art made by a bunch of nut jobs? McNally shook his head, bewildered.

Yes, they do, said Kate. Quite seriously. The French surrealists were influenced by the art of the insane and revered it. Nowadays, lots of people collect it.

McNally shook his head again. Beats the hell out of me.

Kate plucked her reading glasses out of her bag, came in for a closer inspection, first of the still life and then the street scene. The edges are interesting,  she said, taking note of the almost perfect one-inch border that ran around the perimeter of both paintings. Hes making his own sort of frame. She regarded the loops and curls of graphite, unintelligible, basically a mass of gray scrawl. Pencil, I think, mainly scribbles, labor-intensive ones, for sure, but scribbles. She moved closer into the color part of the paintings. Whoever painted these is really laying into his brush. She pointed out an area of paint that looked scrubbed onto the canvas. There are individual bristles that have broken off the brush and have stuck into the paint.

McNally flicked Oreo crumbs off his shirt and leaned toward the painting, as did Brown.

So hes painting them fast and hard? asked Brown.

You could say that, said Kate.

McNally squinted at the paintings. That why the color is so fucked up? Cause hes painting them fast?

Not necessarily. A forceful, expressionist brush stroke might mean hes working fast and furiously, but a painter can put the color down correctly as quickly as he or she can put it down wrong.

So its a choice? Brown poured a cup of coffee, left it black, and offered it to Kate, who took it not because she wanted lousy cop coffee but because Brown had remembered she drank it black.

Perhaps. She took a sip. It was even worse than she remembered. Lots of artists have experimented with color. And theres something about these that remind mea littleof the German expressionist painter, Kirchner. Ill show you some later.

McNallys face lit up. So our unsubs a Kraut?

Kate shook her head, suppressed a grin. No. What Im saying is these paintings have a raw quality, an immediacy that reminds me of the German painters. Its possible your unsubor whoever painted theseknows the work of those artists, is trying to emulate them, or She shifted her gaze to the street scene. I dont know. This ones mostly black and white and

Except for the sky, said McNally, proud, as if he were pointing out something that everyone else had missed.

Right, said Kate, exchanging the briefest look with Brown before going back to the paintings. Im really not sure what to say. The work looks unschooled, but there are artists who go for that look intentionally.

Do you think theyre some sort of code? Brown asked.

Maybe. An image flashed across Kates brainher face pasted over Andrea Mantegnas painting of Saint Sebastian. That was code all right. The Death Artist. She leaned back against the lectern, a wave of nausea rising in her throat.

Brown touched her arm. You okay?

She was suddenly dying for a smoke after six months without a single puff. Im fine. Where was I? She focused on the paintings. The ways hes drawn the streets and the fruit are okay. Nothing special; the objects are recognizable, adequate, though there is some distortion. Again, I cant say if thats intentional or not. She pursed her lips and came in close again. There appear to be suggestions of charcoal beneath the paint, which must be how he starts his paintings. And it looks like a bit of a letter, maybe a Y and an R. She pointed them out. See here, and here?

Kate stood back, took off her glasses, folded her arms across her chest, tried to assess the work
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