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  PART ONE




  I. A Long Day’s Mourning




  1




  I was refused admittance to my father’s funeral. Certainly it was unforgivable to arrive so tardily, but when the news of his death came, I was working in a crowd scene

  in a big Hollywood spectacle. I’d waited through years of frustration for this opportunity, nine lines of dialogue with the star. My walking out during the shooting would have cost the studio

  a fortune. It could also have ended my career. No one in Hollywood then knew I was the son of the painter whose murder had made headlines in every big city of the Western world.




  I had telephoned my mother to ask if it would be inexcusable to postpone my departure until the night before the funeral. The eight o’clock plane would have got me into New York at four in

  the morning, Eastern time, so that I’d have been able to snatch a bit of sleep. But instead of finishing work as I’d expected at six p.m., I was kept overtime and only just made the

  midnight plane. It would be eight in the morning when I arrived in New York, just about time to leave my bags at the house, shave, shower and make myself presentable for the curiosity of spectators

  and the avarice of the news cameras.




  Alas for those who put their faith in the promises of airline schedules. We arrived in a fog, circled the airport and when we finally landed, were held in the belly of the beast while earlier

  planes were emptied. By shoving aside an old lady I was able to grab a taxi. Traffic was heavy, the drive into town interminable. I gave the driver a five-dollar tip and told him to leave my bags

  at the house on Eightieth Street.




  I’d expected a well-attended funeral, but was totally unprepared for the crowd in front of the chapel. At its door, flanked by two policemen, a man held a list in grey-gloved hands. A

  mortician’s flunkey, type-cast and outfitted, no doubt, by the costumer to New York’s most exclusive undertakers, he wore a morning coat, striped trousers, black tie and rimless

  glasses. In the background other cops made a good show, keeping the crowds behind wooden barriers and making way for the occupants of Continentals, Chryslers, Cadillacs, a Bentley and two

  Rolls-Royces. Murder had made the name of Henry Leveret known to millions who had never visited a gallery or museum, never read art criticism, never owned a reproduction. They had come less to pay

  homage to the slain than to gawk at the famous. A morning newspaper had prophesied that America’s foremost painter would be honoured in death by celebrities in all the arts, to say nothing of

  those eminent in social and financial circles.




  “Your name,” demanded the man in grey gloves with a sneer at my rumpled suit and burgeoning beard.




  “I’m the son.”




  “There’s no son on the list.”




  “But I am. Please let me in.”




  A blue arm barred my way. “Got any identification?”




  My driver’s licence and credit cards were in the name I used in California; Michael Henry.




  “Get going, man.”




  “Just a minute, officer. Michael Henry’s the professional name I’m known by in the movies.”




  Listeners crowded forward. The cops and Grey Gloves looked suspiciously at an unknown trying to crash a funeral by claiming to be the corpse’s son and a movie actor. I was either

  a fraud or a nut. Grey Gloves shook his head. A policeman took my arm. “Get moving or I’ll have to book you for disturbing the peace and obstructing . . .”




  “Officer!” The voice was young, crisp and authoritative. “This is Mr Leveret’s son. Let him in.”




  Grey Gloves fawned. “You know him, Miss Alt’m?”




  “Yes.”




  I had never seen the girl and so far as I knew she had never seen me. I was caught by her eyes and she seemed caught by mine.




  The spell was broken by a cop. “How come he’s not on the list?”




  She replied with tart sweetness. “We expected him to come with his mother by the other door, the mourners’ entrance. But his plane was delayed, he’s only just got

  here.”




  A couple of late-comers pushed past, gave their names to Grey Gloves, hurried inside. The girl’s fixed gaze had begun to disconcert me. I turned away.




  With elaborate courtesy Grey Gloves held the door for me. The service had started. An organ played Death and The Maiden which Dad had whistled when he was happy with his work. Through a

  door at the front of the chapel the mourners entered, a pathetically small group, dregs of a dying family. Had there been a better showing, three Maryland Leverets who had never approved of my

  father and paid only courtesy calls when they came to New York, would never have been honoured by seats in the front row. They were followed by Mother’s two spinster sisters from Mattoon,

  Illinois. Then she came in. Since her son had not arrived in time to support her sorrow, she leaned on the arm of Chandler Sprague, my father’s dealer and the family’s best friend.




  I hoped there would not be a religious ceremony. Dad had long ago deserted a God whose irrationality, he said, he could not honour. Accepting no such evasive term as agnostic, he had loudly

  declared himself an atheist. Mother had kept out of theistic discussion and when, infrequently, she went to church, slipped out of the house without mentioning her destination.




  Miss Alt’m took a seat in the last row. I started after her. “You’re supposed to sit with your mother.” With the organ peeling and the mourners waiting in solemn silence,

  I did not care to march down the aisle. I slid in beside the girl. From time to time during the service I caught her staring, but when I turned her way, she lowered her eyes.




  A portly man took a stand behind the lectern. Funeral orations, he announced, were not in his province, but since the deceased had not been conventionally religious, his dear widow had suggested

  that an old friend speak a few appropriate words. The pontifical voice and rolling syllables brought back memories of boredom. Judge Burden’s wife was rich and had been one of Dad’s

  earliest patrons. Mother had dutifully entertained them at dinner and I had been forced to sit through conversations on the highest level of arty banality.




  A similar tone marked the eulogy. “What will future generations say of us, our city, our generation? Will we be given the guerdon of greatness because Henry Leveret moved among us and left

  the world a legacy no less immortal than the undying works of Da Vinci and Angelo?” Miss Alt’m cocked a naughty glance in my direction. “Now that Henry Leveret will execute no

  more masterpieces, we who are fortunate enough to possess some of his work will discover that these œuvres are of far greater value than we imagined when we first saw the paintings

  and felt the need to possess such beauty.” Miss Alt’m frowned in disapproval of the judge’s taste in mentioning the profit to owners of the dead painter’s

  œuvres. She disapproved even more of the introduction of the murder theme, became rigid, raised her head defiantly and forgot to look at me. Her profile in a stiff black hat

  suggested the head of Nefertiti.




  Judge Burden spoke reproachfully as though the mourners were the killers. “Who is to blame for this dastardly deed, the death of our immortal genius? Is it not a blot upon our city, our

  century, our civilization, that such crime should flourish in our midst? We dare not be indifferent. We dare not allow violence to prevail. Our laws must not be flouted.” You could almost

  hear the thud of a gavel. “In the name of a great artist and beloved friend, I beseech you. Act! Find the killer!”




  Across the aisle a couple of men were whispering behind their hands. Miss Alt’m jogged my elbow. “Detectives.” I glanced at the wooden profiles. “Do they expect to find

  the killer here?”




  “Why not?”




  This exchange spared us the end of the judge’s peroration. It was his pleasure then to introduce a man more fitted to speak of the true significance of the artist’s death. “A

  man who is himself a figure of no small importance in the world of art.”




  “I come like Antony,” Chandler Sprague began, “to bury Caesar, not to praise him.” At once he sounded off on the lasting value of the work of an artist whose true

  significance would be determined by Time, The Final Judge. No man could be called dead whose spirit lived in the treasures he had created. In speaking of my father’s character, Chandler

  became rhetorical:




  “In life as in his work Henry never wavered from honesty, simplicity and directness. Corruption crept neither into his work nor his soul. How courageously he turned from one school of

  painting to another when he, a trained and persevering draughtsman, discovered that the traditional style which he had begun to practise sublimely . . . yes, sublimely . . . for one cannot fail to

  find genius in those early representational works . . . was not his true metier. In his later style which made him unquestionably the ultimate American master, he observed discipline and integrity

  with the ruthless self-control of a born genius.




  “Fame and adulation never affected Henry. No man was richer in love, in human understanding; no man has ever been a better friend, a truer husband, a more sympathetic father.”




  I was acutely uncomfortable. In spite of resistance to the oratory I was moved, remembering Dad, not as the ultimate master, but as I had known him when I was a worshipful child. Until our

  quarrel he had been the source of all goodness, of immaculate honour. Then for eight years I had not seen him. Over and over during that time I had forced myself to reconstruct mood and scene, had

  blamed myself for callow impertinence, but had not been able to understand the venom of that moment when Dad, standing at the door of our house, stabbing out with a forefinger like a dagger, had

  snarled that he never wanted to see me again.




  My glasses misted. I searched my pockets for a handkerchief, could not find one and wiped the lenses surreptitiously with the lining of my jacket, glancing towards Miss Alt’m to see that

  she did not turn to witness the shabby action. Her attention was fixed on the next speaker, a lean young man whose legs were so long that the rest of his body seemed to have been set upon them by

  mistake. He spoke with such ardent complexity that I did not try to grasp the meaning of sentences fat with popular words; seminal, protean, kinetic, paradigm, symbiotic, viable, autistic. Instead

  I looked around to see if I could find any old friends. Among the artists paying tribute to a dead colleague were those who suffered grief less than envy of Henry Leveret’s success. Yet none,

  I was sure, would desire the fame he had achieved by the mystery of his death.




  The Gelbs were on the aisle, several rows ahead, fatter than ever. I recalled an adolescent fantasy, inappropriate at this solemn service, of this enormously fleshy pair enjoying intercourse.

  Martha Gelb caught sight of me, nudged Max who swung around to greet me with a grin that had no place at a funeral. At the end of the service I wanted to push forward to catch up with them but, as

  Chopin’s Funeral March began, the crowd lined up to move in slow procession past the coffin. None of the art-lovers in the back rows knew me so that I could move among them without

  being recognized. At the coffin I lingered to look down upon the dead face and regretted the stubborn pride that had kept me away so long. Behind me people muttered with discreet impatience. A hand

  was laid upon mine, softly. With all those eyes upon us, we could not give way to our feelings so that Mother and I greeted each other like strangers beside a corpse.




  2




  “That’s Anita Spruce Leveret,” whispered TV fans as cops shoved them back so that mourners might have a free passage across the pavement. In other

  circumstances Anita Spruce Leveret would happily have greeted admirers but now, wrapped in grief and crepe, she walked sedately to the limousine. Chandler established himself beside her. I sat on

  her other side. She held my hand but did not kiss me until we were well away from the news cameras. She had removed her gloves. The touch of her hand was soothing. My eyes misted again but I made

  no move to clear the moisture from my glasses.




  At last, “Michael,” she said. “My very dear boy. Was it terrible for you? When you heard?”




  “Worse for you, Mother. I was far away and hadn’t seen him for so long but you, you were always so close to him.”




  “She’s been magnificent. Such self-control, unbelievable.” Chandler took her other hand. “Especially this morning with all those people staring. You were magnificent,

  ’Nita.”




  She thanked him with her flattering eyes. “What did you expect me to do? Faint? Fling myself on the coffin?”




  “Fortunately I was with her when they brought the news.” Chandler chose words thoughtfully. “It was a little less awful than if she’d been alone.”




  “When was it, Mother? When did you hear about it?”




  Chandler answered for her. “Monday. At noon. I’d come to the house to have lunch with her and . . .”




  “But I thought it was Saturday night he died. His watch had stopped just before twelve, the papers said. And you didn’t know till noon on Monday?”




  “It was closer to one. Just before we phoned you. I asked Chandler to call you right away.”




  “The body wasn’t found until Monday,” Chandler said. “When the woman came in to clean the studio.”




  “He lay there since Saturday night.” Mother’s hand tightened on mine. “All alone in the studio.”




  I had read most of the details but was not sure the newspapers had got them right. “Weren’t you worried that he didn’t come home Saturday or Sunday night?”




  “He often slept in that other studio. Downtown.” Her voice thickened. “You know he’d taken a different studio, he didn’t work at home any more.”




  “Yes, I know. You wrote me. A long time ago, last year, wasn’t it? But you never told me why.”




  Mother sighed. Her pride might have been involved. She had arranged a big, comfortable, well-lighted studio on the top floor of the house on East Eightieth Street. “I didn’t want to

  alarm you, dear.”




  “What was so alarming about it?”




  Chandler said, “Your father went through some kind of breakdown.” He tapped his forehead with two fingers. “He had a sort of nervous breakdown.”




  “Year before last. About eighteen months ago,” Mother said. “A sort of block. Psychological. For a while he couldn’t paint.”




  “Couldn’t pick up a brush,” Chandler added.




  “How strange for Dad.” I remembered his lust for work, his happy offkey whistling.




  “He’d lost all faith in himself, he moped around, wouldn’t even go up to the studio. It was terribly sad.” Mother pulled away her hand and passed it wearily across her

  forehead. “Then he took that place downtown in that dreadful neighbourhood and told us he was working again.”




  “Wasn’t he?”




  “We only knew what he told us.”




  The limousine stopped at a traffic light. People stared in at us. Mother drew the crepe close to her face. Chandler looked out coldly.




  “He’d never let us come to that studio. Neither Chan nor I. So we don’t know what he was doing down there.” She raised her veil to show a wan smile. “We think he

  was ashamed of empty canvases.”




  “Or that his work wasn’t up to standard,” Chandler added. “You know what a perfectionist he was.”




  “We’ll know now.” Mother shuddered against my shoulder. “We’ll have to go down there and take care of his things.”




  Both Chandler and I offered to take on the grim duty. I thought of my father locked away in some seedy room, an exile from the woman he adored and the work that had meant more to him than any

  other act or phase of life. Why had I refused to go back home, failed to ask him to forgive my youthful impudence? I had often played out imaginary scenes of reunion, practised speeches, seen the

  glow of his smile. Shallow excuses had nourished weak pride. It is always too late when regret pricks.




  Mother reached for my hand again. “You’re sorry now, aren’t you that you never came home and saw him again?” Her perception startled me. I had not known I was so

  transparent. I assured her I was sorry. She said, “You’ve changed your feeling about Daddy?”




  Daddy. The word reduced her. The mourning queen became Mom. I turned away from the brilliance of her eyes. In the car that followed our long black limousine were the two men Miss Alt’m had

  identified as detectives.




  “He missed you terribly, Michael.”




  “If he’d wanted me back he’d only have had to send word. A wire or a message in one of your letters. Why didn’t he?”




  “How you men defeat yourselves with that stubborn male pride. He loved you, he went to all the films you were in. And that TV series, he always watched it.”




  I had often wondered if Dad looked for me on the screen, and was happy to know he had. I said coolly, “He couldn’t have seen much of me in that interplanetary make-up.”




  We turned in at Eightieth Street and for the first time I realized that we had been spared a funeral cortege. I had not had time to ask about plans and now knew there was to be no parade to the

  cemetery with its anticlimax of graveside ritual. I was glad. Whenever he had been obliged to attend a funeral, Dad had sneered at death exploited like a show’s opening. The oratory at the

  chapel would have sickened him.




  Dreamily, as though he’d been far away, Chandler said, “Male pride, ’Nita? Why is it that women are so quick to attribute all human weakness to man?”




  “Not nearly so much as you men point out the frailty of women. Has the mighty male no flaws?” Sorrow had retreated for the moment, Mother returned to her sweet and lightly

  flirtatious manner. She and Chandler had always gone on like this, mocking and teasing with arch sophistries.




  Chandler replied, half-smiling, “With your sex, dear, it’s penis envy.”




  Mother stiffened. “I hardly think this is the time and place to talk about that.” Then the roguish dimples danced in her cheeks. “Why don’t you take it up with your

  analyst, dear?”




  The car had stopped, the chauffeur flung open the door. I looked at the brownstone steps I had raced down, vowing never again to enter my father’s house. I felt a cheat in coming home

  without having asked and received his forgiveness. Without him the house would be forever haunted. As we started up the steps the car that had followed ours, pulled up beside a sign that forbade

  parking. The detectives got out.
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  “Who shot Henry Leveret? Why should anyone want to kill a painter?” Discretion kept callers from asking aloud the questions that clamoured in all minds. They had

  come to express sympathy and offer solace, but below the varnish of condolence lived the hope of hearing some hint or clue, some tidbit to be whispered in confidence to dozens of friends.




  Mother received callers in the long living room on the first floor. I wondered at the endurance of her poise. To all equally, to the famous and the unimportant, she offered thanks with pensive

  sincerity. When they praised her late husband and spoke of his genius, she permitted a small smile as she told them, “I’m so happy you appreciated him,” and tactfully turned the

  talk to the other person’s interests, his or her health, work and family. Guests were received and led to her by Chandler and Miss Alt’m while her two sisters, my aunts Betty and Cora,

  scurried about trying to be helpful and getting in everybody’s way. The house smelled of coffee and spicy cakes baked by Myrtle, the maid who had been with Mother for years.




  Aunt Cora accosted me, leaning over a platter of tarts to kiss the prodigal. I told her I’d see her later and backed away, almost knocking over a waitress staggering under the weight of a

  silver tray. “Michael darling, come here; I want you to meet someone,” Mother called. I had to push through the throng surrounding her. Unimportant guests stood firm, their eyes fixed

  on Timmie Hudson. Those whose status allowed indifference to celebrity waved or greeted him with kisses, or pretended to be unaware of his presence. One of the detectives edged closer and

  stared.




  “Timmie, I want you to know my son. Michael dear, you recognize Tim Hudson, of course.”




  “Your son? This great oaf,” roared Timmie in a voice no ear could escape. After listeners had responded with light titters, he added, “But Anita, you don’t look old

  enough to have a child in kindergarten.”




  “Now, Timmie, no flattery, we’re not on the air,” Mother protested. “I want you to know Michael, he’s one of our better young actors. You’ve probably seen him

  in a couple of pictures and that TV thing, A Tale of Two Planets.” She spoke with more than maternal pride. The whiff of promotion was subtle but sound; exposure on the Timmie Hudson

  show would increase my value.




  The effusions which embarrassed me were interrupted by a lady so radiant with diamonds and so sure of her status that even Timmie Hudson could not keep her back. She kissed and embraced Mother,

  hurried through the proper phrases of condolence, then began a long description of her horror at hearing of the tragedy. Timmie Hudson made his exit.




  “And to think, Anita, that we were with you at the very moment that awful thing happened. When your poor husband was shot in the back, we were laughing and drinking champagne.”




  Mother sighed.




  “What a shame he didn’t come with you. If he had, he’d be here now, the poor soul.”




  “Wild horses couldn’t drag Henry to a charity ball,” said Chandler who’d quietly joined the group. “Even Anita couldn’t charm him into wearing a white

  tie.”




  “It isn’t that Henry was uncharitable,” put in Mother, defending her husband’s good name. “He gave too freely. But privately. He never went to public affairs.

  That’s why,” she slipped her arm through Chandler’s, “I had to rely on a gallant escort.”




  “How lucky you are.” Envy, shining brighter than her diamonds, exposed lust. No jewel, no gown, no face-lift nor hair-dye could so enhance a woman as an escort as

  soignée as Chandler Sprague.




  “I’m the lucky one. An aging bachelor allowed to escort a dazzling beauty whose husband hated big parties. Wasn’t she superb that night?”




  “Fabulous. I couldn’t take my eyes off that fabulous Mainbocher.”




  “Galanos,” said Mother.




  “Galanos!” A cry of horror. “Is my perception failing?”




  “Hello,” said Miss Alt’m as she passed, breaking through the mob to bring Judge Burden and his wife to Mother’s side. I started after the girl but Mrs Burden caught me,

  exclaiming as though I were half my age and not quite bright, “My word! This isn’t the boy! My word, how you’ve grown!” I had to stay and say the proper things while Miss

  Alt’m got away.




  “My word, will you look at that?” Mrs Burden pushed her glasses high on her nose to get a clearer view through bifocals of a painting above the mantel. “I don’t believe

  I’ve seen that one before.”




  “It’s quite recent,” Mother said.




  “One of his latest,” added Chandler.




  “This year?”




  A swift, oblique glance passed between Mother and Chandler. He nodded.




  On the other side of the room Miss Alt’m was talking to a detective.




  “There’s a definite advance over his earlier work,” said Mrs Burden.




  “Powerful, powerful,” muttered the judge.




  “If you ever want to get rid of it, Anita, please let us know before you put it on the market.”




  “I don’t know that I’ll ever sell it. I don’t think I can part with any of Henry’s work.”




  Judge Burden patted her shoulder. “You’ll feel differently in a little while, my dear. Time heals all wounds. Did he leave many paintings?”




  “There are a few up in the studio. I don’t know how many he considered finished. He was such a perfectionist, you know.”




  “She hasn’t had time to think about the paintings,” Chandler said. “Later, when she’s up to it, well decide which are to be sold.”




  More people had come in, among them a few friends, but mostly acquaintances, vultures feeding on association with the widow of a famous murder victim. Many faces were familiar. I’d seen

  them in news magazines. The Bitch-Goddess Set, Dad had called them and Mother had said he was ungrateful because these were the people who bought his pictures. Miss Alt’m was talking to a man

  who had the haunted look of a person listening to three conversations at the same time. His face appeared six nights a week at the head of his syndicated column of gossip. She was identifying for

  him some of the less important guests. I stood behind them and listened to her voice which was sincere and well-bred but definitely Western. Without the Nefertiti hat the girl had lost some of the

  classic quality. Nor was she particularly pretty; attractive rather, with rich apricot colouring and luminous brown eyes. Her mouth was big, her nose strong. She fixed her eyes on me with the rapt

  gaze that had disconcerted me at the funeral, but went on talking absent-mindedly to the columnist whose attention was given to the newest arrivals. I motioned with my head toward the back of the

  room.




  A moment later we were out of the crowd. The living room ran the length of the house. Two rooms had been thrown together to accommodate big parties. Behind the Steinway which no one ever touched

  unless a musician was among the guests was a bay window that looked over the small garden. Isolated, we became self-conscious. I cleared my throat. At last, “I haven’t thanked you for

  getting me into the funeral,” I said. She seemed fascinated by the pattern of the carpet. I went on, “If you hadn’t come along just then, I might have been arrested.” She

  thought it her duty to smile. “How did you recognize me?” I asked.




  “I’ve seen dozens of pictures of you.”




  “As a rosy-cheeked lad, no doubt, tugging my wee sled up a hill, or a Boy Scout tending my fire.”




  “Lying on a dead animal, naked, waving your feet in the air.”




  “Where the devil did you see that monstrosity? Strictly Mattoon, Illinois. My aunts had it taken as a surprise for Mother when she brought her baby to be shown off to the home

  town.”




  Her laughter was rich. “There’s not much you can hide from me, Mike Leveret. I’ve seen every photograph, sketch and painting right from the earliest mother and baby

  studies.” The minx laughed more heartily. I felt myself blush. No man likes to have a girl see him feeding at his mother’s breast. I wondered how Chandler Sprague’s assistant at

  the gallery had happened to see my baby album. Still laughing she said, “I’d recognize you on a peak in the Himalayas. As Henry Leveret’s son. You’re the spit’n

  image.”




  “You really think so?”




  “It’s weird. Didn’t you notice me staring this morning?”




  “Was that it? I thought it was my irresistible charm. Did you know my father well?”




  Now she blushed, very scarlet. Raising her head, looking at me with defiance, she said, “Very well. I knew him extremely well.”




  “Janet, love, why are you hiding back here? I’ve been looking all over.” It was the stork-like young man whose funeral oration had been delivered in polysyllables. A hint of

  foreign birth flavoured his speech, less accent than inflection. “I have, beloved wench, something to tell you. You will not believe it.”




  “This is Michael Leveret, Bruno. Henry’s son. Bruno Benedikt, Michael.”




  He recognized me with a perfunctory, middle-European bow, whirled toward the girl and with tremors told her, “My book’s to come out next month! Incredible, isn’t it?”




  “Bruno’s written a book about your father.”




  “I talked to my publisher on the phone. Just a little while ago. They’ve decided to rush it into print and start an advertising campaign at once.”




  While the murder’s still a sensation, I thought, but did not want to sound cynical and kept my mouth shut.




  “It’s a definitive study of Henry Leveret’s life and works. The definitive study, I should say. There’s some biographical matter included.” As though

  bestowing honour he told me, “You’re mentioned.”




  “Thank you so much.”




  “You must read it,” the girl said. “It’s very interesting.” She offered this praise as antidote to my harshness.




  “Have you read it?”




  “I’ve heard an awful lot about it, and read one chapter. I criticized it severely.”




  “You were helpful, love, very helpful.” He moved in close and gave her an intimate little hug.




  “Stop showing off, Bruno.” She jerked away. I had no reason to feel good about it. Until that morning I’d never set eyes on the girl.
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  No Hollywood director would have cast Dan Fogarty as a detective. He had a brush of dusty hair, a long upper lip, enormous hands and feet which seemed always in his way. Once I

  was tested and turned down for a detective series because I was not as suave as the actor who got the job. Fogarty showed no evidence of the keen deductive mind. He said he wanted a quiet word with

  me.




  “I don’t know anything. I just got into town this morning.”




  “Yeh, I know. But there’s something I’d like to take up with you if we could get away from this mob.”




  I led him upstairs to the library. His partner was left in the hall to observe visitors.




  “Do you think the murderer would come to pay his respects?” I asked.




  “Anything’s possible.”




  The library was occupied. Chandler had come up there to look over the day’s mail which had been brought to him from the gallery which, of course, was closed in tribute to the memory of its

  foremost artist. With him was his nephew and book-keeper, Earl Sprague De Witt. He was just my age, in the same class at school where the boys had nicknamed him Dim-Witt. He had joined us in

  laughing at the name because it gave him his only distinction. He was the sort who would never have been noticed if he had not tried so hard to make himself noticeable. His efforts exercised a kind

  of repulsive attraction which forced people to make conversation with him and ask his opinions. Invariably these were echoes of his uncle’s views.




  He leaped up to greet and weep with me. Chandler urged him back to the job. “You’ll see Mike again, let’s get back to work.”




  “We’ll go up to the studio,” I said and led Fogarty to the top floor. Three dismal bedrooms which had originally been servants’ quarters had been thrown into one large

  room, the ceiling raised at an angle on the north side and a skylight put in. The studio looked nothing like it had when I had last seen Dad at work there with tables disorderly with brushes and

  tubes of paint, bottles of linseed oil and turpentine, crayons and pastels. Sketch pads and palettes had been left about, unfinished canvases on both easels, studies pinned up on the walls,

  coloured fabrics piled on the couch. My eyes fell at once on the wooden lay figure which I’d used as my leading lady (draped in silks and velvets and wearing one of Mother’s hats) when

  I used to play theatre in the studio. The figure was now draped with a length of satin that crossed her body diagonally and was flung over an outstretched arm so that the folds caught the light

  when the lamps were turned on. On an easel stood a canvas of Henry Leveret’s recent period, near it on a small table a clean ceramic jug with brushes and a palette on which tidy blobs of

  colour had dried. It was too perfect, too like a movie set of an artist’s studio.




  Fogarty was impressed. “Some layout. Why didn’t he paint here?”




  “My mother said he was disturbed. He’d had some kind of nervous breakdown and didn’t work for a while. Then he thought if he took a studio downtown . . .”




  Fogarty had heard this. He stared, jaw loose, head tilted, at a painting on the opposite wall. On purple velvet whose folds caught the highlights lay Mother glittering in young loveliness. Her

  back was to the viewer, the front of her body reflected in a gold-framed mirror. The breasts were luscious, skin tones pearly, pubic hair of a darker red than the locks that hung over her

  shoulders. Fogarty saw me looking at him and smiled with the embarrassment of the artistically illiterate who had, a few years earlier, smirked before statues in museums and now crowded into movies

  whose only virtue is nudity.




  “It’s her?”




  I tried not to show the snobbery of one brought up in a world where a naked model is commoner and less interesting than clothes that can be stripped off of a girl. “She used to model for

  my father. What is it you wanted to talk to me about?”




  Fogarty leaned back in Dad’s old easy chair. “Got any theories about who could’ve killed your father?”




  “What do I know? I’ve been away for eight years.”




  “You might have some idea. About old grudges, for instance.”




  “You don’t think that after all these years some enemy would suddenly decide to get even. Not that I ever heard of any enemies.”




  “Your father had a lot of fights with people. Had a pretty hot temper, huh?”




  “So far as I was concerned, yes. He was sensitive about certain things.”




  “What about Gelb? He ate dinner at their house the night he died. Gelb walked back to the studio with him.”




  I’d been startled when I read this in the news reports. “Apparently they made up and were seeing each other again.”




  Fogarty shifted in the chair and thrust out his big feet. “Why’s everybody holding back stuff? Like they all got secrets.”




  “What makes you think so?”




  “They shy away from straight answers. It’s hard to say exactly, but they get too polite or think up some other subject when you ask a straight question.” He regarded his feet

  disapprovingly and thrust them under the seat of the chair. “That’s what I wanted to talk to you about. I need help and think you can give it to me.”




  “What kind of help?”




  “People’ll talk to you like they won’t to a professional. You being away from home so long, they’ll probably fill you in on what happened when you were gone. Get

  it?”




  “You want me to act as a sort of assistant detective?”




  Now that he had quit beating about the bush and was coming out with his proposition, Fogarty showed authority. “Yeh, that’s just what I want.”




  I knew then why I had failed to get a fat part in a TV detective serial. I had shown no taste for the role. I loathe spies and spying. I became diffident and said, “I don’t think

  I’d be any good at the job?”




  “Don’t want to tattle on family and friends, uh?”




  “I doubt that I’d be able to find out much.”




  “That’s the point. You’re not a detective. A guy that looks like a school teacher.”




  This was not the first time I’d suffered that description. I took off my glasses and scowled.




  “Don’t you want to know who killed your father?”




  “That’s your job.”




  “Others might be in danger. Your mother maybe.” He was working on me. I could hear the wheels going round.




  “Why? Why should anyone have anything against her?”




  “Your mother’s a sweet lady, but anything’s possible.”




  “I doubt it.”




  “Is that your answer?”




  “I’m going back to Hollywood, probably the day after tomorrow.” I hoped Mother would not try to detain me.




  5




  I wondered how long she had been standing at the door. “Why didn’t you tell me you were coming up here, Michael? It was naughty of you to run away. There were

  several people who wanted to meet you. Are you the culprit who stole my son, Mr Fogarty?”




  “We were having a talk.” Minding his manners, Fogarty rose, became wooden-faced again. His hands were superfluous, his feet redundant. He tried not to look at the painting.




  “Do you like it, Mr Fogarty? Think it a good likeness? Of course I was much younger when it was painted.” Her tone was blithe, her eyes impish.




  “It’s a nice picture.”




  “I’m so glad you like it. We don’t feel it’s up to Mr Leveret’s later work, but I keep it here for sentimental reasons. I was in that pose when he proposed to

  me.” A sly glance told me she enjoyed teasing the prig. She had sensed his prudery, having herself escaped a prim, rather common family and risen by her own strong will and my father’s

  tutoring to her present artistic and social level. That she spoke of “Mr Leveret” rather than “Henry” showed her sensitivity to class distinction. Parvenu snobbery was

  disguised by the mask of her charm. She shed upon the detective her radiance, seated herself in a high-backed chair, invited us to sit. “Now, Mr Fogarty, what news have you for me?”




  Although we were alone on the top floor, Fogarty closed the door. “I got a couple of questions, Mrs Leveret. Some I don’t like bringing up, but it’s necessary. Do you happen to

  know any woman he was seeing?”




  Mother laughed lightly. “It’s hard to think of his being in that studio with a woman. Unless she was a model. But only if he was actually painting. I don’t believe he

  was.” She waited a few seconds for Fogarty to provide information, then added, “Of course Janet used to go up there in the evening.”




  “You mean Miss Altheim that works for Mr Sprague?”




  “She was supposed to be working for Mr Leveret at night, but what work she could have done . . .” There was a shade of arrogance in Mother’s smile.




  “She might have modelled for him,” I suggested.




  “With that figure? She’s as flat as a board. Your father had other ideas about women’s bodies.’ Mother preened a bit to show that her body, grown a bit heavier now, had

  fulfilled my father’s standards. “Of course at his age he might have been less demanding.”




  “Do you know if she owned any diamond and ruby earrings?”




  “How would I know?”




  “We found an earring in the studio. Real diamonds and rubies set in solid gold. Worth about two thousand dollars, our appraiser says. Might sell for more on Fifth Avenue.”




  “They could be Janet’s.”




  Fogarty doubted it. Diamonds and rubies set in solid gold were not typical of a girl who worked for her living.




  “Janet Altheim doesn’t exactly work for her living.”




  “You’re not saying,” Fogarty’s tone showed an attempt at delicacy, “that your late husband presented them to her?”




  “Definitely not. They weren’t the sort of thing Mr Leveret would buy for a woman. Not even his wife, Mr Fogarty. Diamonds and rubies were not his style.” She laughed icily and

  turned to me. “Doesn’t her name mean anything to you? Altheim?”




  “I’ve heard it someplace.”




  “You’ve been in San Francisco.” To Fogarty who had never been in San Francisco she explained, “Everything out there’s Altheim. Altheim banks, brokers, insurance,

  real estate, canned goods, chain stores, everything.”




  “You mean rich?” asked Fogarty.




  Mother rolled her eyes.




  “Then why’s she working for Sprague?”




  “She loves art. She loves work,” sniffed Mother who knew what it meant to work for bread and rent. “Why do you think she worked at night with Mr Leveret?” The

  question implied more than Mother would say.




  “Well . . .” Fogarty hesitated. He did not want to offend the widow by what seemed the obvious answer. A knock on the door saved him. I opened it and Aunt Cora with an arc of sweat

  shining on her chin announced that Sanford Hirsch was downstairs and very anxious to talk to Mother.




  “Take him up to the library, dear. I’ll be down as soon as I’ve touched up my face.” Mother put on the look she had always worn when she studied herself in a mirror.




  “I’ll bring you tea up there.” Cora scuttled away happily.




  6




  Aunt Betty had served tea to Timmie Hudson, so that it became the privilege of Aunt Cora to bring the tea tray to Mother and Sanford Hirsch in the library. These dear women did

  not pretend to be unimpressed by celebrity. Anyone seen and heard on television, no matter how inanely, brought warmth to their hearts and sweat to their chins. Sanford Hirsch had become a veteran

  of talk shows long before Mother made her first appearance. His speciality was anecdote; personal secrets of the great. He had a collection ranging from Hannibal to Mae West, could repeat

  conversations between Beaumont and Fletcher as readily as he related bits about the boudoir practices of Elizabeth Taylor. At Mother’s first appearance he had also been a Special Guest on

  Timmie Hudson’s programme, and had sparred with her so merrily that they had been invited to participate again and again.




  The library door was open when I went downstairs with Fogarty. Mother called that I was to come in and meet Sanford Hirsch. I said I’d come back as soon as I’d shown Fogarty to the

  door. His partner left with him. The air seemed clearer after they had gone. On the stairs I was accosted by Earl De Witt. “Do you realize that some of the biggest names in the country were

  in this house today?” No less than my aunts from Illinois, this native New Yorker sweated with respect for Names. Nothing about his job in the Sprague Gallery delighted Earl so much as

  talking on the phone to a celebrity about unpaid bills. He held my hand between damp palms until I told him Sanford Hirsch was waiting. He let me go, enviously.




  “This great oaf is my son, would you believe it?” asked Mother, introducing me to Sanford Hirsch. She went on shamelessly boasting of her son’s talent as an actor and adding

  that I had also a fabulous talent for writing. “His letters! The prose is as clear and definitive about Hollywood as Berenson on the Renaissance painters. Some day he’ll write a great

  book.”




  “Why don’t you?” asked Hirsch. When he was not telling anecdotes to women’s clubs and TV audiences, he gave his time to the publishing business inherited from a

  distinguished father. “We could use a good book about Hollywood. Bring me your first three chapters when you’ve got them down.”




  “Sorry, Mr Hirsch, but there have been too many definitive studies of Hollywood already.”




  While he and Mother went on with a conversation I’d interrupted, I was taken up with a picture that hung over the mantel where once there had been a portrait of rosy-cheeked Leveret Junior

  painted in Dad’s early style; removed probably because he had not wanted to be reminded of the prodigal. The substitute was one of his early Concentrics. I found it baffling, although a

  certain design showed and colours flowed out of each other with the fluidity that distinguished all of Dad’s work. To my restricted imagination and dull sight (“eyes of habit”

  according to Cocteau) the picture was senseless. I studied it thinking that, if I could decipher its meaning or the artist’s intention, I might find the key to the complexities of my

  father’s character.
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