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CASE 7: The Art Dealer

Episode 26: Studio
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They took the freight stairs because the elevator still smelled like donors. Fourth floor, left, a steel door with three locks and the kind of scuff around the knob that says hands have told it secrets. Celeste worked the keys like a pianist who knows which notes matter. The door opened on a rectangle of dark that felt warm in a way paint should not feel at midnight.

Ezra Vale’s loft had windows like movie screens and curtains that tried to hold their breath. Easels stood at angles, a guard of wooden bones with canvas flesh. Tubes of oil lay open in shallow trays, caps tossed, colors naming themselves without labels. A single work light over a drafting table threw a private sun across the room and left the corners to write their own stories.

The odor told the truth first. Linseed. Turpentine. Copper in the air like pennies soaking in a glass. Celeste crossed to the largest easel and stopped because stopping was the only honest response. A half finished nude held the center of the room. The form was her height, her shoulders, her mouth in that half second before a sentence. The skin was a field of warm and cool that shifted when you blinked. The crimson at the right hip was still wet. She lifted a finger, pressed the tip into the paint, and drew a short, deliberate line on her own palm. The red glowed against her skin and cooled. She did not wipe it.

“Warm,” she said, the word flat.

“An hour,” Jack said. “Maybe two.”

“Two since who,” she said.

They split the room the way people split arguments. Jack took the wall of flat files and a cedar cabinet that had been new when film cameras mattered. He slid drawers partway, not enough to make the room resent him. Grease pencil marks on tissue overlays. A map of the gallery in relief, cut from foam board and pinned with colored heads that made a pattern only after a minute. A razor blade taped to the underside of a drawer like a secret you leave for your meaner self. He found a small metal box with tape across the latch. Inside, three keys, each with a bit of gesso stuck in its teeth. He pocketed the tape strip and left the keys.

Celeste tested the balance of a stool with her heel and looked at the nude’s mouth again, as if it might rearrange itself when she asked nicely. “He always said red is a verb, not a color,” she said.

“He was wrong,” Jack said. “Red is a verb when men are lazy.”

She almost smiled. She moved to a workbench where cotton gloves sat neatly folded next to a jar with a brush hardening in it like a small monument to procrastination. A manila folder labeled Cassandra in a hand that liked flourishes. She opened it and pulled out a list of first names, each with a tick mark or a small X. There were nine in one column and a blank line under them. Beside the last, in faint graphite, a letter C that had been started and then erased.
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