



[image: Cover]






[image: ]



A NineStar Press Publication

www.ninestarpress.com

A Face without a Heart

ISBN: 978-1-64890-022-8

Copyright © 2020 by Rick R. Reed

Cover Art by Natasha Snow Copyright © 2020

Published in June, 2020 by NineStar Press, New Mexico, USA.

Originally Published in 2000 by Design Image Group

 

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced in any material form, whether by printing, photocopying, scanning or otherwise without the written permission of the publisher. To request permission and all other inquiries, contact NineStar Press at Contact@ninestarpress.com.

 

Also available in Print, ISBN: 978-1-64890-023-5

 

Warning: This book contains sexually explicit content, which may only be suitable for mature readers, graphic scenes of death, and use of narcotics.


A Face without a Heart

 

Rick R. Reed


Table of Contents

Dedication

Book One

Book Two

Acknowledgements

About the Author


For Nick and Sukie, each family in his own way


 

“If it were I who was to be always young, and the picture that was to grow old! For that—for that—I would give everything… I would give my soul for that!”

Oscar Wilde—The Picture of Dorian Gray

 

“Or are you like the painting of a sorrow,

A face without a heart?”

William Shakespeare—Hamlet


Prologue

GARY

 

There is blood on my hands. I look down at a body, a body that’s become a thing—monstrous, ugly, inanimate. It could be a sculpture, a figure formed from wax or porcelain. The soul inside is gone, leaving a shell. I wipe a line of sweat from my forehead with a trembling hand, trying to tell myself these things, trying to believe that what lies at my feet is nothing more than an object, something to be reviled, something not worthy of further consideration.

It’s not easy to believe. Although the corpse does not have a twinkle in its eye or the simple rise and fall of a chest, it’s hard to remove myself from the plain fact that the body possessed those movements, those simple signs of life, just minutes ago. Distance, for now, seems more a matter of location than of feeling. The body at my feet wears the badges of its untimely demise—a dented face, a split-open skull, blood and grayish-pink matter seeping out. The bruises have already begun to rise, ugly yellow-pink things all over the body.

I stoop, plunge my fingers into the deepest hole, the one on the belly, to feel the warmth and the entrails. Amazed that the breathing has stopped. Amazed that I have such power.

I lift a finger to my mouth and slowly run it over my lips, the blackish liquid warm and viscous, metallic to the taste. I recall the vampire films I loved as a youth, never really believing such a thing could exist.

Now I do.

I have stolen a life so that my own might continue. There is something vampiric in that, isn’t there? Because without this theft of a beating heart and an expanding and contracting pair of lungs, I would be unable to live.

Isn’t that the real essence of the vampire?

It seems too quiet here, deep in the basement of a high-rise. A dull clanging is my only accompaniment, pipes bringing warmth and water to tenants above, whose lives continue, ignorant, untouched by my murderous hand. And that’s the amazing thing, the thing that causes my breath, when drawn inward, to quiver.

Life goes on, in spite of this monumental act, just a quick, surprised scream and a heartbeat away.

There is blood on the walls, spattered Jackson Pollock-style. Who can say what is art and what is murder?

This so-called victim who now lies in final repose on a cold concrete floor, staring vacantly at nothing or perhaps at the hell that will one day consume me, can no longer chastise me, can no longer beg me to drop to my knees with him and pray, pray for forgiveness, imploring Jesus to lead me down the path of the righteous.

It’s not too late, he said before I brought the mallet down on his skull, cracking it open like a walnut, slamming it into his windpipe, his gut, an eye socket, his shoulders as he fell, anywhere the mallet would ruin, destroying, sucking life.

He was wrong. The final irony of his existence, I suppose, is that he thought he had the power to do anything, to change another person, whom, I must admit, he cared very deeply about.

No, that power rests in my hand, the death-dealing claw that changed him. And people whine about how change never really lasts when it comes to others, how they always unfortunately revert to their old ways, the ways you don’t want them to be. Anyone who has ever tried to change another knows this to be true. Oh certainly, the change may last a week, a month, even a year. But soon the real person comes back, the one who has been waiting in the wings for just the right cue, the one that will allow him to say “Ah fuck it, I’ve had enough.”

But the change I’ve wrought in my friend can never be undone. He is dead and always will be. I have a power of which psychiatrists and psychologists can only dream. And I accomplished my transformation in a matter of seconds, behind a red-tinged curtain of rage.

Pretty sly, eh? For a man who’s spent most of his life doing nothing but looking after his own selfish needs and pursuing his own pleasures, it’s a pretty accomplished thing. Decisive. For once, a man of action.

I nudge him with my foot and am amazed at the heaviness my friend has taken on in death. His body doesn’t want to give, to roll; it has become a body at rest…forever.

I turn and head back upstairs. There are matters to attend to…clothes to be burned, an alibi to be concocted. People will want answers. And conveniently, I will have none. Knowledge is a dangerous thing. What was it my other friend once told me? “The only people worth knowing are the ones who know everything and the ones who know nothing.”

I know nothing about this. And now I must go back into the realm of the living to ensure my ignorance remains secure.

But alone, I know that ignorance is one of the few luxuries I can no longer afford. Alone, I have only the luxury of time to contemplate how it all began.


Book One


Chapter One

LIAM

 

He was beautiful. Beauty is so seldom ascribed to men, too often incorrectly attributed to men with feminine features—wavy blond hair, fine cheekbones, teeth cut from porcelain. But I’ve always thought of beauty as a quality that went deeper than the corporeal—something dark, dense, inexplicable, capable of stirring longings, primal longings one would be powerless to resist.

He was beautiful. I sat on a Red Line L train, headed downtown, bags of heavy camera equipment heaped at my side, one arm resting protectively over them. I watched the young man, unable to train my thoughts on anything other than this man who had blotted out the reality of the day, magical and transforming. Beauty, especially so rare a beauty, can do that. The young man was an eclipse, his presence coming between myself and the reality of the day hurtling by outside train windows.

He had come in behind three foreign people, a bright counterpoint to their drab colorless clothes which were already wilting in the August humidity. They chattered to one another in a language unrecognizable, Polish maybe, and I was annoyed at their yammering, unable to block it out sufficiently enough to concentrate on the book I was reading, a biography of William Blake.

I almost didn’t notice him. It wasn’t like me to pay much attention to what went on around me, especially when I was preparing for a shoot. Usually I used the time on the train to set up the photographs I would take, the way I would manipulate light and shadow and how it fell on my models, to arrange the props, set up and test the lighting.

But something caused me to look up when the doors opened—perhaps I was struck by the dissonance created by the unknown language—and I saw him. Close-cropped brown hair, a bit of stubble framing full lips, a bruise fading to dull below his right eye. The bruise did not detract from the man’s beauty but served to enhance it, making of the rough features something more vulnerable. The bruise was the embodiment of a yearning for the touch of a finger, the whisper of a kiss. He wore an old, faded T-shirt with a Bulls logo, black denim cut off just above his knees, and a pair of work boots, the seam on the left beginning to separate. In spite of the workman’s garb, there was something intellectual about the man, an intensity in his aquamarine eyes that portended deeper thought.

At that moment, I made a decision. I don’t know what caprice seized me. I have always led an orderly life, completely without surprise. But when the train pulled to a stop and the young man stood, I acted on an impulse that was as sudden as it was uncontrollable.

I gathered my things together, stood, and hurried off the train. He was unaware that I was following. He traipsed down the stairs at the Belmont stop, summer light making slanted rectangles on the concrete floor of the station. Another L train rumbled overhead.

I watched him go through the turnstiles, then hurried outside into the heat, humidity, traffic, and voices raised above the hubbub. He had almost vanished into the crowd, but his beauty, a beacon, found me, and I stayed behind him, save for a few paces, unnoticed.

We walked for several blocks, east toward Lake Michigan. As we got off the more commercial boulevards and the storefronts gave way to apartment buildings fashioned from brick, from old gray stone, I trailed him down an alley.

He paused to light a cigarette. Even in this simple act, there was a quiet grace, a sureness of movement and purpose. He stood, exhaling, face obscured by a screen of pale gray smoke before the wind dispersed it.

I noticed suddenly we were alone. Things were quiet here in the heart of the North Side of the city. Insects chirped, and a breeze off the lake rustled the leaves. Rain had been promised for days, and perhaps the wind signaled its arrival.

Finally, almost alone with him in the alley, a beautiful young man and one older, laden down with heavy, awkward equipment and a completely illogical plan that was no plan at all… What would I do if he paused to ask what the hell I was doing? He remained, I think, blissfully unaware of my existence as he headed down the alleyway, stride purposeful.

I suddenly had a presentiment, and the feeling persisted—that of fear, a feeling that this young man held a sort of menace. I knew then he was a threat. All the sensible voices in my head formed a chorus, singing to me songs of urban tragedy, songs of pathetic older men lusting after younger ones. Death in Venice. This seemed to be a Midwestern sort of Tennessee Williams play, fraught with danger, bound to be wrapped up in disaster.

What if the man knew I was following and was leading me somewhere my screams wouldn’t be heard? What if when we were alone, he would turn to me and, with the cunning smile of the serial killer, remove a knife from his work boot and spill my life all over the brick-cobbled streets? He would leave me, after slipping from me the burdens of my wallet and my camera equipment, my blood to drain into the bricks until some unsuspecting passerby spotted my prone form on the pavement and alerted the authorities. I could see it all, a Technicolor nightmare.

Photographers have visual imaginations like that. We have to; it’s how we make our living.

I began to be seized with fear, a real, cold terror masquerading as common sense, that told me to get back on the train and on with my orderly life. But something made me press on, something in the sway of his hips as he walked quickly, heading farther and farther east as if he were a lemming and Lake Michigan’s bouldered front his destination. His beauty made me feel I would follow him anywhere, even toward my own demise.

I had the sense he knew I was behind him. His steps slowed, faltered. I thought I could catch peripheral movement of his eyes as he strained to look behind him without turning his head.

He would be one of the young men, I thought, who enjoyed a good fag bashing, and this older man—only in my thirties, really, but already showing the signs, the thinning patch at the top of my head, fragile lines appearing around my mouth and on my forehead, strands of gray in my goatee—would make a perfect victim. After all, didn’t I deserve to be punished for my inverted lust?

But on the train, I felt there was something different about this one. Even with that small glimpse, I knew the old clothes and the work boots were a lie. This man was made of finer stuff.

Still, I could be wrong. Chill fingers ran a glissando up and down my spine, playing the discs like piano keys.

He flicked his cigarette away, where it sparked and sent out a shower of ashes when it hit a brick wall.

And then he stopped. He turned to face me, and a smile played about his lips. His face was radiant! The smile served only to light up the perfect countenance, the fine cheekbones and perfect teeth, aquamarine eyes, a cleft in his chin—all these elements that came together to form something more ethereal. His beauty was difficult to describe in a language containing only twenty-six letters.

And it was his beauty that, for the moment, obliterated my fear and the good sense with which I lived my life. But I have lived with common sense for far too long to ignore it. I wanted to turn and run, and then the absurdity of the image assaulted me—a thin, balding man, running cockeyed down an alley, burdened with lenses, camera bodies, a tripod—all these things banging against me, weighing me down and making my movements leaden, like in a nightmare. With my handicap and his youth, he could have overtaken me in seconds.

So I stopped too and stupidly grinned.

He grinned back, and I wasn’t sure if there wasn’t a hint of menace in that grin, the cat toying with the mouse just before he pounced. I felt the chill again—a cold that emanated from within, having nothing to do with the hot, fetid breeze that blew through the trees above us. I pictured it all—the grin never leaving his perfect face, my mouth opened in a surprised O, the embodiment of Munch’s The Scream. I would back from his smiling face, that evil, devilish grin, dropping my lenses, camera bodies…the tripod…stumble over them as he overtook me, as the sun moved into place behind him to cast a long shadow, to make of him a silhouette to my blinking eyes.

“What do you want?” There was no fear in his voice. If anything, there was only a hint of amusement in that musical inflection, deep, slightly scratchy. The grin continued, lessened but there, playful.

I bit my lower lip, not sure what I should say. What could I say? I didn’t know myself what it was I wanted. A little voice inside me whispered with a deep, throaty laugh, “To have you invite me home, to let me worship you. No reciprocation needed. Just let me worship at the altar of your perfection.”

I felt like a fool. Where was the self-esteem I had worked so hard to procure? Psychoanalysts and therapy groups, nothing more than wasted time and money.

“I… I…” Faltering, I stared, face burning, at the brick backs of the three flats that walled us in together, a sheet of newspaper rustling down the alley until a brown-painted dumpster arrested its flight.

The man shrugged, turned, and began to walk away, striding faster now.

I caught up, inspiration and desire mingling, a way to redeem myself.

I laid a hand on his shoulder. Beneath the thin cotton of his T-shirt, I felt the bone wrapped in muscle, silken skin. That small touch was electric. He stopped and turned once more to look at me.

“Yes?”

Stupidly, I smiled, fumbled for my wallet, withdrew a card. Liam Howard, Photographer. Custom Holograms. My address and phone number. I held the card out to him like a gift, its white glare trembling slightly.

He took the card and read it over.

“I’m Liam… Liam Howard,” I stammered. “I’m a photographer.” Of course I was! Wasn’t that what the card I had just handed him said? When did I become so helpless, reduced to a tongue-tied adolescent under this god’s aquamarine stare? But the truth was, and this is hard to believe, I was reduced by this beauty, a beauty unlike any I had ever seen. “I occasionally do exhibits,” I blurted. “You know, my own stuff…at the galleries down in River North. I work with holograms…pretty exclusively. Not like the stuff you see in malls, but full three-dimensional images that I showcase in glass domes.” I bit my lip and said it, feeling I had nothing to lose. “I’d like to make one of you. Do a portrait, you know? Have you ever done anything like that?”

He shook his head. “Not me.” He stared at the card, almost as if there was something he had missed, probably looking for the con this odd man was trying to play. “What do you want in return? You want me to pay you or something?”

“No, no! I don’t want anything from you but some of your time. Listen, I have a show opening Friday at the Ling Gallery, down on Superior. Come and see my work.” I shrugged. “You’ll see I’m legit, and you can get an idea of what I do.”

He stood silently. I could imagine what he was feeling, that this had to be some sort of come-on and that he would be better off to turn and go home before this ruse went any further.

“I could pay you, if that’s what you want.”

I was about to offer him $100 an hour, but before I could, he said, “It might be fun. Sure, I’ll do it.”

“Do what? Come to the opening or pose for me?”

“I’ll come to the opening. We can go from there.”

“What’s your name?”

He smiled, and again I felt an electric surge.

“Gary,” he said, extending a large hand. “Gary Adrion.”


Chapter Two

GARY

 

West Superior, I suppose, has become the SoHo of Chicago, in spite of the South Loop renaissance and the desire of developers to have it known as SoLo. West Superior and the streets running parallel to it have become known, in the past several years, as River North. These streets are filled with Chicago’s sensible brick buildings, once home to industry and offices, now converted into lofts and gallery after gallery after gallery. Loft or gallery, the gentrification of this area makes for a couple of common traits. The spaces have become filled with the young, professional, and affluent…who, in reality, are yuppies but think they are too hip to be saddled with such a clichéd moniker, and decor which, whether home or business, leans toward a lot of stark white and exposed brick walls, hardwood floors, and recessed lighting.

I have always been a lover of art. I grew up around it. My grandfather, who, at least in name, raised me, covered our North Shore walls with the best of the French impressionists. I sometimes thought he was trying to compete with the Art Institute’s collection. Our walls featured Degas, Cezanne, Monet, Manet…enough to warrant a whole stronghold of security systems and alarms.

My own tastes have come to run afoul of my grandfather’s, and although I haven’t yet been able to become the kind of collector he was, I am the proud owner of a Hockney and two Keith Harings.

When Liam Howard invited me to his opening, he probably didn’t realize I would be on familiar ground. Not the day I met him, anyway, when I was got up in working class garb. I must have looked like rough trade. But this rough trade is neither rough nor trade. I would never mention it to Mr. Howard, who seems in all respects a gentleman of the old school, but to be perfectly hateful, yet honest, I have come to inspire the attentions of aging queens like himself since I was about fourteen years old.

But his interest in creating holograms as a sort of new art form intrigues me. I had once been to the Salvador Dali museum in St. Petersburg, Florida, where I saw a haunting hologram of, believe it or not, the rock musician Alice Cooper. The miniature ephemeral Cooper stuck with me, but I had yet to see any other artists who used this medium. I would say that all I had seen had been abused, the carnival-like “art” of the shopping mall, attention-getting packaging and lurid buttons dragging this art form down to the gauche.

The Friday night of Liam’s opening is a rainy one. August. The air cloaked with a misty rain and humidity so thick you can almost touch it. I am dressed a little more refined but not much—a black T-shirt and a pair of SilverTab Levi’s, with the requisite chain dangling from my right hip, attached to my wallet. A pair of black Sketchers. Trip-hop, I guess you’d call it, and I pray Liam Howard, who is beyond the age of such wear, will not try to dress the same. I want to like him, and if I see him dressed in clothes that are too young for him, well, it will alter my good first impression of him pretty seriously.

I mount the stairs of the Ling Gallery and push through heavy glass doors. I don’t see Liam immediately. The place has filled in pretty well. Old Mr. Howard must do all right for himself. The crowd is peppered with young people dressed in similar fashion to mine, the Goth crowd in their heavy makeup and black everything, and the middle-aged, “hip” suburbanites who come in from the North Shore, attired also in black, but theirs is Donna Karan, Vera Wang, and Versace, as opposed to the thrift store jumble favored by the Goths.

There is, of course, the requisite white-linen-topped table near the front, with an open guest book and a pen. Bottles of Pellegrino are lined up on its surface, along with a plate of Brie, white grapes, and French bread cut in slices. Beer and wine are available for four dollars in little plastic cups. Near the table is a sign, hand lettered, on an easel. The sign reads Liam Howard. Holographic Hallucinations.

I pass, shutting out the voices and the stares, and begin to mill around the lofty, open space. I want to see Liam Howard’s art, see it alone. I have always had the ability, when around true art, to tune out the background static and tune in to it. I guess you could say this is one way I define good art. It lets me bring it to the forefront, no, forces me to bring it to the forefront, while all around me becomes a sort of white noise.

What Liam does with his art takes me away. Once I start looking, the people around me, their conversation and laughter, their faces and expressions and how they mill, swarm around the exhibit, all vanish.

I will admit, it isn’t just the execution—although as you will see, that word is a bit of a pun—of his art that transfixes me, but the subject matter itself.

Liam is fascinated with the bizarre, with death, with violence. Such a contrast to the man I had met the other day! How such lurid visions could come from the psyche of such a…well, such a milquetoast, is both jarring and, in its own way, delightful.

His vision is disturbing, though, and I’m sure that’s the word reviewers use most often when they write about his work, even though I’ve never seen a single review. That word can encompass all that’s good about his work as well as, for those who aren’t enlightened enough to appreciate it, panning him.

Some of the holograms remind me of the work of the photographer Diane Arbus. These are people on the fringe—dwarves, a circus Fat Lady, nude, her corpulent rolls seeming to slide off her body, a stripper in tasseled pasties and G-string.

All the holograms are encased in cylinders of glass. They move when one walks around the circumference of the glass. For example, the Fat Lady lifts an éclair to her mouth continually, for as long as one cares to encircle the piece. I suppose there is a statement in the infinity of this action.

All of them have a ghostly quality. The images are transparent, seemingly crafted from light (which, I suppose, they are) that gives them a phosphorescence, a glow that makes them otherworldly. They are almost too real, as if these are not holograms but actual miniature people trapped inside glass.

And then there are the more violent visions, stark and frightening. Here is the man in the claw-footed tub. As I make my journey around him, he lifts a straight razor to his wrist and slashes. Walk a little farther and his image disappears into the tub. Here are the two lovers embracing, she a long-limbed black girl with dreadlocks and he a body builder with a blond flattop. Their caress turns to strangling as I make my circular route around the piece. Here is the flaxen-haired waif, who couldn’t be more than fourteen, shooting up.

It’s almost too much. I feel jarred when the voices and bodies around me suddenly come back, as if I’ve been in some sort of fugue.

I have yet to see Liam, and I wonder if he has defied convention and not turned up.

It doesn’t matter. I can’t get these images out of my head, and I need air. I jostle my way through the crowd and head outside, where twilight has come. Steam rises off the hot concrete. The rain has stopped.

It will be interesting to see what Mr. Howard does with my image.


Chapter Three

HENRIETTA

 

“I just don’t know how I’m gonna stand this fuckin’ gig any longer! That manager is going to drive me insane. I swear on a stack of Bibles!”

I paced the plank flooring of Liam’s studio, sucking a cheroot down in a couple of puffs. Liam had some new-age crap on the CD player, and it was righteously irritating me.

“What is this? Sounds like elevator music!” I crossed to the CD player, and before Liam could begin to say Vangelis, I had ejected the cartridge and was already rifling through it to find the offending disc. “I don’t know how you get any work done, listening to this shit. Music soothes the savage breast, honey, but this is ridiculous.”

I pulled out the disc and stomped on it with a red spike heel, custom-made for the purpose of murdering bad music. I stooped to where he had countless CDs stacked on the floor of his loft. I pulled out one that was halfway decent, one I was surprised old Liam would even own. Some fuckin’ model must have left it here. I put it back in the CD player and pressed Play.

Lighting another cheroot, I exhaled and said, “Much better,” as Moby filled the big space. “You of all people, L, should know that bad music is not to be tolerated. It’ll rot your soul, baby. Now where was I? Oh yeah, this goddamn asshole down at the club… He’s not up for givin’ me a raise. I been shakin’ my ass there for two years, drawing a bigger and bigger crowd all in the interest of makin’ his scrawny white ass rich, and he tells me he can’t afford it. Shit.”

I stopped and looked at Liam. The guy and I had been friends for years. A more unlikely twosome could not be imagined, but I loved Liam like family. Five years ago he had come to watch me in some wood-paneled dive on the South Side, and of course he was enchanted with Lady Henrietta Wotton’s spell. This girl can sing, no lip-synching for me, uh-uh. He came up to me after the show like some nervous suitor, wearing a fuckin’ suit, of all things. Tells me he wants to make a hologram of me. A hologram, honey! Can you imagine! A little doll-sized Henrietta under glass…kinda makes you think of that doll that scared the shit out of Karen Black in Trilogy of Terror, that old TV movie schlock-fest. The rest, as they say, is history. A picture of that very same hologram appeared on the cover of Chicago magazine, and when everyone was lining up to see it and some of Liam’s other, I must admit, bizarre work, both our fortunes took an upward turn.

“Why don’t you get out, then?” Liam asked, perfectly reasonably. “I’m sure you must have had other offers.”

“Oh sure, they’re just beatin’ down the door for drag queens. Where am I gonna go, the Baton?”

Liam rolled his eyes. He knew me well enough to know that when I was on a rampage, there was no reasoning with me.

Suddenly, I was tired of bitching. A first for me, but the day and the music just made me want to push all the hatefulness away. It was poisoning nobody’s heart but my own. Three days ago the rains came, and they finally made at least a few days of this summer bearable. Finally there was a little relief from that pancake-melting, mascara-running humidity. I moved to the beat of the song, “Feeling So Real,” and just let Liam watch me. That’s kind of what our relationship has been based on, me the performer and Liam the audience. It worked out. It always has.

I stopped and shook another cheroot out of the pack. I knew I should throw that dog a bone. “So, what have you been working on? Run across any beautiful boys lately?”

Liam was bent over a long wooden worktable, scarred. It must have been a hundred years old. He stood up.

“As a matter of fact, I have.”

I winked. “Uh-huh. You can tell Henrietta. What happened?”

“Nothing like that.”

Liam’s face gets all pinched when he’s outraged. It was really kind of cute, but I wouldn’t tell him that.

“This young man has the most incredible beauty I have ever seen. I mean it. He is an Adonis… perfect.” Liam paused to look outside at the bright blue sky, almost as if he was searching for just the right word, written there on the clouds. “His beauty is… absolutely incorruptible.”

“Honey, there ain’t no such thing. I never met a man can’t be corrupted.” I leaned up close to him. “And I don’t want to.”

“Well, let’s see what you think when you see what I’ve done with him. I think it’s the finest work I’ve ever done.” Liam looked down at the floor for a minute, frowning. “I wish I could say it was due to my artistry, but I can’t. This boy, Gary, is the kind of subject photographers can only dream of. You just step back and record it.”

“Well, let’s see! Let’s see! Don’t even tell me you haven’t finished it yet.”

“Oh, it’s finished. After he was here for his session, I was up all night…”

“Uh-huh.” I laughed.

“Nothing like that!” Liam said, offense showing around the thin lines creasing his mouth. “I was up all night working. I had to see if the result would be as good as I expected.”

“And was it?”

“It was better.”

“I suppose you’ll put it in your next show.” I swear on a stack of Bibles, as soon as the words were out of my mouth, my friend’s expression changed to… What was it? Fear?

“I don’t know if I’ll exhibit this one.”

“Why the hell not? You said it was your best work.”

Liam moved away from me and busied himself at the damn table again, taking up his letter opener and going through bills. Lady Henrietta has never been one to be ignored. I grabbed his hand and took the letter opener and a bill, set them back down on the table.

“Why not, Liam?”

He wouldn’t look at me. “It’s a long story.”

He wouldn’t say any more, so I asked, “You gonna let me see this masterpiece or not?”

“Gary’s coming over this afternoon. I want him to be the first.” Liam allowed himself a small smile. “He should be the first for the…unveiling.”
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