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Nothing is really so poor and melancholy as art


that is interested in itself and not in its subject.


—George Santayana


Some people’s money is merited,


And other people’s is inherited.


—Ogden Nash









Chapter One


Death was his art.


For too long he’d waited for recognition of his gift, even—yes—the adulation his extraordinary talent deserved. He wanted his due, and had worked and suffered to share his vision, his genius with the world, only to see lesser talents rewarded while he faced rejection.


Rejection, criticism, and worse, tepid, patronizing, infuriating advice.


He took some comfort knowing so many of the great masters had faced the same ignorance, the same blindness during their lifetimes, only to be lauded after death.


At times he fantasized about sacrificing himself on the altar of his art as others had before him.


Van Gogh, Maurer, Goetz, and more.


He wrote long, vituperative suicide notes, placing the blame for his death on the cruelty of art critics, gallery owners, art patrons, and collectors.


He considered hanging, swallowing pills, a leap from the rooftop. He considered, most seriously, slicing his wrists, then using his own blood to paint his final self-portrait.


It would serve them right, all of them.


The drama of it spoke to him. And oh, the copious tears that would fall over the tragedy. He envisioned that last, stunning portrait in a place of honor and wonder in the Metropolitan Museum of Art.


Millions would gaze at it, and weep for the incalculable loss.


But he didn’t want to die. He didn’t want fame and recognition after his death.


He wanted it now. He wanted to bask in it, bathe in it, luxuriate in it.


He would wait no longer.


Not his death, no, not that. But death and art would merge in their ultimate beauty and mystery. And he would give to others the gift of that beauty, others who found themselves ignored, overlooked, devalued.


He would, with his genius, immortalize them.


So he planned, and he planned, and he spent months on every detail of what would be his new period. And at last, with all in place, with all perfection, the time had come.


Wandering his studio, admiring paintings he’d created, he took a pill for energy, for clarity. He often wondered how anyone could create without that lovely boost.


Riding on it, he prepped his canvas.


He’d acquired all the costumes for his models, and now painted the background for the first, created the negative space for her head, her shoulders, the trail of the scarf from her headpiece.


By re-creating a masterpiece, improving on it, he would prove himself a master without peer. And the model he chose would become, fortunate girl, immortal. She would live on well beyond a September night in 2061.


Indeed, she would live forever.


Pleased, he cleaned his brushes.


He dressed carefully and without his usual flair. It wouldn’t do to stand out. He chose black to blend with the night, and worked his fall of golden brown hair into a braid, then wound the braid into a tight circle at the base of his neck.


He studied himself in the triple mirror on the bedroom level of his home and imagined what she would see.


While the glass reflected an ordinary face, a man of small stature and slim build, he saw a young, beautiful man with a poetically pale, perfectly symmetrical face. He saw deep blue eyes he’d trained, when younger still, to telegraph innocence.


She, he thought, would see the beauty, and the opportunity.


He’d spotted her when he’d scouted the streets for the right one among the poor, the unfortunate, the ones who worked to eat, those who worked to simply survive another day.


He often wondered why they didn’t just kill themselves and be done with it.


He’d never known that drudgery. But he had known despair. A despair pushed on him again and again by ignorance. He was an artist who used his innate talents to bring beauty to this dull, often dreary world.


He’d been born into wealth and privilege, and that afforded him the means to focus all on his art, and not have to fracture that focus on some mindless, miserable job.


He understood the power of money.


Tonight, he’d offer the one he’d chosen the kind of money she couldn’t resist.


He took the elevator down to the garage, where he kept two vehicles. He thought the sleek black sports car would serve as another lure for her. He’d bring her to his studio in that.


When he took her out, he’d need the all-terrain.


Though the area she worked was several blocks away, he didn’t want to draw too much attention. So he cruised by it. Sometimes the street-level licensed companions gathered in groups, other times they spread out. He spotted her, the short red skirt, the low-cut top with spangles that glittered in the streetlights.


He drove another two blocks to an automated lot where he flicked on the jammer that would prevent the scanner from reading his car.


He meandered his way down to her, made eye contact, then stopped as if unsure.


He watched her slow smile, and thought again: Perfect.


Hips swaying, she walked to him.


“Looking for a date?”


“Actually, I was just going to . . . You have wonderful eyes.”


“The rest of me’s even better. Standard rates, and I’ll prove it.”


“I . . . would you walk with me?”


“I’m working, handsome.”


“I’ll pay you.” He reached in his pocket, took out a fifty. Bait for the hook.


“Fifty to take a walk?”


“Yeah, for that.” He gestured the way he’d come. “And more if you agree to pose for me.”


“What kind of poses are you into?” She took the fifty, then fell into step with him.


“I’m an artist.”


“Yeah, what kind?”


“I paint. I’m working on a show for next spring. I don’t actually know the standard rates for what you do, but if you’d pose for me tonight—and tomorrow night. At least two sessions? I’ll pay you double. You’ve got the face I want for this portrait.”


Her eyes narrowed. He wanted her eyes on canvas.


“Double?”


“It’s important to me. It could be the centerpiece of my show. My car’s in the lot right over there. My studio’s not far.”


She wasn’t ready to buy it, he thought, so he offered what he believed would tip her over the edge.


“I can give you a thousand a session. It’s probably going to take three, maybe four. Up to four hours each. After that a model, especially if she’s not a professional, can get stale.”


“Four hours?”


He could see her calculate. Yes, those who needed money often calculated.


“And any sex work’s extra—standard rates.”


“That’s fine.”


“Half now.”


As they were nearly to the lot, he took out his wallet, made the payment.


“This is great. I’m right over here. I was just going to walk around, do some people watching, maybe hit a coffee shop or club, and there you were.”


“This is your car?”


“Yes.” He opened the door for her, and felt the next step click into place when she slid in.


“Some ride,” she said when he got in the driver’s side.


“Thanks.” He used the jammer again, and drove out of the lot. Glancing at her, he tried for mildly embarrassed. “It’s family money. I’m trying to prove myself outside the businesses. Art is, well, it’s everything for me.”


“Uh-huh. I’m going to need the rest of the money when we get to your studio.”


“No problem. I just can’t believe my luck.”


“So is this a naked deal?”


“Oh, no. It’s a portrait. Your face, some shoulder. It’s a classic-style portrait. I have what you’ll wear for it. It’s all about your face, and especially your eyes.”


Which wore far too much makeup. But he’d take care of that.


She gaped when he turned toward the building and the attached garage.


“You’ve got a studio in here?”


“Yeah.” He pulled into the garage and felt that click again. “Actually, it’s my place. The building. It used to be a warehouse.”


“The whole fucking building?”


He hunched his shoulders as if embarrassed again. “Family money.”


She got out, looked at the all-terrain. “I should’ve asked for more of that family money.”


“Well, if this works out, I’d love to use you again. And I could recommend you as a model.”


As she got in the elevator, she studied him. “This is no bullshit?”


“It’s not. We’ll go straight up to my studio. You know, sorry, I never asked your name.”


“Leesa, no i, two e’s.”


“Leesa. I’m Jonathan.”


The elevator opened at his studio with its wide windows, its domed skylight. And the paintings.


“Wow, guess you’re not starving in a garret—whatever that is. All of these are yours?”


“Yes.”


“I don’t know anything about art, but these are really nice. I figured you might be stringing me along, and they’d probably suck, but they’re really nice.”


Considering the source, he deemed that high praise.


“I have to ask you for something.”


She rolled the eyes that had doomed her.


“And here it comes.”


“No, no.” As he spoke, he peeled off the rest of the money. “It’s just, I need you to take off your makeup.”


“Why?”


“The vision I have. A young woman, her pure beauty. There’s a bathroom right there. Makeup remover, whatever you need. And the wardrobe’s in there, too. I’ll arrange the headpiece when you’re done with the rest. The scarves.”


He walked over, picked them up.


“To cover your hair.”


“What’s wrong with my hair?”


“Nothing.” If you liked spiky, streaky brass and pink. “But for this study, again, it’s the face. The scarf will highlight your face.”


“Whatever. It’s your money.”


He just smiled. “I already know it’s well spent. Do you want a drink? Maybe a glass of wine? Since you’re new to modeling, it could help relax you?”


“Sure, pour away, Johnny.”


He bristled at the “Johnny” as she walked into the bathroom. But he opened a bottle of Pouilly-Fuissé as she called out from behind the door.


“You want me to wear all this? It sure won’t show off my talents. Really pretty color though. Classy.”


He sipped some wine. He rarely drank when working, but he had to admit to nerves. This marked the beginning of a new era for him, and one he absolutely believed would bring him the notoriety he deserved.


When she stepped out, those nerves evaporated.


“I knew it. I knew you were perfect. Here, have some wine while I arrange the scarves. I want this deep, rich blue next to your face, a wide band of color with a sharp demarcation to the old gold of the rest, and the lighter blue in the ends a touch against the gold of the jacket.”


“You know what you want. This wine’s really good. I never had anything like it.”


“You can have another glass a little later. Yes, the blue low on the forehead and over the top of the ears, the gold—almost like a turban with the ends trailing.”


“Where’d you get the idea for all this?”


“Who knows where ideas come from? I need you to take off your earrings, and put these on.”


She frowned at what he offered. “Those are like old lady deals.”


“Trust me, they’re just right.”


“You’re the boss.”


He took a long look at her, nodded. “Wonderful. Amazing.”


He led her to a stool. “I’m going to turn your body so your shoulder’s facing me. Then your head turned toward me. Like three-quarter profile. Tip your chin a little—yeah, that’s it. Just hold that, okay?”


He stepped back, picked up a camera.


“Why do you need that?”


“It’ll help me work when you’re not here. Now, without moving your head or your body, turn your eyes toward me. Just your eyes. Fabulous eyes. And part your lips. Not a smile, no, don’t smile. It’s like, like you’re taking a breath. Better, good, a little less.”


He took three photos, then set the camera down. “You can relax while I mix some paints. Then I need you to get into the pose and hold it.”


“This sure isn’t what I figured to be doing tonight.”


He didn’t want to talk to her—she was only an image—but he needed her to stay. Needed her relaxed.


“Do you like sex work?”


“It’s a living. I’m going to work my way up to top level. Do you really think I could maybe make a living doing this?”


He smiled at her, and the hunger he heard in her voice. “I bet you could. Let’s get you back in pose.”


He helped her find it, then walked to the canvas. “Eyes on me, just your eyes.”


Her eyes weren’t as compelling as the original, and her nose not as elegant. But this would be his.


He worked an hour and a half, then let her break the pose, let her walk around the studio before he set her again.


“This is kind of interesting and boring at the same time. You’ve got some of the naked women paintings. I could do that. I look good naked.”


“No doubt about it.”


He worked on the blue now, the light and the shadows, the subtle folds, and found himself pleased with the contrast to her skin.


He worked another hour, a little more, and had to stop himself from snapping at her when she shifted.


So he stepped back. “It’s tiring just to sit, isn’t it?”


“Yeah. I’m getting kind of stiff.”


“I’ve got a really good start. More than. You’ve been terrific. We’ll take a break. You can have another glass of wine.”


“I could use it.”


“Get up, walk around a little. Loosen up.”


He poured the wine, added the powder he’d made to hers.


“You sure got a view here. It must be nice, being rich and all.”


“Here you go. Have some wine, then maybe we can do another half hour. After that, I’ll take you wherever you need to go.”


“You’ll take me?”


“Sure.”


“You’re really nice.” Holding the wine in one hand, she skimmed the index finger of her other down his shirt. “I could do this for you again tomorrow. And maybe a little extra.”


She pressed her body to his, ran her hand down, stroked him.


Though he felt nothing, he brushed his lips to hers.


“The extra’s tempting. But art first. It has to be for me. Maybe you want to see what I’ve done.”


“Okay, sure.”


Sipping her wine, she walked around the easel. Then she smiled, let out a quick, surprised laugh.


“I look good. Mysterious. Kind of plain, but pretty, too, and mysterious.”


“That’s the idea. Why don’t you finish your wine, and we’ll try for that half an hour more?”


“Sure. Can I see the rest of this place after? I bet it’s really frosty.”


“We can take the stairs down.” He guided her back to the stool. “Drink up.” The hunger gnawing inside him slid into his eyes as he tipped the glass to her mouth. “Then just a few minutes more.”


“I feel sort of . . .”


He caught her when she slid off the stool.


“That’s okay, sleep now. Why don’t you sleep now? I’ve got all I need to finish.”


He’d considered poisoning her, or giving her enough of the drug to kill her. But those were passive ways, and for it all to matter, really matter, it had to be active.


Death had to come from him to bring the life.


He put his hands around her throat. Squeezed, squeezed. Her eyelids fluttered; her body convulsed. He hadn’t known that would happen, and found it thrilling.


He felt, oh God, he felt it. Her life slipping from her and into his hands. The power of life, hers into him.


He’d use that life and power and pour it into the painting.


When it was done, he used thin wire, dabs of glue to adjust her head back into the pose. It took time, precision, but masterful art couldn’t be rushed.


Satisfied, he picked her up. He carried her to the elevator and down to the all-terrain.


He knew just where she needed to go.


When Lieutenant Eve Dallas woke before the sun, the first thought on her mind was: Fucking paperwork.


She lay a moment, the tubby cat curled against her back. She imagined Roarke, always up before the sun, dressed in one of his king-of-all-he-surveyed suits, sitting at his desk wheeling and dealing.


And that’s how the Dublin street rat became a gazillionaire. Not counting his years as a master in the art of thievery.


As a cop married to that past master, she tried to overlook it.


And she had to admit, lying here thinking about it didn’t address the fucking paperwork.


She’d dumped all she could on Jenkinson. The price he paid for making detective sergeant. She’d pushed a little onto her partner, and that was the price Peabody paid just because.


But as lieutenant, the bulk of it fell to her. She’d promised herself she’d get up early, go in early, and get it the hell done.


But . . . did it really count if you broke a promise to yourself?


She spent about thirty seconds debating that, then gave up and rolled out of bed.


“Lights on full.” She cursed when the bedroom lights assaulted her eyes. In bed, Galahad muttered what sounded like a curse and rolled over.


She hit the AutoChef for coffee, black and strong, and gulped it down like medicine. Her brain cleared, and she decided to fill it with the positive.


She was drinking real coffee, wasn’t she? And Roarke’s blend was as good as you could get. She had a loyal cat currently winding his pudgy body around her legs.


She ordered him breakfast, and when she set it down for him, he pounced as if he hadn’t eaten in weeks.


After downing some more coffee, she headed to the shower.


More positive. She had a big-ass shower with a dozen jets pummeling her awake from every direction with water as hot as she wanted.


More hot in the drying tube with air swirling all around her.


A robe waited. Since Roarke seemed to delight in buying her robes, she couldn’t be sure if she’d worn this one before. She just wrapped on the silky and rich purple, then went out to explore her closet.


The positive wobbled, nearly dropped with a thud when she faced the dense forest of The Closet.


She could swear the clothes had multiplied overnight, and didn’t put that mystery out of Roarke’s reach.


Then positive occurred to her. If she actually spent some time choosing, matching or whatever, it put off the paperwork a little longer. Procrastination, sure. But positive procrastination.


Somehow.


And she wouldn’t take the easy way with black. Bracing herself, she turned a circle; she faced the line of gray pants that ranged from the palest pearl to the deepest charcoal. Since charcoal came close to her default of black, she grabbed a pair in that shade.


Handily, they had some leather piping in navy, and navy belt loops. So she turned to the line of navy jackets, let out an Aha! when she spotted one in leather.


Shirts. Could she go with white? Was that right? How was she supposed to know? How did people just know this shit? And why did white have so many variations anyway?


Since summer kept its sweaty grip on September, she pulled out a sleeveless white shirt, started to turn toward the dizzying wall of boots.


She didn’t yelp, but came damn close when she saw Roarke leaning against the closet door.


“Jesus! Why can’t you make some noise?”


“Habit. You did get up early.”


“I said I would. If I grab an hour before shift, I can knock out the damn paperwork.” Then she let out a long breath. “Paperwork’s necessary. It’s part of the job. It keeps things organized and efficient. I’m approaching it with a positive attitude.”


“Well now, that’s interesting.”


Ireland whispered through his voice like a warm breeze.


Eve studied him a moment, that glorious face, the impossibly blue eyes, the perfectly carved mouth, the black silk of his hair.


A definite positive.


And he smiled at her in a way that still brought a quick flutter to her heart.


He’d also chosen gray, more slate than charcoal, in his perfect and elegant suit, and paired it with a shirt in that pearly gray, a tie in what she thought was, maybe, maroon with subtle gray diagonal stripes.


“How did you pick that outfit?” She gestured at him. “I mean, do you wake up in the morning—or basically in the middle of the night for you—and think: Ah well, today’s the day for the slate-gray suit, I’m thinking, and won’t it look grand with the pearl-gray shirt and the maroon tie then.”


“Your Irish accent needs some work, darling, but thanks for trying.”


He moved into the closet, kissed her.


Another positive.


“The clothes are image, and image is part of the job. You’ve gone classic, with a bit of an edge with the leather. Finish it out with the navy leather boots there and the same with the belt.”


“Which navy leather boots?” Frustration smothered the positive. When she reached for a pair, he just shook his head.


“Not those, no. They’re too heavy for the outfit.” He chose a pair himself. “These. More streamlined, as you are, darling Eve.”


“Ha. Fine. And that’s enough positive procrastination.”


“Then I’ll see to our early breakfast.”


She took another breath, said, “Thanks.”


“Just how long do you think your positive attitude will last?”


“I’m figuring until I get to Central and start on the paperwork. I already fed the cat. Don’t let him tell you otherwise.”


She dressed, a tall—and yes, streamlined—woman with a choppy cap of brown hair that held shades as varied as the line of brown pants in her closet.


She had long, whiskey-colored eyes in a face of sharp angles. Those eyes scanned the selection of belts before she grabbed one.


She stepped out, set the jacket aside as she walked over to pick up her weapon harness. As she hooked it on, Roarke poured her another cup of coffee.


He sat, PPC in hand, while the wall screen scrolled the early stock reports, and the cat sprawled on his belly on the floor. Hoping, Eve knew, the humans would be distracted enough, at some point, to let him at whatever was under the domes on the table.


“I thought to meet you at Central.”


“Why? When?”


“Eve.” He shook his head as he removed the dome on—yay!—pancakes. “It’s the official move-in. The Great House Project is finished. We’re to have dinner there tonight.”


“I didn’t forget. It’s just . . .” She waved a hand at the back of her head. “Compartmentalized. Anyway, they all moved in over the weekend.”


“A project of its own, no doubt. Now they’re fairly settled, and dinner with us tonight makes it official for them.”


“Everything got there, right? You said the stuff we picked out for them got there, so we don’t have to take anything else.”


“We’re taking champagne.”


“Okay, good. That’s good. We said we’d give them a hand with it over the weekend, but they nixed that.”


“They wanted, in their way, to present the house to us. Obviously we’ve seen it in progress.”


“But this is different. I get it.”


She started to walk over to pancakes, and her communicator signaled.


She picked it up. “Dallas.”




Dispatch, Dallas, Lieutenant Eve. Report to 17 King Street.


Possible homicide, female victim. Officers on scene.





“Copy that. Contact Peabody, Detective Delia. I’m on my way.”


She shoved the communicator in her pocket.


“Now you’re stuck, aren’t you then? Between regret at a death, the pancakes you won’t eat, and the relief at the further, and necessary, procrastination of your paperwork.”


Though she couldn’t drown it in butter and syrup, she plucked up a pancake, folded it, ate it. “One less regret.” She grabbed her jacket, swung it on, then loaded pockets with her ’link, her badge, and everything else.


“And positive? I’m already up and dressed. I’ll see you at Central later, unless.”


“Understood.” He gave the cat a hard, warning look, then stood, crossed to Eve. “Take care of my well-dressed cop.”


“That’s the plan.” She stroked her knuckles over Roarke’s cheek.


“He’s making his move,” she said.


At their unified stares, Galahad stopped his belly crawl toward the table and rolled over as if to study the ceiling.


She gave Roarke another quick kiss, and as she headed out, heard him speak to the cat.


“And don’t think because she’s called to duty you’ll get her share.”









Chapter Two


She drove downtown in that strange hour when night and day met, and neither dominated. The early hour offered light traffic, maxibuses carting commuters home after the night shift or to work for the early shift, a few cabs—night revelers finally calling it, travelers heading out for an early flight.


Shops and restaurants remained closed but for the occasional twenty-four/seven or round-the-clock café. Pedestrian traffic consisted of a couple of street-level LCs hoping for one more score before breakfast, and a couple of guys, obviously drunk, weaving their way toward one of the cafés.


Lights flickered in the occasional window in darkened buildings, but for the most part, the city slept. Not all of it, Eve knew. There were sectors where the party never quit, where the music would bang and boom in clubs and joints and dives until well after dawn broke.


However, along her route, her city held quiet. But like a breath caught, when it exhaled, life began another day.


Unfortunately, as a murder cop she knew, too well, the dawn didn’t break for everyone.


King Street, she mused. Kind of arty on its edge between SoHo and Greenwich Village. Some buildings thrown up after the Urbans, but more old ones, condos, single-family (if you had the scratch for it), lofts, cafés, art shops, boutiques.


She rated the general neighborhood as solid, established, and the sort of place frequented by people who liked to discuss art or other intellectual themes as they downed shit coffee or organic teas while someone recited poetry or played an acoustic guitar.


But then, people killed people everywhere from the hell of the underground to the loftiest penthouse.


It was her job to find out who, how, and why, and she felt it her duty to build a case that brought justice to the victims and those who mourned them.


She spotted the pair of police cruisers, pulled in behind them. She took out her badge as she approached the yellow tape blocking off a pre-Urban, three-story brownstone currently lit up like Christmas.


“Lieutenant.” The female uniform gave her a nod. “Officer Cyril.”


“What’ve you got, Officer Cyril?”


“My partner—Officer Stowe—and I responded to a nine-one-one at approximately oh-five-fifty. The wit resides here. Seventeen, snuck out last night, and was sneaking back in when she saw the body.”


As Eve ducked under the tape, Cyril gestured. “The wit—Fiona Whittier—has the basement apartment. The body’s at the bottom of the stairs in front of the secured door.”


“So I see. I also see a door cam.”


“Sir, the witness admitted to deactivating that camera at about midnight. Intending to reactivate when she got back inside.”


“Great.”


“We have two officers inside with the family. Ah, we asked for the backup, as the wit and her family—mother, father, younger brother—were argumentative, mostly with each other—and hell, sir, damn near hysterical.”


“Got it. Detective Peabody will be here shortly. She’s good at dealing with civilian hysteria, if necessary. I’ll take the body. Stand by.”


Eve took Seal-It out of her field kit, coated her shoes, her hands, then turned on her recorder.


She walked down the concrete steps to the small, flagstoned area in front of the door.


“The victim’s female, Caucasian, early twenties. She’s been placed—posed—with her right side and shoulder against the door of the basement apartment of the residence. Her head’s turned as if looking over her left shoulder. There’s some wire here.”


She pulled out her microgoggles.


“There’s wire holding her head in this position. The vic’s wearing what appears to be a costume, with a head scarf—no, looks like two scarves wound together—covering her hair, a long tunic and skirt, both gold, a white shirt—no, like a collar or scarf—under the tunic. Big pearl earrings.”


She took the left hand lying over the right in the victim’s lap, and pressed a finger to her Identi-pad.


“Victim is identified as Leesa Culver, age twenty-two. Licensed companion, street level. Resides 215 Tenth Avenue, apartment 403.”


Eve eased closer, angled her head. “Bruising on neck consistent with strangulation, as are the broken vessels in the eyes. ME to determine.


“Something about the eyes . . .” Carefully, Eve touched a fingertip to an eyelid. “The victim’s eyes are held open, likely with some sort of adhesive. Glue, tape.”


She sat back on her heels. “The killer wanted her eyes open. Wanted her head at this angle. Wanted it enough to use wire and adhesive to leave her in this pose.”


Pulling out her gauges she established time of death.


“TOD, oh-two-fifty-three. Was she already wearing the outfit? I’m going to say most probable given the need to wire and glue her up, the need to transport to this location, then wire her to the door. But . . . three hours between TOD and the nine-one-one, so enough to dress her up.”


Unlike Roarke, Peabody made noise. Eve heard the distinctive clomp.


“You’re already on the body?” Peabody started down the steps. “You got here fast.”


“I was already up and dressed. Paperwork.”


“Oh, right. Those are beautiful scarves, and she’s wearing earrings so it doesn’t look like a mugging. I . . . wait. Can you move over so I can get a better look?”


“Do you know her?”


“No, no.” Peabody, black, red-streaked hair in a jaunty tail, khaki jacket and pants offset with a shirt in bold pink-and-white stripes, studied the body. “The outfit. It’s something. It’s like I recognize the outfit, and how she’s sitting. Like she’s posing.”


She shook her head, rapped her fingers against her temple as if to knock something loose. “It’s . . . I think it’s like a painting, but I can’t place it exactly.”


“A painting? If it is, I know who can.”


Eve pulled out her ’link, tagged Roarke.


He gave her a puzzled smile when his face filled the screen. “Lieutenant.”


“I’m going to show you the vic. Tell me if what she’s wearing, how she looks reminds you of anything.”


“All right then.”


She turned so the body came on his screen. It took him under two seconds.


“Girl with a Pearl Earring, Johannes Vermeer. The original’s in The Hague.”


“Yes,” Peabody said, and rapped her temple again. “That’s the one.”


“You got that in about one second.”


“It’s a very famous painting, arguably Vermeer’s most well-known. Your victim’s face isn’t quite right—the features—but the eyes are close in shape.”


“Who was she, the model for the painting? Was she a prostitute?”


“Unknown, but unlikely. She’s what the Dutch—he was Dutch—call a tronie. A character type,” he explained. “Vermeer, by and large, painted people at their work, their daily routine or chores. She’s not meant to represent a specific person, but simply a young woman in rather exotic dress. It’s a study of her face, her expression, of light.”


“Okay. That’s helpful.”


“She’s very young, isn’t she? Wasn’t she?” Roarke corrected.


“Yeah.”


“How did the killer hold her in that specific pose after death?”


“Wire and adhesive.”


“Ah,” he said.


“Yeah, it earns an ‘ah.’ Thanks for the help. I need to get back to it.”


“Good hunting.”


Eve slipped the ’link back in her pocket. “So he poses her, very specific, dresses her, very specific—to mimic a painting.”


“It’s a really beautiful painting.” Peabody held out her PPC, where she’d brought the image up.


“Roarke’s right, the face isn’t there, but the eyes are close. So they were important enough. Hold on.”


She crouched down again, used her penlight to shine in the victim’s mouth. “He’s glued inside her mouth to hold her lips like the painting—really fucking specific.”


“Maybe an art student, art historian, struggling or failed artist. She might have modeled for him.”


“She was an LC, street level. But yeah, he had to see her to kill her, had to see her as this—what did Roarke call it?—tronie to go through all this to replicate. The outfit, the earring, the angle of the body. He wired her to the doorknob. He had to do that here, on-site, take that time.”


“So it was important. It’s part of the kill. COD?”


“She was strangled. Morris will confirm, but it looks like manual strangulation from my visual. Let’s call in the morgue team, the sweepers.”


She straightened. “Teenage daughter sneaking back into the house after a night of partying—I assume—found her. Officer on scene states she and her family got into it, lot of arguing and hysteria. If that’s not cooled by now, you’ll need to smooth it out. Or I’ll cut it off. Whichever works.”


“I’ll try the smooth first.”


Eve walked back up the stairs to talk to the uniforms. “Stay on the body. My partner’s calling in the dead wagon and the sweepers. We’ll go talk to the wit and her family.”


Day had begun to push back the night so the air was a soft, filmy gray when Eve walked up the steps to the front door of the brownstone.


She noted good security.


So did Peabody. “We should get something from the security feed on the basement door cam.”


“Deactivated by the kid when she slipped out.”


“Well, yeah, of course.”


Eve hit the buzzer. A uniform answered, and one Eve recognized.


“Hey, LT, Detective.”


“LaValle, what’s the status in here?”


“Détente. Things were pretty, let’s say fraught, but my trainee—he’s only been on six weeks—got them smooth. He’s got a way, I gotta give it to him. Plus, he’s damn good-looking, and that helps. Officer Freemont, Jerry Freemont’s boy.”


“Sure, I know Sergeant Freemont. Peabody and I will take it from here. Appreciate your assist.”


“No worries. Some place, huh?”


The foyer impressed with what looked like marble floors as white as the Alps, walls of the pearl gray of Roarke’s shirt, and a three-tier chandelier of silver rings.


Art, too, that looked important.


“The rook talked them into going back to the kitchen, having coffee. Once he sat down back there with them, it toned the decibels down a lot. I’ll show you. You’ve got the mother—mid-forties and I’ll say starchy. The father, late forties, more wilted at this point. Younger brother, smart-mouthed. And the witness, defiant, teary. Can’t decide, you ask me, whether to bitch at her parents or crawl into their laps.”


As he spoke, Eve took in the house. Shiny, clean, contemporary style, and one that said money was plentiful. Spacious living area, a pair of home offices, a kind of den.


Art everywhere: paintings, sculptures, photographs, etchings.


It all opened up to a large white-on-white-and-silver kitchen where the family and the rookie sat at a generous breakfast area.


The rookie rose, and he was very good-looking, with creamy brown skin, large dark eyes, a pair of perfect dimples that winked on as he smiled.


“Whittier family—Opal, Roger, Fiona, and Trent,” Officer LaValle announced, “Lieutenant Dallas and Detective Peabody. Officer Freemont, we’ll be on our way.”


The girl groped for Freemont’s hand. “Oh, but . . . Do you have to go?”


“I do. Everything’s going to be fine, Fiona. You just tell the lieutenant and the detective what happened. They’re here to help.”


“The Clone Cops.” The boy, his gold-streaked brown hair tousled from sleep, his grin wide, and his cat-green eyes avid, rubbed his hands together. “Now, this is XL to the frosty.”


“Cram it, Trent.” On a tear-soaked snarl, Fiona sent him a vicious look only a sibling could manage. “There’s a dead woman outside my rooms, okay? How am I ever going to sleep there again?”


“You can swap rooms with me anytime.” He added a cat smile to the cat’s eyes. “You’re grounded for the rest of your life anyhow.”


“Why don’t you fuck off and die?”


While the brother went Oooooh at that, both parents got into the mix. LaValle would’ve said the decibels rose again.


And lifting both hands for peace, Peabody stepped forward. “Everyone, please stop. This isn’t helping. Why don’t we all take a minute, take a breath?”


They rolled right over her, so Eve stepped forward.


“Quiet!” Her voice whip-snapped through the melee. “All of you, shut up, and now. Otherwise, we’ll take Fiona down to Central and interview her there.”


“Mom! I don’t want to go to—”


“Then be quiet,” Eve suggested.


Fiona snapped her mouth shut as her brother snickered.


“That goes for you, too. You want to stay, knock it off. Otherwise we can give Child Services a tag and take you down for interfering with a police investigation.”


He rolled his eyes at her, but subsided.


“I don’t appreciate you speaking to our children in that manner,” Opal Whittier began.


“Maybe weigh what you appreciate less: me keeping your kids under control or the dead woman outside your house. The sooner we get to the second of those choices, the sooner you can go back to the family drama.”


“This is a very difficult time.” Roger Whittier rubbed his tired eyes. “It’s all shocking, and it’s very stressful for all of us.”


“I’m sure it is.” Peabody went back to smoothing and soothing. “We need to ask questions, and when we’re done, we’ll leave you alone. I’m sure all of you want some time to regroup after this shock.”


“You’re right, of course, you’re right. Opal.” Roger reached for his wife’s hand.


“Yes, yes.” Most of the angry color drained out of her cheeks. “My head’s still reeling. What if that murderer had still been there when Fiona got home? What if he’d broken in while she was alone in bed, or—”


“None of that happened,” Eve said. “Let’s deal with what did.”


“Yes, let’s please do that.”


The family shifted to sit on the back of the banquette. Peabody and Eve sat on the ends.


“I’m going to show you a photo, and ask if you recognize this person.”


Eve pulled up the victim’s ID shot, and had the family pass her ’link around starting with Roger.


“No. Opal?”


She shook her head.


Trent took a long look. “Nope, but she’s pretty steamy.”


“I think, maybe, it’s the woman.” Fiona’s chin wobbled. “The dead woman, but she looks different.”


“Have you seen her before tonight?”


“No. I swear.” Tears began to leak. “At first I thought she was a sidewalk sleeper with weird clothes on. Or maybe somebody who got drunk at like a costume party or something and just passed out there. I even yelled at her to get up, and she didn’t move at all. But then I got closer, and I could see she . . . The way she was staring, and how she didn’t move. She didn’t move.”


“What time was that?”


“It was around five-thirty, I guess. Maybe a little later. A little later, I guess. There was a rave, and I really wanted to go. I’m almost eighteen!”


“Not for another eleven months,” Opal said, sharp as a blade. “We trusted you, Fiona.”


More tears leaked. “Pats and Haven and Rush and Zoe all went.”


“And we’ll see if their parents knew about that.”


“You can’t narc on them!”


“Oh.” This time her father spoke up. “Watch us.”


“Let’s get into that later.” Eve held up a hand before the situation devolved again. “Did you see anyone, hear anything when you got home? Someone on the street, near the house.”


“I didn’t, and I was really careful. Until I found her. I think I screamed when I realized . . . When I realized she was dead, I think I screamed. And I just ran back up the steps, then to the front door. I just started banging and yelling for Mom and Dad. I didn’t even think at first that I had my swipe, the passcode. I was just scared.”


“We couldn’t understand her at first.” Opal spoke, calmer now. “She wasn’t making sense, and of course, she was fully dressed. We realized she’d been out, and we were angry. Then she’s shouting about a dead woman, and we were terrified she’d been in an accident.”


“She was totally whacked,” Trent put in, then shrugged at his sister’s hard look. “I’d probably be totally whacked if I found a dead body. I was going to go out and see what the what, but Dad wouldn’t let me.”


“I went out myself. I was sure I’d find someone had tossed some old clothes or garbage down there, but . . .” Roger closed his eyes. “I saw her.”


“Did you touch anything? Either of you.”


“I—I started to shake her shoulder, but then I realized.” Fiona sucked in a sob. “Her eyes. They were open and staring. I yelled at her, like I said, when I first saw her, and she didn’t move.”


“I didn’t go all the way down,” Roger continued. “I took a flashlight, and as I started down—thinking, like Fiona at first, she was sleeping or passed out—I could see.”


“He came back in, and we called the police,” Opal finished.


“You have a lot of art,” Eve commented.


“Opal’s an artist,” Roger told her, with pride.


Opal waved that away. “I like to think so, but I’m more a patron. Roger and I own the Charles Street Gallery in the Village, and an attached art supply store with a studio space above.”


“Studio.”


“Yes. We bring in an artist whose work we’re featuring to teach and guide students. Once a week for a month, then another artist, perhaps another medium.”


“Peabody, the painting.”


Peabody took out her PPC, pulled it up. “Do you recognize this.”


Opal glanced at the screen. “Of course. Girl with a Pearl Earring.”


“Wait.” Fiona snatched at the PPC. “That’s what she’s wearing! That’s how she looks!”


“What are you talking about?”


“She’s right.” Eve drew Opal’s attention back to her. “The victim was dressed and posed to replicate this painting. Does it have any specific meaning for you?”


“What? No. I mean, of course it’s a magnificent portrait, but I don’t understand. Why would anyone . . . It’s just sick, and horrible. Why would anyone do that, and leave her here, on our doorstep?”


“Maybe you pissed somebody off.”


“Trent!”


“Did you?” Eve countered. “An employee, an artist, a neighbor?”


“Certainly not! Not in any way that would drive someone to do this.”


“Do you teach this kind of art? What would it be, classical?”


“The featured artist selects the style and medium. I myself teach once or twice a year, depending. But I focus on still lifes and watercolor. The Vermeer’s an oil painting. I’m a watercolorist.”


“We’d like the names and contacts of those featured artists for the last year, and the same from employees. What about artists you turn down?”


“I—” Opal looked helplessly at her husband.


“Opal and I co-manage the gallery and the shop. I’m going to say for every artist whose work we accept, there are easily half a dozen we feel don’t meet our standards or needs.”


“Everybody thinks they’re the next Matisse or whoever,” Trent commented. “But mostly?” Face mockingly stern, he did an exaggerated thumbs-down.


For the first time Opal smiled. “Rude, but not wrong. Why would anyone murder that poor young woman because I made them angry?”


“It could be they chose your location because it just worked. The quiet street, the below-street-level area. But we’ll look at every possibility.”


“Clone Cops. It was a pretty mag vid” was Trent’s opinion. “I heard they’re going to make another one about when people started going crazy and slicing and dicing each other.”


He slid a glance toward his parents. “Mom and Dad freaked, so Fi and I were on house arrest for like a week because of all that. But like I told them, I don’t need some weird-ass virus or whatever to want to slice and dice Fiona.”


His sister sneered, but this time with a touch of amusement in her eyes. “Yeah? Smothering you in your sleep’s my lifelong dream.”


Before the parents could speak, Eve rose.


“Well, if you end up sliced and diced, or you end up smothered in your sleep, we’ll know who to arrest. That cuts down on legwork.”


That brought a delighted cackle from the boy, and a half smile from his sister.


“If you could get us those names and contacts—add any of the students—we’d appreciate it. And if you think of anything at all?” Eve put one of her cards on the table. “Reach out. We appreciate your time and cooperation.”


“The woman,” Opal began. “The, ah, body.”


“Will be transported to the morgue. The Crime Scene Unit will need some time to process the area. Fiona, you should use the entrance inside until they’re done.”


“What a night.” On a sigh, Roger got to his feet. “I’ll walk you out.”


Eve waited until they were out of earshot. “Mr. Whittier, I’m going to ask this to open or to eliminate a connection. You obviously care deeply about your family, so I’m asking you to be honest. You didn’t recognize Leesa Culver?”


“Who? Oh, was that her name? No, I’ve never seen her before. At least that I remember.”


“Do you or have you previously engaged licensed companions?”


He stopped, gaped. “I— What a question.”


“The victim was an LC.”


“Oh. Oh, I see. I don’t. I haven’t, not ever. Opal and I . . . we’re in tune in that area. In most areas, actually. Lieutenant, I’m a family man, and this has terrified my family. I can only swear to you if anything I’ve done had even the most remote application to what happened tonight, I’d tell you.”


When they reached the door, he paused. “We’re a loud, often unruly family, but we love each other. My wife and kids are the most important things in the world to me.


“Please find who did this, who killed that poor woman, who brought my family into this horror. I doubt any of us will sleep easy until you do.”


When they stepped outside into bright daylight, Peabody circled her neck. “I believe him on that last bit. They’re pissed off at the daughter, and she’s pissed off at them. She has to be to justify being stupid. But they’re a unit. You could see how they sat together.”


“That sums that up. But it doesn’t tell us why here. It could have been for the relative convenience. But the rest? The pose, the costume. All that’s so deliberate and specific. Why wouldn’t the dump spot be deliberate and specific?”


They started toward the car. New York had wakened fully. Cars buzzed along the streets; pedestrians clipped along the sidewalks.


A group of kids in navy pants and blazers, crisp white shirts, trudged their way to their private school. Across the street another pair in baggies and tees rode airboards to their less tony education facility.


“We’ll check the vic’s apartment. I’ll do the notification after that, and see what Morris can tell us. She’s got a mother in Vegas—a dealer at a casino. A father based in Maine. He runs a whale-watching gig.”


She got behind the wheel. “What if the whale objects to being watched? He’s going to be bigger than the boat, because whale. So, if he’s feeling pissy, he could be: ‘Watch this, assholes.’ Then he rams the boat and people are splashing around in the water. Screams fill the air. Then glug-glug, all because they’re going out there on some boat playing Peeping Tom on a whale.”


Peabody sat quietly for a moment. “You know, up until now I’ve always wanted to go whale watching. There’s another dream crushed.”


“You’re better off.”


Eve slid into traffic.


“Coffee, please?”


Eve held up two fingers as she navigated out of the more subdued neighborhood into the crowds, the glide-carts selling crap coffee and egg pockets filled with a substance barely resembling anything laid by a chicken.


She took the coffee Peabody passed her and thought of her single undressed pancake breakfast.


She, too, was better off.


“We’re all so excited you and Roarke are coming over tonight. And I just have to say, the lamp. I never expected—it’s so perfect. Just when I think you’re tuning me out, you’re not. You remembered how much I loved that metalwork.”


“I could be tuning you out now.”


“But you’re not, so I’m going to gush for a minute. I thought I’d put it in my craft room, then our home office, and it looked so good in both. But then I realized, no, it belongs in the living room, and I found just the right place. It’s wonderful.”


“You’re welcome, sincerely. Move on.”


“I’m moving on to the birdbath with the little fountain you and Roarke gave Mavis and Leonardo. It’s so them. Birds and fairies. Fanciful, unique. Bella’s crazy about it, so bonus. Then the chair for Number Two’s nursery? Mavis cried over it, that’s how much it meant to her you’d think of it.”


“I didn’t really.”


“You made it happen, you and Roarke. And the sculpture my parents sent? Jeez, I think we all shed a few over that. And God, the blown-glass light my mother made. It’s . . .”


Peabody just pressed a hand to her heart. “Wait until you see it. Wait until my mom and dad see it, hanging over the table my dad made the year I was born! He doesn’t even know I found it in that secondhand shop.


“It’s all . . . The moving in, spending our first weekend there. Knowing that’s home, that’s really our home now. It’s not just having our things there, even seeing it finished. It’s having things people who matter to us gave us for our home.”


She let out another sigh.


“Anyway, we’re all stupid happy.”


Eve pulled into a street slot on Tenth, then sat a moment.


“It took me a year, maybe more before I started to think about Roarke’s house as mine, as ours. As home, for me. It took longer before I really felt it. So I know what it means, I know how much it matters to have home.”


Eve got out of the car, waited for Peabody on the sidewalk.


“Now, save anything else on all that for tonight, and get your head into the job.”


“Done. Thanks for letting me spill.”


“Spill what? I tuned you out.” On Peabody’s laugh, Eve pointed. “The vic’s building’s there, across the street.”


Together they walked to the corner to cross.









Chapter Three


Unlike the Whittier’s elegant, prewar brownstone, the building that housed Leesa Culver’s apartment was a postwar concrete block with crap security.


Eve considered the graffiti adorning it reasonably artistic and remarkably lacking in obscenities.


On street level, it stood beside a diner, called just that. A Diner advertised twenty-four-hour service. Something she imagined a woman in the victim’s line of work appreciated. On the other side, another post-Urbans building someone had faced with fake brick offered a street-level pair of retail spaces. One had a sign announcing FOR RENT, and the other housed something called the Witchery that had a lot of crystals hanging in the window.


Eve caught Peabody eyeing it.


“Don’t even think about it.”


“Too late, I already did.”


But with Eve, she walked to the doors of Leesa’s building, and waited for Eve to master in.


The lobby with its dingy walls and grimy floors offered a single elevator painted battleship gray. Eve barely glanced at it before pushing open the door to the stairwell.


She said, “Apartment 403.”


“Looser pants. Looser pants. Yours are really nice, by the way, but the jacket? That hits ult. I’m thinking about making myself one.”


The stairwell echoed with sounds of a crying baby, someone’s too-loud music, voices raised in a fight about making the month’s rent.


And it smelled like spoiled cabbage soaked in urine.


“Making a jacket?”


“A leather jacket. In my abso-mag-to-the-ult craft room. I just have to decide on the color.”


“If you make yourself a pink leather jacket, you’ll leave me no choice. I’ll have to kill you, but I can make sure you’re buried in it.”


“Good thing I’m thinking more classic and go-with-everything color. Not black, but maybe a gray with some blue undertones, or a deep brown or maybe a more coppery brown or—”


“This is your mind on the job?”


“It distracts me from four flights of stairs. But job-wise, maybe he—and it feels like a he—hired Culver before. Maybe she knew him from her work.”


“She wasn’t registered for female clients, so that reads male. Unless her killer didn’t like her spouse, lover, father, brother screwing an LC.”


“That also plays.”


“No ’link, no ID, no other jewelry on the body, and no money. LCs have to carry their registration and ID when they’re working.”


“Those would have been anachronistic with the pose, the painting.”


“That, and without a ’link we can’t know if she had any previous contact with the killer.”


She pushed open the door on four to a skinny hallway lined with doors of the same battleship gray as the elevator.


Up here, the lack of soundproofing allowed Eve to hear a woman in 404 shout: “Get up and get out, you lazy son of a bitch. I’m done! Do you hear me? Done!”


“Record on. Dallas and Peabody entering the apartment of Leesa Culver.”


She mastered into chaos.


The tiny space held a sagging two-cushion sofa wrapped in an ill-fitting red-and-gold cover and buried under clothes. Someone—she assumed Leesa—had tossed a couple of wigs, one black, one as red as the sofa, on the single chair.


Upside-down plastic crates made a kind of coffee table where several dishes piled. A tiny screen adorned the beige walls along with a couple of unframed posters. One of the Eiffel Tower, one of Big Ben.


A table barely bigger than a dinner plate and also piled with dishes, take-out containers, and a long-dead rose in a black vase had one chair. Currently serving as another depository for clothes.


Separated by a half wall, the kitchen consisted of a mini-AutoChef, a small friggie, a couple of cabinets, and a sink that would have accommodated a single goldfish.


Peabody handed Eve the Seal-It so they could both reseal.


“It’s not much,” Peabody said, “but with a little care, it could be cute and cozy.”


“Obviously she didn’t care about the cute and cozy.”


She moved toward the open gold shower curtain that separated the bedroom.


The room was, basically, unmade bed. What floor space there was provided a home for more clothes, shoes, an empty bottle of wine.


The closet held a few pieces she’d actually hung up, a few more shoes, a pair of over-the-knee boots in fake black leather that shined like a mirror.


Between the side of the bed and the single window jammed a table smothered with various facial enhancements along with a stand-up magnifying mirror.


On the wall facing the bed a tall, skinny cabinet wedged in.


She turned, looked into the bathroom.


A wall sink with rust spots. A stick-thin shower, a toilet. And barely enough floor space to maneuver from one to the other. Particularly considering the pile of towels heaped there.


“She took sloppy to a very high level.”


“I don’t know how anybody lives like this,” Peabody said. “Honestly, how did she find anything?”


“That’s our job now. I’ll take the bedroom and the bath, you take the kitchen and eating area. We’ll tackle the rest together. Check any drawers—she had to keep records somewhere, somehow.”
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