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Verily I say unto you, that one of you will betray me.

MATTHEW 26:21

The one struggle in art is the struggle of artists against artists

AD REINHARDT, MEMBER OF THE NEW YORK

SCHOOL AND ONE OF THE IRASCIBLES

Here (in New York) is where the showdown fight goes onits bloody and real. No illusions about social morality high or low. The artist is his brothers enemy like nowhere else. New York is a slash across the belly. You know your friend has a knife and will use it on you.

CLYFFORD STILL, MEMBER OF THE NEW YORK

SCHOOL AND ONE OF THE IRASCIBLES
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December 22, 1978

Is it the chemical vapors that are causing his eyes to tear, or the impending loss?

He plucks the pen off his desk, starts to write what will be the last entry in this journalif one could call it that. Its just a spiral notebook, begun some years ago, a place to record just a fraction of lifes disappointments; and now, a statement of regret, an apology and explanation, though there is no real way to sum it up. A few sentences become a paragraph, then another, his hand shaking as he writes, and yes, the tears on his cheeks are emotional, not chemical.

Enough. He slaps the notebook shut, reaches for the whiskey bottle, sees it is empty, stands, sways a bit, unsteady on his feet, opens the small fridge, and without thinking exchanges the notebook for a bottle of vodka, takes a swig, considers his many losses, then lifts the metal can off the floor and picks up where he left off. He tilts the can and watches the clear liquid spill onto yet another paintingthis one slit down the center with a palette knife, canvas sagging and folding like old fleshthe piece, made years ago, beloved at the time, though now, so long after its creation, nothing more than pigment and canvas coupled with regret.

And who would mourn its loss? The critics? Collectors? Other artists?

A drunken, bitter laugh.

He reaches for the bottle of vodka, another long pull, leans back against the wall, takes in the peeling paint and ratty furniture of the Lower East Side tenement he despises, so far from the scenethe Cedar Street Tavern, the Clubplaces hed stopped going to long before they became history without him.

The new American painting it was called back then, when the scene got going and a few of them caught the medias eyefirst Jackson Pollock, Jack the Dripper, according to Life magazine, a miserable drunk who pissed it all away, then, in turn, the various members of the self-anointed in crowdMark Rothko, who was always depressed aboutsomething, and that son of a bitch Robert Motherwell, and the othersbut why bother to think about them, most of them dead now except for the king, Bill de Kooning, who was still going strong long after the movements star had faded.

He thinks back on his career. Career? Thats a laugh. But there was a moment, wasnt there? One article, a bit of praise, and thennothing.

Was it something I did? Something I said?

A conversationangry, bitter wordstugs at the recesses of his mind. But its no good. Impossible to remember after all these yearsand all the drink.

Fame? He no longer cares.

For years he wondered why it had come to them and not him, why he had failed where they had succeeded, but when he discovered the truth, what was he to dotell a world that no longer cared? And who would believe him?

Nowadays, when he can get out of bed, he paints houses from nine to five, and at night is too tired, or too drunk, to put brush to canvas. Ironic.

Decades of paintingsmostly large, bold color, heavy paint, disjointed abstract figures, ugly but brilliant, some would say, and did at one timestacked against walls, crammed into wooden storage racks, collecting dust, suffocating, begging for exposure, the chance to hang on a wall, to be appreciated.

He moves unsteadily among them, turpentine soaking the bottoms of his work shoes, rubber soles making sticky, smacking noises, eyes closed as he caresses paint and canvas with fingertips roughened and stained from years of exposure to pigment and resina blind lovers touch.

He opens his bloodshot eyes, looks away from the paintings at patterns of ice crystals on the panes of his tenement window, mini-abstractions as beautiful as any art.

Another winter. Christmas only days away.

Memories flood his alcohol-infused brain: Winking holiday lights, decorated store windows, holding the hand of a beautiful child who became a drug-addicted woman, a life even more despairing than his own.

My fault?

No time to figure that one out. Another face has taken shape in his minda portrait of innocence.

He stares at the far wall as if he can see into the connecting room, and hesitates for just a moment.

Yes? No? There is still time to change his mind.

But how to heal the heart?

Impossible.

Its better this way.

The baptism is complete, the gallon tin of turpentine, empty; he pitches it into a pile of oily rags, wobbles, almost falls, swipes a few tears from his cheeks, takes a deep breath of the turpentine-tainted air, strikes a wooden match along the edge of his paint table, opens his fingers and watches its lazy, lethal decent toward the studio floor.

A sounda collective gasp, a Greek chorus sighingbefore the red-orange stalagmites undulate like a roomful of drunken belly dancers.

For a moment the artist imagines he is painting, capturing these flamelike figures, all this color and drama, on canvas.

But he is wrong.

He has become part of it, one of them: shoes melting, pants smoldering, lungs constricting and gasping, throat burning, his flesh simmering.
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To the artists of the New York School painting was their life, their soul, their raison dtre. For them, the 1930s and 40s were defined by cold-water flats, hard work, heavy drinking; painters hanging out in bars and coffee shops, arguing about the latest trends and ideascreation over completion, painting as an eventbut most of all, it was a time of intense friendships and camaraderie.



Kate McKinnon stared at the sentences on her computer screen, then glanced at her watch: 2 A.M. Shed gotten used to working on her book late at night and into the morning hours, a time when most normal people were sleeping. Since Richards death sleep had been an intermittent visitor at best, the days and nights yawning in front of her.

A year ago, her life had been nearly perfect; but now, when she tried to reconstruct it, the events, memories, were fragmentary and scattered, like shards of a mirror she had carelessly dropped.

Had she really been a married woman, an uptown mover and shaker, a bona fide member of New Yorks elite? It felt like another lifetime, and the transformation she had gone through to get thereQueens cop to society grande damelike something that had happened to someone else.

Kate pushed away from the desk, stretched her slender, almost six-foot frame, and ambled quietly down the hallway of her Chelsea loft, paused a moment to peek in on the one-year-old curled in his crib, son of her protge Nola, the two of them having moved in with her when shed sold the uptown apartment to pay taxes and debts accrued after the demise of her husbands once-lucrative law firm.

Kate leaned against the doorjamb, taking in the babys dark curls, his chest rising and falling. Had it been only a year? It seemed foreveror yesterday. If it were not for the baby, she would have little idea of time passing.

A dark alleyway. A dead body.

Kate squeezed her eyes shut, but the image of her husbanda broken, toppled scarecrow, cops and medical examiner huddled over his bodyintensified.

A deep yoga breath, eyes still closed, searching for another image, and there it is, the one she was after: Richard, tall and handsome, smart and rich. The chance to start over. Exchange a cops uniform for Armani, a row house for a penthouse, go back to school, pursue her first love, art history, earn the Ph.D., write the first book.

Ten years of marriage. Close to perfect.

Perhaps, if she were honest, only perfect through the lens of loss and melancholy. But God, how she missed that imperfect marriage.

Memories jitterbugged through her brain, impossible to hold on to, already starting to blur. Is this what a life together is reduced to? Kate felt tears burning behind her lids. But no. She would not allow herself that indulgence. Shed had enough tears.

She wondered how Richard would feel if he could see her now, living in a downtown loft, with a baby named for him just down the hall?

Pleased, she thought.

They hadnt been able to have children of their own, though theyd tried. And when they finally gave up, Kate devoted herself to charity work, nurturing dozens of kids through the educational foundation Let There Be a Futureone of them, a once troubled teen from a Bronx housing project, Nola, asleep in the room just beside her baby. Funny, thought Kate, how she had unexpectedly gained a daughter, and a son, a reason to go on living when she had come so close to giving up.

Outside, garbage trucks were clanking and grinding, something she had rarely, if ever, heard when she lived on Central Park West, but it did not bother her. She was here now, in her new home, in her new life, still trying to figure it out, and determined to be happy.



Black and white acrylic paint on the palette. Brushes lined up. Simplicity itself. Just like the plan.

Well, okay, the plan is not so simple. No, the plan is simple. First one. Then another. Work my way up to the prize, thats it. Slow and steady.

Yes, a simple plan. Its the paintings that are complicated, or will be, for some. But thats the fun part, isnt it?

A warped smile.

Music turned on, an old Michael Jackson CD, Thriller; brush dipped in black paint, then white, mixed to create a cool gray, not quite right; more black, an image starting to take shape, a few details added. The artwork, a balm, takes the edge off pain, tamps down anxiety, dulls the recurring nightmares that do not wait for sleep.

An hour, maybe two, passes, one of the painted images finished. Time for a break. Sit back, assess the work, and the plan.

Will they get it? Does it matter? Were the other pictures receivedand what did they make of them?

No way to know. Not yet. Impossible to think it through with this pain, this damn pain.

When was the last pill? Cant remember. Just breathe. Feel the diaphragm expand. Thats it. Hold it. Now, let it out, slowly.

Again, breathe. Give it time.

Patience.

Practically a motto, for art, for life.

A damp paintbrush plucked from the edge of the palette, drawn along the cheek, an imaginary painting: smooth flesh, features redrawn.

Whats the use?

Back to the painting. The one completed image stripped down to essential black and white, no color necessary, the replication slightly skewed, a facsimilelike this life.

Painting: A way to order the world, and manipulate the viewer.

Order. Yes. Necessary to the plan.

Music turned up. An improvised moonwalk, awkward, though the performer believes it is perfect.

I can play the role any way I want. And why not? Its my turn now.

A lifetime of actingand so good at it.

Over the years, the history has been researched, incidents that led to tragedy charted, assembled, and duly noted, and though none of these facts has been verified, the actor believes he has actually lived and experienced thema justification for revenge, for setting the record straight, all of it processed through a mind distorted by deprivation and pain.

Is it true?

Yes? And no.

But true enough.

Does it matter if what drives one is real or imagined, true or false, good or evil?

What matters is that it propels one forward, supplies nourishment for existing.

Some people create. Others destroy.

Its a game, you seethough the others do not yet know they are playing.

But the game is forwho?

Me? Them?

The actor waits in the wings to perform.

The role: normalcy. Challenging, for sure, but one that has been labored over, perfected. Though right now, alone, theres no need to put on the mask. That will come later. A special performance. Tonight.

Makeup. Costume. Smile. Frown. Laugh. Cry. Turn it on. Turn it off.

Lights! Camera! Action!

So easy.

Except for the pain.

Fuck the deep breathing.

Another pill. Head thrown back. Eyes closed.



3 A.M.

Notes on her book in hand, Kate tiptoed down the hallway careful not to wake Nola and the baby, curled on a couch in the living room, and switched on a small lampthe room, her collection of young artists work, cast in a soft light. The modern mastersPicasso, Lger, Braque, de Kooningwere safely ensconced in museums, all donated, the thought of making money from the art she and her husband had collected impossible, even if she could have used the money.

Of course the sale of the Central Park West apartment had been profitable, but more than half of it had been snatched by the IRS, another sizable chunk to take care of Richards employees, who had lost their pension plans when the firm collapsed. Sure, the law firm had had insurance, but the company was refusing to paymurder and embezzlement, they argued, rendered the agreement null and void. It infuriated Kate that they would try to find a loophole, though, in fact, she wanted no part of itblood moneythe way she saw it.

And it wasnt like she was poor, there was enough in the bank to keep her comfortable for the rest of her life, though her days of blowing wads of cash on designer outfits and Jimmy Choo shoes were over, which was just fine with her; money and status had never been her thing. She hadnt cared much for the trappings of wealth, the fancy cars and an apartment way too big for the two of them, and she didnt miss them. What she did miss was her husband, and the things they had shared: indefinable moments spent together, talking, laughing, making love, the way you could sit in a room beside another human being and feel that he knew you without ever saying a word.

Kate glanced up at the artwork, details and color lost to the shadows, and a memory flashed across her brain: the Color Blind killer, an unexpected, surely unwanted assignment, tracking a psychopath with the NYPD, and only a year after the horrors of the Death Artist. And yet, on some weird level, it had helped her copetemporarily at leastwith Richards death.

Now, Thank God, she was starting over, taking care of a young mother and baby, working on a second book and the PBS series she had been hosting for several years, Artists Lives. Like her book, it would focus on the New York School of the 1940s and 50s and include interviews with the few surviving artists of the period, along with experts in the field.

Kate read over a few of the pages she had written and made some notes.

The garbage trucks had stopped whining, the loft, unusually quiet.

A picture of her father in his blue uniform came into her mind, her uncles, a few of her cousins, too, all in the same uniform, crowding the living room of the Astoria row house where she grew up, cigarette smoke clouding and smudging a few details, but the event all too clearthe day after her twelfth birthday, her mothers wake. Then, another image, fifteen years later, of herself in that same blue uniform chasing runaways and homicides on the Astoria forceuntil she met Richard, and her life had changed.

But it had changed again.

Lately, in bits and pieces, Kate had been trying to say good-byeto that old life, to her old self, even to Richardthough she wasnt sure she really wanted to, becausethen what? Who would she be? A woman alonewhich wasnt so bad. Shed always been strong and independent, had maintained her own life even when she was married. But it was different, wasnt it, knowing she had someone to come home to, a buffer against the harsh realities of life? It was as if her safety net had been pulled out from under her, and if she stumbled, who would be there to catch her? She guessed she would have to catch herself, or simply not fallthough with her leap-then-look attitude toward life, she thought shed be better off investing in a suit of body armor.

Kate pushed the thoughts from her mind and went back to her writing, a few more notes on her book, an hour passing. Back down the hall. Notes typed up. A shower. As she toweled off, she caught a glimpse of herself in the mirrorher new lookwhich still surprised her.

When was ita month ago?that she had passed the mirror in a store window and spotted a tall dreary woman in staid, conventional clothes, a sad-looking creature without spark or verve? That did it. Never mind if she was crying on the inside, she would not go out in the world looking like a middle-aged frump. Not that she would go for an Extreme Makeoveranesthesiologists and surgeons bullying her into a nose job and breast implants. Forget that. She simply exchanged her tired Jackie O lookbeige cashmere sweaters and slacksfor bright cotton pullovers and basic black jeans, started mixing them with funky jewelry and her old high-end designer accessories. But the biggest change was also her biggest splurge, a birthday gift to herselfsince no one else was about to give her such an extravagant one: a new do.

Gone were the classic shoulder-length tresses with subtle streaks of gold that had been her signature for the past ten years. Now she was sporting that tousled bed-head look, classic Jane Fonda in Klute meets Meg Ryan in almost anything, her thick mane hacked off, falling now just past her ears, half in her eyes, curling over the back of her neck, buttery blond chunks mixed in with her natural russet color. Her uptown friends thought shed gone mad, but men in the street were doing double takes, and Nola thought she looked ten years younger and twenty times cooler.

For this particular transformation she had gone to the meatpacking district, yesterdays no-mans-land that had become oh-so-chic in the last few years, to the hippest of the hip new hair salons, this one owned and operated by a celebrity hairstylist, who had assessed her through horn-rimmed glasses, sighed as if she were hopeless, then got to work with two gorgeous male assistants, washing and cutting and coloring and blow-drying.

The cost? Unspeakable. Kate wouldnt tell anyone, it was too embarrassing. But the next day she made donations to three of her favorite charities, and vowed not to spend a cent on clothes or jewelry for the next six months.

The truth? She loved her new look. And now, glancing in the mirror, she smiled at this groovy new chick and wondered who the hell she was.

In the bedroom, she slipped into her jeans and T-shirt. Outside her windows it was still dark. If she left now, she could miss the traffic and make it to Phillip Zanders Long Island studio with time to spare.

Kate stepped into a pair of ankle-high boots and zipped them up.

In her office, she retrieved her tape recorder and notes, then glanced at the reproduction pinned above her desk, a typical Zander paintinga funky, funny female figure created from dismembered body parts coming together in paint on canvas that usually buoyed her spirits and made her smile, though at the moment it seemed more sinister than jolly, and Kate could not imagine why.
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Standing inside the gleaming white cube that was the Modernist Museum, one would never guess that the space had once been a nineteenth-century printing factory. The floors were some sort of poured polyvinyl plastic as smooth as ice, the pipes and hardware hidden behind pristine fourteen-foot-high walls, lighting that was state-of-the-art, benches like minimalist sculpture that practically screamed Do not even consider sitting on me!

Detective Monty Murphy stood before the painting feeling slightly queasy. The almost life-size canvas, one of Willem de Koonings Women series, a wild fusion of figure and abstraction created out of supercharged brush strokes, had been slashed vertically and horizontally so that the disjointed figure on canvas was now truly mutilated, flaps of canvas flopping gracelessly out of the frame.

Weve only had this painting for six monthssix bloody months! The museum director, Colin Leader, originally from the north of Londonthough his accent was as high-toned as the Prince of Walesscould barely control his rage.

Murphy had recognized the painting immediately and, unlike most cops who would not know a de Kooning painting from a John Deere tractor, was almost as upset as the director, though he did not show it. In his six years with New York Citys Art Squad he had witnessed plenty of willful destruction as well as the disappearance of several great artworks, some of which, he knew, would never resurface. And you say the painting was in one piece when the museum closed last night? he said, his voice calm.

There was an opening last night, very crowded, in the front of the museum, in our New Works Gallery. I guess someone could easily have slipped back here, into the permanent collection. The museum director sighed. But a guard made rounds before he leftand this would have been hard to miss.

Murphy unconsciously played with the rubber band on his wrist, a nervous habit hed acquired some years ago, then stood back and took in the painting situated in its own niche. Could someone hit the lights?

One of the crime scene crew, dusting the area for prints, hit the switch, knocking out a strip of spotlights. The painting nearly vanished into the shadowsit would have been possible to pass it without noticing. You said a guard was in here?

Most of the guards were up front for the opening. But there was one in this area, not specifically in the niche, but in the room.

He here today, the guard?

The police have already talked to him. Hes very upset. I was going to send him homebut I can get him.

The museum receive any threats lately?

Threats? No, of course not.

No disgruntled patrons or artists?

Weve had a couple of recent board member resignations. Policy disagreements. But these things happen. Of course there must be thousands of artists who harbor a grudge against the institution for one reason or another. Ever hear of the Guerrilla Girls?

Feminist artistslobby for more women to be included in museum and gallery exhibitions. They wear gorilla masks to hide their identities when they protest.

Youre well informed, Detective.

I do my best.

Well, a few of them obviously infiltrated the opening last night, planted stickers on several patrons backs.

You dont mean someone actually let in a group of women wearing gorilla masks? asked Murphy, unconsciously switching the rubber band from one wrist to the other.

Of course not. They were probably invited guests, just part of the usual art crowd. No one knows who is or isnt a Guerrilla Girland without their masks, wellThey must have had the stickers with them, slipped them out discreetly, patted someone on the back, then simply merged into the crowd.

And no one saw them do this? Murphy had to ask, though he could well imagine it would not be hard to get away with. Hed done his research, spent his share of on- and off-duty hours at museum and gallery openings, and could picture the scene perfectly: the artists, gallerists, collectors, and curators, all in their requisite black costumes, packed into the room, basically ignoring the artworkGod forbid anyone should say, Oh, thats a nice paintingwhen they could be making connections, chatting up a potential gallery exhibition or sale, oblivious to everything but career moves.

If anyone saw anything, theyre not saying, said Leader. If you ask me, its a criminal act.

No, said Murphy, then nodded toward the slashed de Kooning. This is criminal. So, what was their beef with the show?

They claimed we were excluding women.

Were you?

No, there were women in the show, but the ratio of men was, um, a bit higher.

Do you happen to have one?

Onewhat?

One of the stickers.

No. They were all torn off and discarded.

Convenient, thought Murphy, eyeing the museum director. Do you remember what it said?

It had our logo on top, and below it said Leader glanced at the ceiling. Hormone imbalance.

Murphy suppressed a grin. Id like the names of those ex-board members.

The director frowned. I dont see what

Murphy leveled a cool stare at Leader, his pencil poised over his notepad. He was a big man, well over six feet, intimidating when he wanted to be, though his face had yet to harden into the cynical mask most cops developed by fortyMurphy had two years to go. His father, a lifer, had the mask from day one. As a kid, Monty always wondered what hed done to piss off the old man. His motherwho waited tables in a local Italian dive and was an old-movie buff whod named her son for the actor Montgomery Cliftleft his father the day after Monty graduated from high school.

Walter Bram, said the museum director. But Mr. Bram is in on an extended trip around the world, and has been for months.

And the other?

Cecile Edelman. Leaders brow furrowed. I cant tell you her specific complaint. I would have to say it was a series of policy disagreements with the other board members.

Such as? Murphy used the back of the pencil to scratch at the stubble on his chin.

Leader leaned in toward Murphy. I do not wish to speak ill of Ms. Edelman, but she is an extremely wealthy woman and can behow shall I say ita tad spoiled if things are not done her way, if you get my Leader stopped speaking as an elderly black man in a gray uniform came into the room. He signaled him over with a snap of his fingers. Clarkson, this is Detective Murphy.

Murphy asked, You were stationed here during last nights opening, correct?

Thats right, answered Leader. Clarkson was back here all night.

Murphy hooked the man by the arm and walked him down the hall. I know youre feeling bad about this, Mr. Clarkson.

Clarksons my first name. Clarkson White.

Got it. Murphy offered the man a warm smile. Look, anything you say is between us, Mr. White.

The old guy glanced down the hall at Leader, then back at Murphy. Hows that?

Im not regular police, Mr. White. Im with the Art Squad. I only care about the painting, not museum politics. You hear what Im saying? Im not going to repeat this to your boss.

Nothing to repeat.

So much for playing Good Cop. Murphy pulled himself up to his full height and peered down at the guard. Mr. White. Last night someone got into your area and destroyed a painting. Either you were asleep on the job or not hereor, worse, you were in on it.

Are you crazy?! White jerked to attention. Ive been working here since this museum opened its doors, before that, at the Metropolitan Museum. No way

Take it easy. Murphy laid a hand on the older mans arm. Just tell me what happened.

White took a deep breath. Youve got to understand. When theres an opening theres not enough guards to go around. Weve been complaining for a year now. But they dont listensay they cant afford more guards. Joey, hes one of the younger guards, he comes and gets me, says they got some trouble up front, something about some stickers being put on peoples backs and he needs another man, I tell him I cant leave my station because Im the only one back here, but he says, Just for a minute, looks around, says theres no one back here anyway, which was a fact. He shuts the lights, and we cordon off the area, and I go up front with him, and we were trying to figure out who it was slapping those stickers on peoples backs, and before you know it, maybe an hour passes.

This was when?

Just before closing. When they started flashing the lights to let folks know its time to go home, I said good night to Joey and I came back here, andI didnt look around. It was late. And I was tired. And the lights were already out, soI just left.

Murphy nodded, then headed back to the gallery. Ill need to speak with the rest of the guards, he said to Leader, your curators, too, and anyone else who had access to this room.

Detective, there were hundreds of people here last night.

You have a mailing list for the opening?

Of course. But its not going to do much good. We do not check names at the door. A guard simply takes your invitation. People bring guests, or pass their invitations along to friends.

Fuck. How could he possibly interview hundreds of people who had attended an art opening, maybe half of them without direct invitations? Not to mention the fact that he had no support from the goddamn NYPD. Art Squad. What a joke. Nowadays? In New York? Unless it was a terrorist threat to blow up the Metropolitan Museum of Art, no one would care. For the past year and a half, Murphy had been the art squad. Hed be lucky to get a few rookies to work with him on the case. An expensive painting slashed might make headlines, but carry weight with the department? Forget itnot when you had slashed bodies to deal with. And it wasnt as if Murphy could make a decent argument for artversushuman life, but still, werent a cultures artifacts worth more than one man on the force to look after them? He guessed not.

Murphy sighed, came in for an up-close look at the destroyed artwork. The slashes in the canvas were neat and clean. The conservators would be able to put it back together, patch the back, match the paint where it had been cut and it could look okay to the naked eye, though it would no longer be worth anythingnothing the museum could barter or sell if they needed funds. He closed his notepad, leaned to the left of the destroyed painting, and read the wall text:




Willem de Kooning, Untitled (1959)

Oil on canvas.

Gift of Katherine McKinnon Rothstein.

In memory of her husband, Richard.









    

CHAPTER 3
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It was a little past 8 A.M. as Kate drove through East Hampton, then Amagansett, the once bucolic Long Island towns that managed to retain their quiet beauty despite the influx of new money, which had transformed the sleepy hamlets into a weekend and summer playground for the rich.

The roads grew a bit narrower and winding as she made her way toward Zanders studio in Springs. She passed the Pollock-Krasner house, which she thought looked lonely, a museum now, a monument to the artist Jackson Pollock, who had burned too brightly, and too fast. She turned onto Accabonic Road and found herself at the famous Green River Cemetery, and without thinking, pulled to the side of the road.

No grass, barren trees, probably not the best time of year to visit a cemetery, thought Kate, though something had drawn her hereher book, or her own tragedy? She wasnt sure.

She stopped at the poet Frank OHaras grave, recalled his senseless death, run over by a dune buggy on the beach, a life of promise cut way too short. Hed been one of the first to write about the artists of the New York Schoolshe had his reviews and essays at home, and referred to them often.

A life cut short. She could not help but think about her husband, not quite forty-five, and gone. Would she ever get used to the fact that Richard was not coming back?

Kate glanced around at the markers and gravestones, so many of her artist subjects buried here, and had an image of them, underground, comparing notes on their paintings. She hoped at least some of them, the ones who had not experienced fame in their lifetimes, had somehow learned of their lasting impact on the history of art.

Kate had never been one to put much stock in the idea of an afterlife, though this past year she often found herself talking to her dead husband and hoped he could hear her.

She walked a bit more, pulled her jacket tighter, cold air off the bay bringing a damp chill to the winter air, and when she found Jackson Pollocks marker she wiped the dirt off and thought about the tormented genius, and his wife, the painter Lee Krasner, buried close by, who had survived him and dedicated so much of her life to his memory and legend. Was that how the woman had continued to live? That, plus her own artwork, Kate guessed.

A few more minutes of sodden earth and gravestones, evoking memories of this dead artist and that oneAd Reinhardt, Elaine de Kooning, Jimmy Ernstall of them bringing to mind her own loss, and Kate had had enough.

Back on the road, the chill still with her despite the blasting of the cars heater, she found the turnoff that took her down a smaller wooded lane, and finally came to another, this one narrow and gravel covered, which brought her to Zanders property.

The old wooden house, set back from the road, was not particularly imposing and looked as if it hadnt been repainted since the artist bought it in the 1950s; but it was the barn, adjacent to it, which the artist had converted into his studio, huge and impressive, that captured ones attention.


Zander was already at work, though Kate apologized for being early.

Never too early for me, said the artist. I dont sleep much. Its true what they say about babies and old peopleboth up before sunrise, both drooling. Im thankful I havent reverted to the diaper stage. Not yet. The old man chuckled, his bright blue eyes as alert as those of a twenty-year-old.

The sun had cut through the early morning clouds and was streaming in through the windows and skylights, dappling light across an expansive space free of furniture other than a few chairs and a couple of long tables covered with tubes of paint, bottles of varnish, tins of turpentine, brushes upended in coffee cans. An ad hoc office sat in a far corner: a desk with a computer, shelves stacked with books and magazines that featured the artists work, binders with slides and transparencies of his paintings. It was here that Zanders assistant took care of the day-to-day details of the artists extensive career.

There was a smaller paint table on wheels, topped with a glass palette, a few brushes and paint tubes, which Zander could manipulate by himself. He had it beside him now, as he worked on a large painting propped against the wall.

Kate was excited to be back in the studio with a true living legendthe last of the Ab Ex big boys, an artist up there with the best of them, his work in every major museum here and abroad.

Phillip Zander was a Polish immigrant who had come to the States in the early 1930s, settled in downtown Manhattan, and made the sacrifices necessary to become an artistno normal job or any sort of normal wageand had managed to make it through the Great Depression with a combination of frugality and single-minded determination to be a painter. After the early deaths of his good friends, the painters Arshile Gorky and Franz Kline, Zander had cleaned up his act, exchanged tea for alcohol, vitamins for cigarettesand apparently it had paid off. He was now ninety-four, though, with his shock of white hair and relatively clear skin, he looked closer to seventy.

Kate checked the small video camera that had been set up in Zanders studio for the past few weeks and switched it on as subtly as possible. The artist would not allow any actual cameramen, reminding Kate that after Jackson Pollock had been filmed painting, the artist, feeling like a fraud, had gone on a bender from which hed never recovered. But Kate had persisted, finally convincing Zander to allow just one small video camera to film her interviews and the occasional moment of him working.

This was their second interview. The first had centered almost entirely on Zanders artwork, the wild abstract figures hed become famous fordisjointed jigsaw-puzzle body parts meshed into thick, acid-colored paint, intentionally crude. At the moment, there were over a dozen such paintings lining the walls of the huge barn studiopaintings for an exhibition of the artists new work that was to be held in the spring.

Its going to be a great show, said Kate.

Who needs another show at my age? But the art dealer, he kept asking until I finally gave in. Zander looked happy and self-satisfied when he said it.

The figures look like they could dance. But maybe its the music.

Ella Fitzgerald was scatting in the background, and the barns high ceilings created concertlike acoustics.

To have music all day, said Zander. Its one of the best reasons to be a painter. Even when I was broke I bought records, the big ones back then, seventy-eights, not like those tiny things they have today. You know, Mondrian, the Dutch painter, when he came to this country, to New York, in 1940, the guy was an absolute miser, but he bought a record player because he loved American jazz. Even named his last paintings for it.

Broadway Boogie-Woogie and Victory Boogie-Woogie, said Kate.

Exactly, said Zander. Which reminds me He was off and running, one story after another. How most of the artists had met on the WPA, twenty minutes on the economics of the period; the artists shared poverty, how they would hang out in cafeteriasfirst Stewarts on Twenty-third Street, later the Waldorf, and Bickfordstalking all day, nursing five-cent cups of coffee; eventually trading the cafeterias for barsthe Cedar, on University Place, the most famouscoffee giving way to booze, talk to arguing.

We even had nicknames for one another, said Zander. Ad Reinhardt, the Monk, because of those black, minimal paintings he made. Mark Rothko, the Rabbi.

And what did they call you?

Me? Zander laced his thick-knuckled fingers together and glanced up at the ceiling. A moment passed. Judas?

Really? Kate scrutinized his face for any hint of irony. Why?

OhIm kidding. He barked a laugh.

Kate wondered. It had not sounded as if he were kidding, but she did not have time to pursue itZander was already into another story, this one about the painter Arshile Gorky.

Imagine, coming to America from Armenia when youre fifteen, teaching yourself to paint like Czanne and Picasso. Oh, he was a very impressive guy. Of course that wasnt his name. He just adopted it, said he was the grandson of the Russian revolutionary Maxim Gorky, which we all believedat first. Zander grinned. Of course we were all busy reinventing ourselves. Its a very American idea, isnt it, to re-create who you are?

True enough, thought Kate, the poor girl from Queens, who had been a cop, then a New York mover and shaker, and was now starting over for the third or fourth time. She ran her fingers through her cropped hair and nodded.

Of course Gorkys life was a tragic one, said Zander. His wife running off with his best friend, the artist Matta, his battle with cancer, a car accident that left him partially paralyzed, and a studio fire. How much could one man take?

Kate knew the story, pictured Gorkys death scene, which shed read about. The artist had hanged himself in his studio, scrawled a message on a crate of his paintings: Goodbye my loveds. If only hed lived a few more years, she said. Hed have seen how important his art became to so manyhow famous he was going to be.

Fame, said Zander, a touch of bitterness in the word before he launched into a discussion of how they had each finally gotten their first exhibitions and become famous. De Kooning was the first to exhibit, then me.

And Sandy Resnikoff, right?

Zander nodded; his eye twitched.

Resnikoff, Kate knew, had been as big a part of the New York School as Zander, as big as any of them, but hed left the scene early to live the rest of his life in obscurity, in Romean artist who quit at the top of his game.

You know, said Zander. One time, Bill de Kooning, he was invited to the Rockefellers for dinner, and he said something like: Mrs. Rockefeller, you look like a million bucks. That still gets me, telling Mrs. Rockefeller she looks like a million bucks! Zander barked another laugh.

Kate laughed, too, then segued back. I met Sandy Resnikoff, very briefly, when I was in Rome, a little over a year ago, just before he died.

Oh? Zander swatted at his twitching eye. What did he say?

Not much. He was very ill at the time. Basically, I just got to say hello. I didnt even see his paintings. But Im planning to go back to interview his daughter, to get more background for my book.

Youre including Resnikoff in your book?

Why not?

Zander looked down at his hands. OhI dont think theres much story to get there.

Do you know why he left New York?

Who knows why anyone does anything, Zander snapped, then softened his tone. Lookby the time Sandy left, the group was beginning to disperse.

Exactly why did the group break up?

It wascomplicated.

How so? Im trying to get a sense of what happened to the New York School, the exact incidents that split the group.

People grow apart. Zander folded his arms across his chest.

But there was a camaraderie between the group, wasnt there? A sense of one for all and all for

Why must everyone romanticize that time? Zander snapped again. Do you think we were all heroes?

Kate was about to say yes when the front door to Zanders studio swung open and a young man burst through, long hair flopping into geek-chic black glasses, droopy mustache, ratty-looking hooded sweatshirt hanging off his thin frame, sleeves practically to his fingertips. He dumped Pearl Paint and New York Central art supply bags onto the floor. Hey, Phil, hows it going?

You remember my assistant, Jules.

Yes, of course. Kate had one of those maternal urges to hold the kid under a shower, then drag him off to the barber, get him a shave and a haircut.

Hey. Jules gave the old artist a warm pat on the back, scooped CDs out of his backpack and displayed them: Lauryn Hill, Norah Jones, Mary J. Blige. Thought you might like these. Theyre sorta cool, but mellow.

I think the boy spends every cent I pay him on music. Hes a regular music junkie.

I admit it, said Jules. Rap, hip-hop, opera, jazz, old Motown, you name it. He hummed along with Ella for a moment, his voice light and sweet. I make my own CDs, too, some acoustic stuff, some dancelike Moby, only hipper, though lately Im into grime.

Grime? asked Kate, thinking he looked like a poster boy for whatever it might be. Is that a group?

Its a kind of music, said Jules. Brit rap. Basically, a mix of Jamaican dance hall and English ravethe Streets, Dizzee Rascalboth Brits. Theyre the masters right now. He cut across the barn.

You mind if I change the music? Ive got something new you might like.

Zander nodded. As long as you keep the volume down.

The assistant switched the CD, then exchanged heavy winter gloves for latex ones, started squirting oil paint onto a second glass palette, swirling brushes in tins of turpentine.

He lives for music, that one.

Whos this singing? asked Kate, enjoying the mix of gospel, soul, and something else not quite identifiable.

Antony, said Jules. Antony and the Johnsons.

Oh, for a minute I thought it was a woman.

Antonys neither man nor woman, like a castrato. Cool, huh?

Very, said Kate.

Zander glanced over at his young assistant with affection, then shouted, Not so much cadmium red. Its expensive.

Cheapskate, Jules shouted back.

The young, said Zander. Theyve never known hard times, never had to scrimp and save, to choose between buying dinner or tubes of paint.

Speaking of hard times, said Kate, Im going to be interviewing Beatrice Larsen.

Zander glanced up at her, then away. Beatrice? Why?

Same reason I want to know more about Resnikoff. I dont want my book to be all superstarslike you. Kate added a smile. Did you know her, Beatrice Larsen?

Zander hesitated a moment. Yes. She was part of our crowd, for a while, butWhere is she living these days?

Tarrytown. Ive spoken to her on the phone, but havent actually met her yet. She lives alone. Paints every day.

Good for her, said Zander. Of course shes a youngster.

Kate smiled. Beatrice Larsen was eighty.

All set up, the assistant called from across the barn.

You mind? asked Zander.

Not at all, said Kate. As long as I can come back.

Of course, said Zander, then pushed himself up from one chair, and with the aid of his assistant settled into another in front of an unfinished painting with a nascent figure, a blob for a head, no features, maybe a torso, thick slabs that looked as if they might become legs.

Kate shut off her tape recorder, popped the old tape out of the video camera, and exchanged it for a new one.

At the door, she had the odd sensation that something was about to go wrong. But what?

She turned to watch Zander lift a brush, study his painting, and consider his next move.


Kate received the call on her cell phone just after shed left Zanders studio: her painting, the de Kooning she had donated, slashed.

Thoughts ricocheted through her brainWho would do such a thing, and why?as she made it back to the city in record time, speeding when she could, weaving in between cars on the Long Island Expressway, cutting off and taking the smaller, though less crowded service road, even running a couple of red lights, checking her rearview mirror for patrol cars, and completely forgetting that she had planned to stay out on Long Island to attend a party at a friends home that evening. Now, as she cut through a ring of police cars and vans and crossed the maze of walkways heading toward One Police Plaza, she thought: At least its not a body.


Detective Montgomery Murphys office was not at all what Kate had expected.

Yes, it was boxy and beige, but little of that innocuous wall color was visible. One wall was floor-to-ceiling art books, the rest plastered with art reproductions, Manet and Monet, Pissarro and Czanne, Picasso and Braque. Only the space above Murphys desk was reserved for caseworkPolaroids of stolen artworks set up in a perfect grid, ten across, five down, case numbers written on them in bold black marker.

The good-looking detective was not what she had expected either. Despite the two-day growth of beard that darkened the lower half of his face, and the rumpled hair that made him look as if hed just fallen out of bed, the guy was handsome.

Of course Kate knew about the NYPD Art Squad, though she hadnt had dealings with them since neither the Death Artist nor Color Blind cases had involved any art theft or vandalism.

Murphy indicated a chair, and watched as she slid into it, surprised that in person Kate McKinnon was even more striking than she was in pixilated television color; taller, too.

Good to actually meet you. He dragged a hand over the dark stubble on his cheeks. I watch your show, which is pretty much required in this line of work.

Hell of a compliment, said Kate.

Let me give that another shot: I like it. Hows that?

Dont strain yourself, said Kate. She offered the detective a half smile, patted her new hair, crossed her legs, and tried not to look as if she somewhat enjoyed the idea of being a minor celebrity.

Murphy plucked at the band on his wrist.

You trying to remember something?

What? Murphy followed Kates glance to the rubber band. Oh. This? No. Just a habit. He reached for a folder, opened it, and spread photos of the slashed de Kooning painting onto his desk.

Jesus. Kate took a deep breath as a memory played: Richard raising his placard, offering the winning bid at Sothebys for the painting, the moment so real, so alive in her mind. The idea that a girl from Queens could actually own a masterpiece, one she had studied and loved, truly amazingthough right now she was trying hard to deny those feelings. Its only a painting, she whispered to herself.

Whats that?

Never mind. She played with the ring on the chain around her neck, Richards wedding band. Who would do something like this?

Just what I was going to ask you. Murphy snapped his rubber band. Can you think of anyone who would single out your painting for destruction?

The question seemed absurd. She forced a joke, trying hard not to feel anythingthe loss of the painting, the memory of Richard. Maybe they hate my TV show.

Murphy did not laugh; he could tell she was fighting emotion. He scooped the photos back into the folder.

Maybe its just random vandalism, said Kate, like the attacks on Michelangelos Piet, or Rembrandts Night Watch.

Could be, said Murphy. But most people steal paintings, not destroy them. He chewed his lower lip, mulling something over before he spoke. Two weeks ago a Jackson Pollock got cut up at a law firm, one of those big corporate collections. The Pollock painting is with the lab before it goes for restoration. Ill send your painting as wellsee if they can find any similarity in the knife cuts, check for crossover residue, particles, hairs, anything that might match up.

Kate sat forward. Youre thinking theres a lunatic out there who slices up paintings?

Murphy wasnt sure about anything. He studied her a moment, then looked away. It wasnt just that he watched her television show and knew her reputation as an art expert, but the job shed done with the so-called Death Artist and Color Blind cases was on its way to becoming legendary, and he sort of hoped shed want to work with him, turn him into a legend before it got too late. I need to check out a couple of thingsa disgruntled ex-museum patron, the Guerrilla Girls.

The Guerrilla Girls? No way. They dont destroy works of art.

Hey, they were in the museum the other night slapping stickers onto patrons backs.

That doesnt mean they stayed to slash a painting. A few years back Kate had written a piece about the group, gotten to know several of the womenartists and curators who donned gorilla masks and moonlighted as peaceful revolutionariesand they had gained her respect. Look, I know a few Guerrilla Girlsand its just not their style.

Maybe not, but Ive still got to check it out.

How? Theyre a secret society.

You just said you knew some of them. How about setting up a meeting?

Kate thought a moment, then reached for her cell phone. She chatted a few minutes and, when she got off, said, One of the Guerrilla Girls is going to call me backyoull get your meeting.

Fast work, said Murphy.

Figure its easier for me to set it up than have you hunt them down like animals.

Why not? Theyre g

Please, said Kate, her hand out in front of Murphys face. Just dont say theyre gorillas.

Murphy swallowed the word. You interested in seeing your de Kooning painting before it goes to the lab?

Kate considered the question. There was still time to back out of this, cut her losses, go home, work on her book, kiss the baby. But she said, Yes.


The Modernist Museum was the brainchild of a self-made multimillionaire who deplored New Yorks Museum of Modern Art after trying, and failing, to become part of its board of directors, and so took revenge by creating his own museumenlisting his rich friends, Richard Rothstein among them, and convincing them to purchase and renovate the old factory just north of Canal Street, and only a block and a half from the Holland Tunnelan unlikely home for the collection of art he frequently overbid MOMA to get for his institution. When he died of a heart attack less than six months ago, Kate was in the process of donating her paintings, dividing them among several New York museums, and gave the Modernist her de Kooning because she knew Richard would approve.

Closed since the attack on the painting, the museum had the air of a graveyard, the art on the walls like relics from a prior civilization that no one cared about, including Kate, who did not acknowledge them as she headed down a cool white hallway that stretched out in front of her like some exaggerated surrealist paintingor was it simply the way she was feeling?her nerves on edge since shed received the call. The idea that her painting had been attacked felt soShe rolled the idea around in her mind. Personal.

At the end of the hall was a pair of naked cut-off legs jutting out of the wall. Had Kate not known they were the work of the contemporary artist Robert Gober, she would have been startled, but even with that knowledge they were disconcerting in the nearly deserted museum. She and Murphy stepped around them and headed down a concrete staircase to the basement storage area, where the de Kooning was draped with heavy opaque plastic, a guard pacing in front of it like a sentry.

Murphy lifted the plastic off and Kate was immediately sorry she had come. The sight of the slashed painting was much worse in person.

The museums director, Colin Leader, whom Kate knew, though not well, nodded at her with appropriate solemnity. Senseless, he said. Absolutely senseless.

Not usually, said Murphy, with a snap of his rubber band.

What is that supposed to mean? said Leader.

Just that most people do things for a reason. They might seem insane to you and me, but theyve got their reasons.

Kate thought about the psychopaths she had pursued. It was truethey fully believed what they did had purpose and reason.

Conservation has viewed the painting, said Leader. Work will begin almost immediately.

Kate eyed the flaps of hanging canvas. Is it really possible to repair this?

Theyll glue the painting onto new canvas, repaint the slashed areas. The cuts are fairly clean. Ive been told the painting can be made to look the same, although

Like Humpty Dumpty, thought Kateit will never be the same.

Restoration will have to wait, said Murphy. This is evidence. After the police finish with it you can have it back.

And how long will that be, Detective?

I dont like to make promises, said Murphy. It just makes people disappointed. He snapped his rubber band.

For effect, thought Kate. She threw him a look. The habit was beginning to get on her nerves.

Martin Dressler, curator of Twentieth-Century Painting and Sculpture, greeted the group with a knit brow and pursed lips. I cant bear to look at it, he said, removing his horn-rimmed glasses dramatically, though Kate knew his feelings were genuinethere were few people in the world who loved art the way Dressler did, another reason she had given the
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