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BROKEN BIRD
Having already crusted her forearms, clay splattered thirty-eight-year-old Kimberly Jannis’s apron and cheap sweats. Her bare foot pumped the pedal under the turntable. The potter’s wheel whirled to life. Kimberly pressed, squeezed, and pulled the soft clay upward and outward into a hollow shape—the beginnings of a new vase. As she pumped, Kimberly blew at an agitating strand of black hair glued to her chiseled face that was both fiercely beautiful and hardened by years of silence. She was the type of woman that could cut a man down with a sidelong glance. Perhaps that would save her tonight.
Nearby, Harold Gatts, a graying man turned heavyset in his later years, locked the final glass door cabinet lining the walls of Gatts Jannis Pottery and Antiquities. He had been watching Kim closely these past few weeks with a question on the tip of his tongue. Ask away, Kimberly taunted her mentor/business partner as she worked the wheel.
“I’m leaving for a few days,” Harold finally broke the heavy silence. With his bushy gray mustache, saggy cheeks peppered with white stubble, and tiny eyes behind glasses shaped like flipped orange slices, he had the look of a walrus. He fixed the suspenders wrapping over his sky-blue button-up. “Make sure you lock up after you’re finished.”
“Drive safe,” Kimberly replied coldly.
Harold leaned on his cane and waddled to the door. He grabbed the handle with his meaty hand and turned back to give Kimberly a final look. Instead of asking his question, he limped onto the Northampton sidewalk and vanished into the night.
Kimberly pumped the pedal harder. The turntable whirled faster as she shaped the clay. Her heart rate quickened. It was never her intent to push Harold away. He’d been like a second father to her, but Kimberly’s eyes were on grander things. Prospects that would catapult her out of his little failing shop on Riverside and into the heart of Northampton’s downtown: a place where the world would see her art.
Suddenly, the power cut out.
Light from the street lamps streamed through the quaint shop’s bamboo blinds, making jail bars across the floor.
Kimberly stopped pedaling and let the turntable slow down. The wet clay sculpture fell into a volcano-shaped blob. Her breathing quickened.
Smash!
Kimberly craned her head back and studied the ceiling.
Something shattered. Something else broke.
Kimberly recognized the origin of the noise.
Her private collection.
She jolted out of her bench, sending it to its side, and grabbed a crusty rag to wipe the hardening clay from her palms and fingers. She pulled open the door behind the counter and bolted up the flight of stairs sandwiched between two tight walls.
Not now. Not like this, Kimberly begged. Her stained hands fumbled through her keyring, finding the small key that opened the red door. Holding her breath, she twisted the key in the lock and let the door fall open into the black room. She stopped in the threshold. The towel slipped from her fingers and clumped beside her bare foot with a faded scorpion tattoo running along her heel. Her prized 19th century Satsuma pottery vase and a dozen other porcelain artifacts were shattered on the floor. Moonlight spilled through a singular sealed circular window at the back of the room and cast a spotlight on the bleeding crow lying amidst the jagged fragments.
On its side, the black bird spread and flapped one of its damaged wings. Purple innards leaked from the red gash across its belly. Crimson pooled under its black feathers and filled the lines of hardwood floor. With cautious steps, Kimberly approached the dying bird. At the end of the potter’s trek, the crow’s wing sank to the floor and stayed spread out, like a black fan dipped in blood.
Kimberly’s mouth went dry and her muscles tensed. She’d seen this before, many years ago. Just like then, instinct only told her one thing.
Run.
Click.
She twisted back to the silhouetted figure standing in front of the closed door. Kimberly backed over the dead bird.
The figure took a step with her. Shadow cloaked the person or thing in the darkness of the stuffy room.
“You’ve made a mistake,” Kimberly bluffed. A bead of sweat made a racetrack down her clay-stained cheek. “You got the wrong person.”
A piece of glass nicked Kim’s sole as she backed up. It opened her skin and sent her bumping into a bamboo shelf. The antiques rattled, clinking together. Kim grabbed a hand-painted amphora, one of her first creations, something with significant sentimental value, and launched it across the room.
The figure ducked the projectile and didn’t bother turning back to watch it explode against the door. The person moved closer. The walls of the room closed in on Kimberly. The remaining wet clay on her hands had dried and cracked like dead earth. She set her jaw and glared at the figure. Maybe she could cut them down with her sharp eyes.
The figure brandished its own blade.
The moonlight reflected on the ivory-hilted hunting knife. It moved closer, and closer, and closer…
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THE LUMINIST
Ellie Batter couldn’t stop laughing as her dashing husband, Troy, carried her through the apartment’s door. He flipped on the lights and gave her a sloppy, over-exaggerated kiss.
“Welcome to your home, Mrs. Batter,” he said, smiling with his sparkling white teeth. Seriously, they were something out a Colgate advertisement.
Ellie breathed in that familiar homey smell of her eleven-month-old suite. It was the first time she passed through the door with the last name Batter. Though not the most romantic surname, but it sure beat Smith, the monotonous maiden name that had plagued Ellie with a sort of normalcy she’d been trying to escape her entire life. First through the angsty teenage years where she wore black lipstick, black hair dye, and black clothes, and then to her twenties where she tossed away the abysmal attire for bright spontaneous yellows that reflected her uplifting, artistic style. At the age of thirty-two, she’d mellowed out considerably and dressed with a sort of conservative class.
Her intelligent eyes scanned around the twelfth-floor, modern and elegantly-designed apartment. Its tall windows displayed the fullness of Northampton, Massachusetts that was currently soaked in rain. Breathtaking oil paintings decorated the walls with smoky mountain vistas, wild flower meadows, homesteads on a sunny day, and horses grazing in green pastures. All of them were memories of a naive girl from Pennsylvanian Amish country who struck gold in the big city.
“I think we need to hire a new interior decorator,” Ellie replied with snark.
“You’re too hard on yourself, big shot.” Troy put her back on solid ground and helped her with her damp coat.
“If I didn’t know any better, I’d say you’re trying to get lucky,” Ellie teased her newly-minted husband as he hung the lightweight trench coat on the rack. “I thought the honeymoon would’ve worn you out.”
“There are certain things that wear me out, that’s not one of them,” Troy replied. “Come on, I’ll get a bubble bath going.”
The closed double doors to the paint room caught Ellie’s eye. “Maybe in a little while.”
The comment took Troy off guard. He noticed where her attention had gone and frowned. “You work too much.”
“I didn’t work at all this past week, now did I?” Ellie gave him a kiss on his stubbled jaw.
“Your loss,” Troy said, jokingly but serious. “I guess I’ll be enjoying the bubble bath all by myself.”
“Aww,” Ellie said as if speaking to a dog. “Did I hurt your wittle feelings?”
She went to pinch his cheek. He caught her wrist midair and held it with an unexpected amount of force. His intense brown eyes locked with Ellie’s sapphire blues. A barrier of heavy silence hung between the married couple.
Thump, thump, Ellie’s heart quickened as she stood frozen by her husband’s uncharacteristic show of aggression. Then, Troy smiled in the wonderful way that made a girl melt and kissed her passionately. “Have I told you I love you today?”
“Only a half dozen times,” Ellie replied.
“Can I say it again?”
“Only if you mean it.”
Troy looked deep into her eyes. Ellie waited and waited. With one brow raised, she put her hand on her hip and cleared her throat.
“You said to only say it if I mean it,” Troy defended himself.
Ellie punched his arm. “Jerk.”
Troy snickered. Ellie rolled her eyes but couldn’t kept from giggling as well. She thought this marriage would make them less juvenile. She was wrong.
Troy released her and snatched an apple from the basket on the kitchen counter. With a mouth full of Granny Smith, Troy said, “Don’t stay up too late. My beauty sleep is very precious to me, and thanks to a certain someone, I hadn’t gotten much of that.”
“Oh, boohoo,” Ellie replied.
Taking his apple with him, Troy jogged up the spiral stairs to the open loft with a railing made of twisted black metal. At thirty-four years old, Troy was two years Ellie’s senior. He had a sharp, handsome face free of blemishes, intense brown eyes, and a trimmed beard that connected to his silky blond tapered haircut.
When he had left her sight, Ellie sighed. As much as she enjoyed the beach night resorts, martinis, and the boardwalk, it felt good being back home. The wedding planning had set her back on her daily art commissions, and the honeymoon added to the delay. She’d already mentally prepared herself for days of catch-up. Farm houses, rolling fields, natural springs sparkling in the sunset, and other art pieces influenced by the luminism movement—Ellie’s artistic niche.
She headed into the art room. Unpainted canvases leaned against a wall. Different paint mixes and brushes stuffed buckets and mugs. Half-finished paintings dangled on walls or rested on the flat wooden table. To an outsider, the place was an unorganized disaster, but Ellie knew the clutter like the back of her hand, and the incomplete paintings that seemed like works of an expert procrastinator were actually Ellie’s passions projects. They were the type of creations that she poured countless hours to make every brush stroke, dot, and contrasting color meld in perfect harmony. In her eight years of professional art -- six of which were spent begging art galleries for work and the latter two being flooded by a wave of success brought on by her mentor and friend Andrew Maneau -- Ellie had only completed one of her masterpieces, and it was so detestably dull that she longed to send into a fiery grave. The projects she thought would bomb exploded with successes, and the pieces she cherished were shrugged off by the masses.
Ah, the life of an artist, she thought with hints of sarcasm.
Ellie stood before the blank linen canvas taking up a healthy portion of her 58-inch wide and 92-inch tall easel. Needless to say, this customized oaken structure was far from the Walmart special. She put her hand on her hips and contemplated the best way to paint a mountain vista she’d painted a hundred times and somehow make it unique. As a Luminist, she didn’t depict nature with awe-inspiring grandeur, but created quiets moments on old American frontier that evoked a sense of somber spirituality, usually through intricately detailed natural phenomena and the use of cool, hard light. The result was something orderly where brush strokes were nearly invisible and realism was paramount. She’d spent years adopting the style after her parents took her to a small historical art gallery in Strasburg. Her lower middle-class parents were supportive of her passion and got her what she needed, though deep down, they thought Ellie would be the one living at home at the age of thirty. Her slacker brother Paul took the award for that one.
Ellie grabbed her painter’s palette and some bright colored paint. She wanted to create something cheerier this evening. Something with bright lights and wonderful yellows. It would break a few tropes of Luminism, but she didn’t get famous following the status quo.
Lighting struck followed by a peal of thunder
Ellie felt the plastic-covered floor move beneath her feet.
She blinked a few times, and the odd sensation subsided.
Weird, she thought and wheeled over her metal cart boasting cans of paint and brushes of every size imaginable. As she prepped the canvas, something tingled up her spine. Her vision became sharply focused and her goosebumps rose on her pale skin.
She picked up the brush dipped in paint, trying to ignore the strange feeling.
As soon as the brush hairs touched on the canvas, Ellie’s arm took over, dragging the brush across the linen surface. The painting began to spin. Ellie’s breath quickened. Her heart rate spiked.
More lightning. More thunder.
Her eyes rolled into the back of her skull.
Her hand worked feverishly on the painting. A brush stroke here, splattered there, red paint, black paint, blue paint, gray. The yellows and golds were cast aside and spilled on the plastic sheeting on the floor. Ellie’s eyes rolled farther back into her head until her milky whites revealed themselves to the world. Not stopping production, she grabbed a second brush with her off-hand and swiped on the canvas.
Ellie only saw blackness. It consumed her mind, body, and soul. The water piping for the upstairs bubble bath rumbled in the ceiling.
Torrents of heavy rain bombarded the windows.
The faint wind’s howl seeped into the lightless apartment.
Ellie awoke face down on the plastic-covered floor, marinating her cheek on a puddle of her own drool.
Her skull crushed her brain. She grimaced and set her jaw. It was like someone had given her a lobotomy with a railroad spike. After wiping her cheek, she pushed against the ground to rise. Numbness crippled her legs, thwarting her ascent. Invisible needles prodded her flesh when she tried to bend her knees. Her eyes adjusted to the dark apartment. Did the storm kill the power? When did she fall asleep? What the hell was happening? More questions assaulted her mind. She took hold of her paint cart’s metal rim and used it to steady herself. Her ankles rolled and her legs nearly gave way, but she overcame the prickling sensation and it started to fade.
The massive canvas nearby dwarfed her. It was fully painted and nearly dry, though the darkness of the room masked its contents.
Lightning flashed through the slightly ajar French doors, illuminating the butchered woman.
Ellie gasped and stepped back as the darkness made a swift return. Not taking her eyes off of the canvas, she groped at the air in front of her and snatched the beaded string connected to the ceiling light. A sickening fear pitted in her belly. The tiny hairs on her arm rose. Something inside told her not to pull the string, not to bring whatever she had created into the light. Ellie heard the internal voice but didn’t heed its advice. She tugged. A covered bulb cast a spotlight onto the disturbing masterwork.
The details of the painting were immaculate, somehow both surreal yet realistic. Red contrasted black, gray, and white. It looked more real than a photograph, but held on to a certain artistic style that gave it a larger than life quality. Ellie couldn’t describe its style, though it was far from Luminism.
It showed a woman with her back propped against a wall with a closed circular window spilling moonlight over her head. Shelves of antique pottery flanked her left and right. More shattered shards littered the floor around her bare feet. A black scorpion tattooed the right side of one ankle. Her dry, lifeless eyes were half closed on her fiercely beautiful face. She stared lifelessly into the nothingness. A scarlet tear of blood trickled from the corner of her lip, down her pointed chin, and slithered onto her skinny neck. More scarlet spattered the wall behind her while over a dozen deep gashes ruined her dirty apron. Her palms were turned upward and were coated with a mix of dry clay and glossy blood. In the foreground, and untouched by the pool of blood blooming out from the woman, was a dead crow, its purple sloppy innards slipping out from its slashed belly.
Heart pounding and head spinning, Ellie focused her attention to her own paint-stained hand. Her fingers were dipped in deep crimson. Her palms were black as twilight.
A tear snaked down her cheek. She had no recollection creating this painting, yet all the evidence pointed to her. With short, wavering breaths, she backed up out of the room and glanced at the blinking green light on the kitchen stove. It was almost 4 am. Troy had carried her in at 10:30 pm. Six hours of her life were unaccounted for. A painting like that was at least a fifty-hour project.
“Troy?” Her voice cracked as she cried out.
No reply.
She flipped on the light switch with the top of her hand, smudging it with red paint. She started up the spiral staircase, making sure not to touch the railing with her coated hands, and pushed open the cracked bedroom door with her elbow. Troy was on the bed with half of his body hidden by ruffled covers. His mouth was slightly agape and his head was limp on his pillow. It didn’t look like he was breathing.
Ellie froze. Her face turned stark white. She whispered her husband’s name.
Not a sound from came from Troy.
She moved closer, her socks sliding on the glossy hardwood floor.
She leaned her head down close to his parted lips, feeling for breath.
Nothing.
Ellie’s heart sank. Her lip quivered. She raised her paint-dipped hand to touch him.
Suddenly, as if struck by a hammer in the chest, Troy snorted loudly and sent Ellie recoiling away from the bed. Her husband’s breathing patterns returned to normal and he rolled to his side, mumbling a sleepless nothing. Ellie trembled, but she didn’t know why. It was chilly in the flat, but far from cold. Dare I wake him… She glanced at the digital clock on the nightstand. 4:07 am.
Ellie backed out of the room slowly and used her elbow to quietly shut the door behind her. She rested her back on the door and shut her eyes. What is happening to me? The paint crusted on her hands. She headed to the bathroom and washed her palms and fingers under the steaming water. She scrubbed harshly and used an ample amount of soap to remove the paint. It had already set. She mumbled to herself in frustration as she rubbed until her flesh was pink and raw. The paint turned the water ruddy like rare meat and then black like char as it swirled down the drain. When Ellie finished, there was still more paint mashed under and around her fingernails. That wouldn’t come out anytime soon.
She splashed her face with hot water and swiped her hand across the fogged mirror. Dripping wet, she glanced at the tired reflection. It seemed as though she aged ten years in six hours.
She returned to the art room, but hesitated going inside. She grabbed the handles of the French doors and shut them tightly. She checked the lock and headed upstairs to join Troy in bed. She climbed on the mattress, careful not to wake her husband. With a gentle touch, she pulled up the covers to her chin. Troy rolled over again, this time turning his back to her. Ellie took a deep breath and stared at the ceiling, which was as white as a blank canvas. When Ellie blinked, the dead woman looked back at her with drooping eyelids and lifeless pupils. Ellie shut her eyes, told herself to get some sleep, that things would make sense in the morning, yet she couldn’t turn off her mind.
Warm rays of sun kissed her skin the next morning. Though it didn’t seem like it, she must’ve slept a little seeing how Troy wasn’t in bed when she re-opened her eyes. She pinched the bridge of her nose, feeling the return of that excruciating headache. She swiveled her feet out of bed and curled her toes when she touched down on the hardwood. She was still wearing last night’s clothes and her hair was a mess. She wasted no time stripping down and climbing into the shower. She brushed foaming shampoo across her scalp. The paint still hung in her fingertips. Her head still throbbed even under the relaxing cascade of water. She put on some lazy clothes and shambled down the stairs. Her eyes immediately went to the closed art room door.
“Good morning,” Troy said as he folded a fresh omelet. He was dressed in dark jeans, fleece, and V-neck. The news was playing on the TV.
“Morning,” Ellie replied weakly, unable to take her eyes off the art room door.
“Sit down.” Troy gestured to the kitchen bar.
Hesitant, Ellie lowered herself on the barstool and locked her fingers on the smooth, granite slab. When she saw the paint still under her fingernails, she hid her hands under the table, thought she didn’t know why she was so terrified of showing Troy.
Troy placed a steaming fat omelet gushing with goat cheese, diced peppers, and ham on a plate in front of her. “How late did you work last night?”
“Too late.” Ellie speared the omelet with her fork.
Troy put down a glass mug of iced coffee next to her plate. “You must’ve gotten a lot done. I don’t remember seeing you come to bed.”
Troy packed his omelet into a Tupperware container and sealed it tight.
“Where are you going?” Ellie asked with alarm.
Troy looked at her with a dumb smile. “To work. You feeling okay?”
Ellie didn’t reply.
Concern sank Troy’s handsome face. He claimed the seat next to her. “What is it?”
“Last night…” Ellie couldn’t find the right words. “It would be better if I just showed you.”
Leaving her egg speared to the plate, she led him into the art room. Exhaling, she opened the double French doors, revealing the disturbing painting set on the easel at the center of the room.
“Holy crap,” Troy said in shock as he approached the disturbing masterwork. “You did this?”
Ellie bit into her lower lip. With unblinking eyes, she nodded slowly.
Troy ran his hand up his tapered blond hair and turned back to her. “Ellie, this is… this is amazing.”
“Troy, I don’t…”
Troy laughed as he looked over the canvas. “Wow. Good job, Ellie. You did all this in one night? I didn’t know you had this in you. No wonder you’re exhausted.”
Ellie grabbed his arm and forced him to face her. “I don’t remember painting it, Troy.”
Troy crinkled his brows, not understanding.
“I had some sort of, I don’t know, blackout, and then… this! Look at it!”
“I see it,” Troy said, prying her fingers off his biceps. “You should be proud of it. Yeah, it’s a bit out there, but I’m glad you’re branching out. That’s bold of you.”
Ellie felt her face go red. “You’re not understanding. I can’t paint like this. I wouldn’t even dream about painting something like this.”
“Ellie, you’re too hard on yourself,” Troy said sternly.
Ellie wanted to sock him across the jaw. “I didn’t paint this. I-I mean, I did, but I didn’t.”
“You’re not making any sense,” Troy said sternly.
“I blacked out last night. Fainted. Something. When I got up, this painting was here. That doesn’t just happen.”
“Okay, okay, I agree. That’s abnormal.” The two of them were quiet for a moment. Troy offered a suggestion. “Do you want to go to the hospital?”
“Should I?” Ellie asked, unsure.
“It’s up to you.” He glanced back to the painting and then back to Ellie. “But if you want my advice, I say eat your breakfast and get some sleep. If you’re still feeling sick, we’ll get you looked at.”
“The commissions, Troy. I’m backlogged enough as is. I can’t just rest.”
“Tell them to wait,” Troy said, starting to get upset. “You’re obviously not feeling well.” His watch beeped. Tory glanced at the time and his lips made a line on his face. “I have to go. I’ll be back tonight. Just take it easy, alright?”
Not waiting for Ellie’s response, he planted a kiss on her forehead. He grabbed his shoulder pack from the kitchen bar and hurried out the door, saying, “I love you,” before he shut it.
Ellie stood alone in the apartment for a long moment before approaching the painting. She knew Troy was right. She was just tired. That’s it. Nothing weird. Right?
The dead woman in the painting watched her with lifeless eyes. She hesitantly brushed her fingers across the woman’s face. It had layers of paint and, by the amount of detail, it would’ve been impossible to paint this in less than six hours. Even a master of craft would’ve drawn it out by hand first before diving right into the painting process. Ellie never thought about gory things. She didn’t even watch horror movies. Why would she create this? What did it mean? Was it chance? It couldn’t be. Ellie’s head kept throbbing. She pulled the canvas off the easel and set off to the side. Out of view. There, Ellie thought with accomplishment as she returned to her breakfast. She felt better already.
The next two days, she didn’t even look at the painting. Every moment she had a thought, she cast it off and took a walk down the street, breathing in the spring Massachusetts air, or she’d thrust herself at another project. At first, she was nervous what she’d created, but after she was able to finish up a river under a wonderful sunrise, she was back on a roll. Moreover, she was working faster and better than ever.
Troy would come home late. He was a journalist for the local paper, though his true love was American history. It was something that him and Ellie’s father had in common. They’d met at Ellie’s grandparents’ fiftieth anniversary. Troy was a friend of Ellie’s cousin and asked her to dance. Four years of dating later and they were hitched. Troy had proposed multiple times during that period, but Ellie politely refused him each time, waiting for her art career to flourish.
“My latest assignment will excite you,” Troy said as he set his laptop back on the kitchen bar.
“What’s that?” Ellie asked as she ate green beans from their recently restocked refrigerator.
“I’m covering the rise of local art galleries in Northampton. That means more work for you. I could get some inside leads for you if you’re interested.”
“That would be nice. Thanks.” Ellie said, secretly glad that the wedding daze had ended and they were back to their normal, somewhat boring selves.
“Yeah, I was thinking we could advertise your new piece. These curators are always looking for freaky stuff. It will fit in quite nicely.”
Ellie thought it over. There was something about that beautiful, hideous thing that made her want to hang onto it. Nonetheless, she said, “Get me their names and numbers, and I’ll see what they’re offering.”
The next morning, after Troy had just walked out of the door, Ellie got a phone call from Andrew, her best friend and avid art collector.
“Mrs. Ellie Batter. I got to say, it’s going to feel weird not calling you Smith.”
“I know. I’m still getting used to it. Batter makes me sound like I’m a baseball coach.”
“How was the honeymoon?”
“Dreamy,” Ellie said, in high spirits. “We went to Naples, Florida.”
“Going to the beach in spring? Was the water cold?
Ellie smiled to herself. “We didn’t spend much time in the water.”
“Oh,” Andrew replied with chuckle. “Say, Troy stopped by the other day, said that you had a piece you’re shopping around. Something that breaks your normal mold. I’d love to see it.”
“I’ll be honest with you, it’s a little disturbing,” Ellie said, biting into some crunchy toast and ignoring the news Troy had forgotten to turn off.
“You and disturbing?” Andrew said suspiciously. “Those are two words I’d never thought in conjunction. Still, I like the sound of it.”
“I thought you would,” Ellie replied. “I’ve seen your personal gallery. You got a knack for picking the weird ones.”
“I picked you, darling,” Andrew boasted. “And you made me a very happy man.”
“Don’t tell Troy,” Ellie teased. Their pretend affair was a little inside joke her and Andrew had after some members in the art community berated Andrew for investing so much time trying to sell Ellie’s work. The truth was, Andrew managed many artists and was a collector/sculptor himself. Everyone in the business knew Ellie was his favorite, and even she didn’t know why. Her friend was about ten years older than her and single, but even after all the years they had known each other, she knew he liked her more like a daughter than a potential lover.
“When can I stop by?” Ellie asked.
He made a noise as he thought. “I’m planning a private showing of my personal collection, lots of bigwigs, artists, you know the type. Needless to say, it’s not been easy finding free time. But if this new piece is as good as your husband says it is, I’ll make an opening when things mellow out.”
“The lovely grind of an artist,” Ellie replied.
“If we didn’t love it, we would’ve gone insane a long time ago.”
“Amen to that. Have a good one, Andy.”
“Likewise, Mrs. Batter.”
After the call ended, Ellie reached for the TV remote. She had a small smile on her face. If anyone would buy her work, it was Andrew. He’d been in the art business for much longer than her and after the countless stack of rejection letters she got from gallery owners, he was the first one to take a chance on her. He even convinced her to move from the Pennsylvania countryside to Northampton. The investment earned Ellie a tiny fortune and a lifelong career in the arts.
Ellie was about to turn off the TV when something on the screen grabbed her attention. A picture of a woman with a chiseled face that was fiercely beautiful. Ellie recognized her. She turned up the volume.
“Co-owner of Gatts Jannis Pottery and Antiquities, Kimberly Jannis’s body was discovered in her shop storeroom,” the anchor said.
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DEAD WOMAN
Ellie involuntarily covered her mouth as the news displayed brief images of the crime scene: caution tape, police activity, broken pottery, and blood spatter up on a wall.
“Jannis was stabbed sixteen times in what local police are calling the most brutal robbery homicide in recent months. There has been no word as to who is responsible.”
The channel turned to a commercial break. Ellie stared stupidly at the TV. A sickening feeling pitted in her stomach. Slowly, she turned to the art room. She carefully approached and pulled open the double French doors. She found the disturbing painting resting off to the side. Ellie picked it up and returned to the living room. She examined the dead woman. There was no doubt about it. This was Kimberly Jannis in a vase shop storage room, just as the news had shown. Ellie counted the number of glossy stab wounds on Kim’s torso. Sixteen. Once again, exactly as the news described. Ellie didn’t know what to think. She felt terrified, sickened, confused, and alive. Adrenaline coursed through her veins.
The news returned with a live interview outside of the two-story vase shop on an under-trafficked road. The man speaking was labeled as Harold Gatts, co-owner of the vase shop. “Kimberly was a fine young woman with great talent. Ten years ago, I added her name to my store title because of her hard work and dedication...”
Ellie turned off the TV. She paced, chewing her fingernail. The walls of her simple life pressed in on her. That crippling headache returned.
Her phone rang.
Andrew again.
Ellie answered with an uneasy “Hello.”
Andrew spoke. “Hi again. I know it’s sudden, but a client canceled her lunch this afternoon. If you want to stop by my place and show me what you got, I’m open.” There was something urgent in his voice, though he was doing well to hide it.
Ellie couldn’t take her eyes off the picture of a real woman who actually died. “I… not today, Andrew.”
“You sound funny,” Andrew said. “Something happen?”
Ellie’s heart raced. Showing Andrew the painting didn’t sit right. “Sorry, Andrew. I… I have to go.” Ellie hung up.
Coincidence, that’s all it is. The painting pulled at her focus. The room blurred away. The scarlet blood began to pump from the sixteen stab wounds. Ellie blinked, and the painting was dry and ‘normal’ again. The dead woman’s bubbled blood glistened under the ceiling light. Coincidence, she told herself again, though she knew she was lying to herself.
Barefoot and still in her pajamas, she walked back into the kitchen that merged with the living room. She splashed her face with tap water, trying to wash away the fury of thoughts in her mind. The black handles jutting from the wooden knife block grabbed her attention. She wrapped her hand around one, noticing paint chips still packed under her fingernails as she drew out the chef’s knife. She backed away from it and looked at the blade, reflecting on what she was about to do. Logical-minded people don’t attack paintings, but this one that on her couch was far from normal.
She drove her teeth into her lower lip and held them there as she looked at the painting. With steady, silent steps, she returned to the couch and hovered the blade’s edge above the portrait. The immaculate detail of the crow’s feathers, the perfect contrast of color and blacks, and expert brush strokes that breathed life into the dead woman’s face kept Ellie from slashing it apart. Troy was right, she knew, this was her greatest creation.
She put the painting back into the art room and covered it with a white sheet. She checked the time. She needed to start working, as hard as that was to do.
She began her latest commission and found herself adding red accents to a gloomy sky, completely opposite of the buyer expected. She took a ten-minute walk, allowing herself to clear her head, and returned to the canvas again. This time she turned the rustic barn meant to evoke feelings of nostalgia into a twisted building made with dark gray wood, hollow windows, and a crimson sun bleeding down the canvas. There was no blackout, no loss of control, but Ellie knew that something at a subconscious level was hijacking her style back to the gloomy and dark mood of the Broken Crow Murder: the name she’d given her cursed masterpiece.
It was about lunchtime when she gave up on thinking of anything but the painting.
She slipped on jeans over her toned legs and put on a nice spring sweater. She fixed her sun-kissed hair cut in a bob and put on some lip gloss. After putting on tennis shoes and her beige coat, she exited her apartment, locked the door, double checked it twice, and then mashed the elevator button about twenty times. It opened with a ding. The old man inside smiled at her, impressed by her looks. Ellie briefly smiled back as she dialed a cab.
The air outside the downtown apartment was crisp. Laughing and enjoy their midweek lunch break, pedestrians bustled in and out of bars, small cafes, and other boutique restaurants. Northampton was home to thousands of aspiring artists, designer, and musicians, and it showed in their diverse hipster hairstyles, garments, and independent political leanings. The city was an estimated thirty thousand strong with architecture seen in all old New England towns: brick townhouses, tall buildings boasting clock towers, etc. Apart from art, one of the city’s magnets was the Smiths Women College. A college started by women for women, it was a great inspiration for Ellie.
The cab rolled to a halt at the curbside. She climbed inside. “Gatts Jannis Pottery and Antiquities, please.”
The cab driver, a short man with big head, big nose, and wooly worm eyebrows gave her a funny look in the rearview mirror. “I saw it on the news this morning. Girl was murdered there. I imagine it will be closed for a few days.”
“Go anyway,” Ellie said.
“Okay,” the driver mumbled and drove on.
The cab ride was far slower than she would’ve wished. It took her through Main, under crosswalks with abstractly designed handrails before connecting to Bridge Street, and eventually crossing over the wide Connecticut River bordered by dense woods touched by the greens of spring.
The cab pulled up to the front of the vase shop. It was a cute old brick building that stood up like a Jenga block. There was a wooden sign with the words Gatts Jannis Pottery and Antiquities painted in cursive across the front.
She told the driver to wait while she got out. Looking both ways on the vacant sidewalk, she approached the front door striped with yellow police tape. Ellie cupped her hands and peered into the glass window. It was dark and dusty inside. Glass-faced cabinets lined the walls. They were full of all sorts of vases, urns, and similarly shaped items. Some were painted, others were bare, each was unique and influenced by a different culture and era. Ellie never been here. She couldn’t even recall a time when she passed by it, yet somehow, it was in her imagination. She took a step back and glanced at the second story. If that was the location of the storeroom, that’s where she needed to be. Trying to act casually, she walked around the side of the building. Glass crunched beneath her shoe. The circular window high on the building’s wall was shattered and covered with plastic sheeting. She recalled the painting, remembering that the window spilling moonlight on the crow was undamaged.
The inconsistency gave her a glimmer of hope that the whole thing might’ve been chance creation out of mankind’s collective conscience that meant nothing and should probably be forgotten. Ellie would like that, but it seemed unlikely. She found herself scheming how she would access the storeroom. There were no ladders or stairs to access the room from the outside. Perhaps the police left the back door unlocked. She felt eyes on her.
The cab driver stood outside of his vehicle and lit a cigarette. He wore a black and white checkered tee with curly chest hair peeking out of his unbuttoned collar. Ellie backed away from the building, imagining how suspicious she must look. She felt guilty too, though she’d done nothing wrong, not yet anyway. Like you’re capable of breaking and entering, she mocked herself. You can’t even pick up a penny off the sidewalk without feeling convicted. Still, finding any sort of explanation seemed worth the risk. Ellie walked to the cab, scared that she had such thoughts, and more scared that she might actually go through with them.
“Where to?” the driver asked, mashing his cigarette on the heel of his shoe.
“Good question,” Ellie replied. She slipped into the backseat and buckled up. Maybe she’d come back to the vase shop in the evening, have the cab driver drop her off a block or two away, and then try to get inside. There might be an alarm system though. That would complicate things. She needed to be smart, take as few risks as possible. All she needed was a quick look around the storeroom. If it was different than how her portrait portrayed it, case closed. If it was the same… Ellie didn’t have an answer to that.
Someone tapped on her window.
Ellie jumped and swiftly twisted to the gray-haired man glaring at her from the sidewalk. He had wide, drooping cheeks with white stubble and a thick mustache. His glasses rims were the shape of orange slices, and he had the appearance and fortitude of a husky walrus. The man’s unexpected arrival got Ellie’s blood pumping. She lowered the window a few inches, waiting for the stranger to speak first.
A frown dropped his already drooping face. His eyes were small, dark, and scrutinizing. “Looking for something?”
Ellie tried to think of a witty response but was at a loss for word and thought.
“A vase? Lessons?” the man fished.
“You work here?” Ellie asked, remember her mom’s advice. When you don’t know what to say, ask questions. Her mother was referring to dating, but Ellie found it applicable in many aspects of her life.
The man didn’t speak for a moment, as if trying to garner insight about Ellie’s character. “It’s my shop. I’m the Gatts in Gatts Jannis.”
The two of them looked at the building sign.
“Ah,” Ellie said, putting on a sweet smile, but unsure how natural it looked. “Is it closed?”
With pursed lips, the man nodded slowly. “Doors are. Shop’s not. I have the catalogue, if you’re interested in buying.”
“I’d…” Ellie thought about her response. “I’d like that. May I see it?”
“I’m in the process of updating the website. You make a list of what you’re looking for and email it to me. I’ll send pictures from the catalogue binder.”
“Could I look over it now?” Ellie asked.
“I was just on my way to lunch.”
“Oh,” Ellie replied. Her palms became sweaty. Just ask questions, this is your chance. Mustering courage, she smiled softly at the man and asked. “Might I join you? I haven’t eaten anything today.” The request gave the man pause. Ellie could sense his suspicion. She corrected herself. “Unless you’d rather go some other time. Actually, that was rude of me to invite myself. I’m sure you have a lot on your plate right now. Just forget I ever asked.”
Ellie directed her attention to the cab driver, who was listening in on the whole conversation.
“Luna,” the old man said, taking the bait. “The teashop. That’s where I’m going to eat.”
“I can be there in five minutes,” Ellie said, putting a lid on her excitement. “Thank you, Mr. Gatts.”
The old man nodded. Leaning on his cane, he limped down the sidewalk.
The conversation gave her a buzz. She didn’t know what she’d learn from him, and that made it more thrilling. She realized the cab wasn’t moving and said to the driver. “What are you waiting for?”
“You knew the shop was closed,” the driver said. “Yet you asked him anyway.”
“You want a fat tip?” Ellie asked.
“I never turn down free money,” the driver grinned, showing off his golden front tooth.
“Then drive,” Ellie barked.
Ellie pulled up to the small teashop with bamboo blinds and red ribbons streaming down the exterior portion of the window. Stone Chinese pagoda lanterns flanked either side of the glass door, and a crescent moon carved out of white driftwood hung above it. Ellie stepped inside and found an empty table. She faced the entrance, thanked the barista, and reviewed the menu, at first for pretend, but some of the soups and teas were actually very appetizing. She held off on ordering. Five minutes dragged by. Then ten minutes. Ellie’s leg tapped under the table. Fifteen minutes.
Gatts pushed the door open, clutching a binder under the pit of his arm that wasn’t holding his cane. He wore ash gray slacks, a tucked-in black button up, and suspenders with dancing vases. Ellie waved at him and smiled. He waddled over, obviously pained by his limp. Ellie pulled out his chair for him. He sank into it and said a breathless, “Thank you.”
“My pleasure,” Ellie replied as she returned to her seat.
“How long have I kept you waiting?” Gatts asked.
“Two or three minutes,” Ellie replied.
Gatts saw through her lie, but didn’t make mention of it. He slid the fat binder to her. It had color-coded tabs labeling different eras, cultures, and styles of vases and other pottery. Ellie flipped through the pages. One page would display a picture print-out of the object and the other page would have a flowery description along with a story behind its creation. “These are very good,” Ellie pointed at the passages. “You write them yourself?”
“Kimberly did,” Gatts replied. “She had a knack for that type of thing. History, writing, pottery, too. Always creating. I didn’t add her name to the shop out of pity. She earned it.”
“She sounds like an amazing woman.”
“She is. Was.” Gatts took in a deep breath. “Mind if I order?”
“By all means.” Ellie leaned in and whispered. “I was actually feeling a little peckish myself.”
Gatts cracked a smile for the first time, but it left quickly when his eyes turned to the menu. He ordered chai tea and a Gai Gra Pow chicken sandwich melt that made Ellie jealous when she compared it to her salad and cup of iced Hibiscus tea.
“This place is really something special,” Ellie said, enjoying her meal.
“Kim said the same thing when I brought her here.” Gatts took a sip from his mug and looked directly into Ellie’s eyes. “You’re not here to buy anything, are you?”
His words cut into her. Before Ellie could fumble through another lie, Gatts leaned back in his chair. “You a friend of Kim’s?”
“We share a connection,” Ellie said.
“It’s more than that.” Gatts called her out. “You were lurking around my shop. Looking for something, Mrs… ”
“Batter.” Ellie kept still, trying to keep her cool.
“What are you after, Mrs. Batter?” His words sounded more like a statement than a question.
“Answers,” Ellie replied, sounding more sheepish than she would like.
“To Kimberly’s murder?”
Ellie kept her mouth closed, not wanting say anything that would raise Gatts’s suspicion.
The man tapped his finger on the tabletop, thinking and scrutinizing Ellie. Under the table, Ellie rubbed her damp palms on her thighs. She reminded herself that she hadn’t done anything wrong. Yet.
Gatts’s face became very stern. He stopped tapping his fingers. His frown sank his heavy lips. “Maybe you can help me. I think we both know this wasn’t a burglary.”
“What makes you so sure?” Ellie asked.
“Nothing was stolen,” Gatts explained.
“So who would want to hurt Kimberly?” Ellie asked, both nervous and intrigued.
Gatts shook his head. “I can’t say, but she was distant these past couple of weeks. Hiding something. I could feel it.”
Ellie ate up his words. She asked, “Was she prone to keeping secrets?”
“She was never a talker, if that’s what you’re asking. I started mentoring her while she was in her twenties, and I’ve still never met her parents. She’s unmarried and doesn’t talk about her home life. She only has a few friends. Maybe one of them is involved.”
“I would like to see where it happened. Where she… you know.”
Gatts’s lips parted a little bit.
Ellie knew she had overstepped her bounds. Gatts would surely suspect something now. He might even call the cops. Ellie wanted to bury her head in the sand.
“Why?” Mr. Gatts asked.
“The police may have missed something,” Ellie said. “We can talk all day about what happened to Kimberly, but we won’t know for sure until we see some solid proof.”
Gatts scoffed and took a bite from his sandwich.
“You agree though,” Ellie said. “I bet you’ve not been in that room since you found her.”
“I went in after they cleaned her up.” Gatts suddenly lost his appetite. “They got everything but the blood. And the stink. That’s how I knew nothing was stolen.”
“It can’t hurt to look again,” Ellie pleaded. She put her hand on his. “Please, for Kimberly’s sake.”
Gatts slid out his hand from her touch. “What do you hope to get out of this?”
“I don’t know,” Ellie said honestly. “If nothing else, peace of mind that I tried to understand the unexplainable.”
Gatts gestured for the waitress and asked for a to-go box.
The server with a pixie cut nodded and returned with the item requested.
Ellie’s heart sank. “Where are you going?”
“We are going to my shop. Lunch can wait.”
Ellie drew out her credit card. “Let me.”
Gatts didn’t stop her. After their meals were packed up, they were ready to return to the vase shop. Gatts drove, saving Ellie a few bucks on cab fare. With blues playing on the radio and windows cracked, the limping man drove Ellie in his rust-spotted Toyota truck. There were some candy wrappers and a soda bottle in the passenger seat foot well. “Pardon the mess. I went on a trip for a few days.”
“Where to?”
“New Hampshire to visit my brother. Cancer’s eating him.”
“I’m sorry,” Ellie replied.
“Me too.”
The rest of the ride was silent. They didn’t actually say anything to each other until Gatts had unlocked the shop’s back door and directed Ellie to the stairs behind the counter. A potter’s wheel and appropriate supplies were set off in the corner of the room. A volcano-looking clump of clay had hardened on top of the turntable. More clay spattered and dried on the ground around it.
“Kimberly was making something the night it happened.” Gatts toggled the light switch. “According to the police’s estimated time of death, she was attacked moments after I left.”
“It’s not your fault,” Ellie said.
Gatts closed the door behind her. “If I had stayed, she might still be alive.”
“The killer stabbed her sixteen times,” Ellie reminded him. “You don’t just stop someone like that.”
Mr. Gatts unlocked a drawer under the cash register and pulled out a dusty snub nose revolver. Ellie’s eyes went wide.
Leaning on his cane, he popped out the cylinder, revealing the bullets within and then closing it up. “I keep the key to the drawer on my ring. I’d been meaning to get a spare made for Kimberly. If I had, well…” Gatts put the gun back in its place and shut the drawer.
That made Ellie feel a lot better. Raised on a farm, she was familiar with firearms, but the city life had made her a little jumpier around firearms. Gatts stood beside the door to the stairs and let Ellie pass by. She crossed her arms over her chest and began the ascent to the storeroom. With each step, her heart raced faster. She was thankful she didn’t have to break in on her own. Nonetheless, she was nervous as to what she’d find. Let it be different. Let it be different, she chanted as she opened the red door.
Bamboo shelves and waist-high vases flanked the walls, along with wooden crates filled with crumpled newspapers to cushion the precious cargo. Glass, clay, and ceramic shards had been swept into a pile on the side of the room. A small, dark red bloom stained the middle of the room where the crow had lain. At the back of the room, at the junction where the floor met the wall, was a much larger crimson puddle. More dry blood drizzled the wall and nearby shelving where the killer had furiously butchered thirty-eight-year-old Kimberly Jannis. Unlike the glossy red droplets from Ellie’s painting, the blood here had snaked down to the floor and hardened into burgundy strips along its teary trail. A few squares of blue tape held a foggy plastic sheet over the broken window. The sour stench of death lingered heavy in the air. Its potency turned Ellie’s stomach.
She didn’t move. Didn’t breathe. The room felt like something out of the horror movies she never watched. It was both surreal and haunting, knowing that someone died here. That the blood that once pumped through a woman’s veins was spilled across the floor, walls, and shelf. Bile climbed up Ellie’s throat. She swallowed it back down. The room was exactly how she painted it. It was too easy to visualize the woman’s limp body propped against the wall.
Leaning his weight on the cane, Gatts stood beside her. He furrowed his brows as he scanned the hardened blood. “Cleaners will come in a day.”
Ellie didn’t hear his comment over her own racing mind. The painting. The murder. All of it was real.
“What now?” Gatts asked gruffly, but with a sort of reverence for the hallow place.
Ellie blinked. “I…” She didn’t know. “Did Kimberly ever paint?” Ellie asked, not wanting to step forward and not knowing why.
“Vases,” Gatts replied.
“Were the contents ever disturbing, grizzly, violent?”
“Never,” Mr. Gatts replied. “She favored flora design. Sometimes animals.”
“Crows?”
“Sparrows. Why does that matter?”
“I guess it doesn’t,” Ellie said, suddenly lightheaded. The stench was intoxicating. “How long was she up here?”
“Two nights,” Gatts replied and marched to nearby shelves to prop up a tipped vase. “Speaking of crows, apparently one broke in here the night of. It just dive-bombed through the window, cut itself on the glass, and bled out right there.” Using the rubber foot of his cane, he pointed at the smaller blood stain.
“The police say the bird busted the window?” Ellie asked.
Gatts nodded. “It took a vase or two out as it fell. Expensive stuff, too.”
Ellie recalled the glass she stepped on outside. She wasn’t the greatest at physics, but if the bird flew in from the outside, the glass should’ve flown in with it. She knelt down and examined the swept pile of broken clay, ceramic, and clay shards. She sifted through the remnants with a finger. None of the shards were completely translucent like the window glass.
“It was right,” Ellie thought aloud.
“What was?”
The painting, Ellie finished. She turned back to Gatts. “The bird didn’t break through the window.”
“It was cut open.” Gatts’s replied. “I saw glass shards in its belly.”
“Someone must’ve put them there.”
Gatts turned to the window and then back at Ellie. He didn’t say anything, but Ellie knew he didn’t believe her. She paced around the room, looking for any more inconsistencies between the painting and its real-life counterpart. She pulled out her cellphone and snapped a few pictures of the shelves. Lopsided from his limp, Mr. Gatts eyed her every movement and kept a question locked behind closed, frowning lips.
When Ellie had finished, she scanned the musty room a final time. “I should go.”
“We didn’t find anything.”
“Maybe you’ll have better luck,” Ellie replied, pulled up a blank electronic contact card on her smart phone. “What’s your number?”
With hesitation, Gatts told her. As she filled in the information box, he added. “First name Harold.”
“Thanks, Harold,” Ellie said and put her phone away. “I’ll call you if I learn anything.”
“Give me your information,” It sounded like a command.
Ellie paused. He already knows your name and your face, there’s nothing to be worried about. Ellie removed a peach-colored business card and handed it to the man.
“Ellie,” he mumbling, imprinting the name into his memory. He flipped the card to its back, revealing the picture of a quaint little house in a prairie of indigo, yellow, and blue wildflowers. It was the painting that had launched Ellie’s career.
“You’re an artist?” Gatts asked.
Ellie didn’t reply. She was already hurrying down the steps, leaving Harold Gatts alone in the room where his pupil died.
Ellie got a cab with a different driver and hightailed back home. She had her to-go box salad and foam cup of saved tea, but had no desire to eat or drink. The ride ended in a blink. Ellie fished out a few bills, left a nice tip, and returned to her apartment.
Bands of golden sunlight streamed through her blinds, creating jail bars on her couch and coffee table decorated with artsy pearl-white glass globes and candles. She hung her coat on the rack, put the leftovers in the fridge, and went directly into the art room. Securing the door behind her, she unmasked her unsettling masterpiece and placed it on the easel. Ellie couldn’t help but admire it. The detailing and shading were perfect, and tiers greater than the rest of her artwork. She walked to the desk and booted up her MacBook. Multi-colored fingerprint paint stained the laptop’s keyboard. A few were completely stiff with paint and required finesse to press. She plugged in her phone and transferred the photos from the storeroom.
She held her computer like a palette and stood before the easel. She swiped through the pictures, comparing them to her creation. By how the blood spattered the walls, the painting alluded to seconds after Kimberly died. The vases and shelves were hadn’t been moved. The fragmented shards on the floor were the same from the portrait, only moved in real life. The rest of the changes were dismal. Ellie took a breath. She needed to see the crime scene photos. Too dangerous. Ellie set aside her laptop and bit into her lip as she studied the crow with the slashed belly. It looked to have been cut open with a knife, and there were no glass shards as Harold Gatts had said. If the killer broke the window afterwards, then he/she may not have wanted the police to draw the connection, but why? The bird was symbolic, obviously, but what it had to do with Kimberly, the vase shop, and Ellie’s blackout was still unknown.
Ellie leaned in close to the dead bird spilling its entrails. Something on the wing caused her to squint. It looked like a message of some sort. Ellie fished out a magnifying glass and got a better look. The print was extremely fine and nearly impossible to read. It was scribbled on the arm of the bird, closest to its torso of its open wing.
“42A,” Ellie read aloud, getting goose bumps. She jotted down the number on her phone’s notepad app. What did it mean? Was it actually written on the bird or was this something Ellie added for the sake of the painting?
The front door opened.
Troy was home.
Ellie backed away from the painting and joined her husband in the kitchen. He put his laptop bag and camera on the bar and started to get ready for dinner.
“Feeling any better?” he asked casually. “Oh, and I’m making stir fry for dinner. Parker told me about this recipe. I think you’ll love it. Very spicy.”
Ellie crossed her arms, making herself small. Don’t tell him, you idiot, her conscience warned her.
Troy took a moment to stop slicing his onion and glanced up at her. “Ellie, you look like you’ve seen a ghost.”
“It’s the painting, Troy,” Ellie said, softly.
“What about it?” Troy asked.
Ellie didn’t reply.
Concerned, Troy approached and put his arms on her waist. He smelled like the gym. “I know it worries you, but I’ve had a lot time to think about it. With the stress from the wedding and work, I’m sure your mind just needed a break. Now, give me a hand with these onions. Unless you’d rather have me do all the heavy lifting.”
“The woman from the painting, she’s real,” Ellie said, unable to hold back the truth. “More than that, she’s been murdered.”
Confusion flooded Troy’s handsome, bearded face.
Ellie pulled up the news article on her phone and handed it to him.
Troy looked over it and then to Ellie. “They look exactly alike.”
“That’s because they’re the same person,” Ellie repeated. “Her name is Kimberly Jannis. She co-owned a pottery shop and was killed in her storeroom. Stabbed sixteen times. That’s how many stab wounds she had in my painting. Moreover, I went visited the storeroom this afternoon. There was proof of the dead bird and --”
“Slow down,” Troy interrupted. “You visited the crime scene?”
“Yeah,” Ellie said anxiously, ready to get on with her story. “That’s not all.”
“Why would you do that?”
“Do what?” Ellie asked.
“Go there?” Troy inquired. “To the place where she died.”
“I was looking for answers.”
“What for?”
Ellie felt her frustration building. “To see if it matched the painting. It’s not rocket science. Heck, I’d venture to say science has nothing to do with it all. Maybe someone put a curse on me or one of Kimberly’s vases has some maleficent force tied to it.”
“Are you listening to yourself?”
Ellie wanted to pull her hair out. “I know it’s crazy, but a woman that I’ve never seen before who owns a pottery shop I’ve never visited, died an estimated twenty-four hours after I painted her death in the exact same way that I painted it. That’s not chance. It can’t be.”
Troy stammered, trying to find the right words and failing miserably.
“Do you understand my issue?” Ellie asked, cooling herself down.
“It’s weird, okay. It’s really weird, a-a-and I don’t--what do you want me to say? It doesn’t make any sense.”
Ellie threw up her arms. “Exactly! And you know what else I found? The crow in the painting didn’t fly in through the window as the police say. It was left there by the killer with a number carved into the bone of its wing: 42A.”
Troy ran his hand up his silky blond hair and twirled around to look out the window. The sun was falling quickly. He exhaled.
Ellie spoke softly. “The police need to see it. Thee clues in the paint could be what they need to solve the murder.”
Troy turned back to her, his intense blue eyes wide and his face heated. “No police.”
“But--”
Troy walked back to her and spoke forcefully. “We don’t know what’s going on here. They’ll think you’re involved somehow.”
“I can’t solve this by myself,” Ellie complained. “I need some who’s a real detective. Someone with resources,”
“No,” Troy commanded. “I forbid it.”
“You forbid it?” Ellie scoffed. “I’m your wife, not your slave.”
Troy grabbed her arms, squeezing her to the point where it hurt. “They will arrest you, Ellie.”
“You’re hurting me,” Ellie squirmed.
Troy loosened his grip but didn’t let go. “No police. No anyone for that matter.”
“So then how do I solve it?” Ellie asked.
“You don’t,” Troy declared. “We lock the painting away or we destroy it. I’m in favor of the second option.”
Ellie shouldered out of his grasp. “No.”
Troy set his jaw, and his face turned cherry red. After a fierce stare down, he finally said. “You don’t have to destroy it, but I don’t want to see it again, and I don’t want you playing Mary Sue, either.”
Ellie kept her mouth shut. Anger made her eyes water. Knowing Troy, knowing that he was mellow ninety percent of the time, but overly passionate when it came to certain views, she wouldn’t convince him. What made her angrier than her husband’s stubbornness was the fact that he made a valid argument. The police could, in fact, see her as a suspect. A small part of Ellie saw herself as a suspect. Who knows what she did during the six-hour blackout? Maybe she didn’t even paint it. Someone could’ve dropped it off.
“Ellie,” Troy stole her away from her thoughts and waited for her response. “Are we clear?”
Ellie averted her eyes and nodded.
Later that night, when Troy was asleep on the couch, Ellie tiptoed down the spiral staircase and slipped into the art room. She shut the door behind her, cringing at the clicking
sound, and then pulled the light string. There it was. The painting that had robbed her rest and stole her thoughts during the quiet hours. She enhanced the intricate details with the magnifying glasses, brushing it over the number 42A again. It had to mean something. It just had to.
Under the dim ceiling light, she kept investigating, looking intently at the crow’s feathers, its beady black eyes, the multicolored innards spilling from its belly, and finally the glossy blood blooming around its limp body.
She squinted and leaned in close. Her eyes widened at the image captured in the bird’s blood. It was a reflection, not of a person, but of a building nearly invisible to the human eye. The paint used to mask the image was only a shade darker than the scarlet plume where it resided, and the structure was accented by black lines the size of a pencil point. A water tower, old and tin with an umbrella-shaped roof, was the most distinguishing feature of the multi-story tenement building.
Ellie knew that what she’d find there would be far bigger than herself.
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“Off to work,” Troy stated as he picked up his laptop bag and camera from the kitchen counter. He gave Ellie a quick kiss more out of habit than love and hustled out the door.
Ellie sipped her morning coffee. She waited a few moments before approaching the living room window and opening the blinds. Sunlight bathed her as she watched her husband twelve stories below climb into his 2016 Jeep Renegade and zip down the Northampton streets.
Ellie blew on her mug, swirling steam in her face. In her faint reflection, she had bloodshot eyes and tense muscles. Sleep escaped her last night. Even after she had left the masterwork in the art room, the painting stayed with her thoughts. The number 42A and the building with the water tower swirled in her head. She blinked, seeing the blood spattered on the pottery store wall. For a brief moment, she imagined the blood was her own and that sixteen stab wounds marked her floral blouse.
On the street below, more pedestrians loaded up for their morning commute. Ellie watched them scatter like ants, kiss their loved ones, and pack their vehicles with bickering children. From up here, they seemed so small, so disconnected from Ellie. Troy is right. Ellie thought with an easy feeling. I need to destroy the painting before this gets more out of hand. But then she thought of Kimberly. What if she was only the beginning? On her cellphone, Ellie researched the local news. There were no new developments on the murder. It was still labeled a robbery homicide.
Finishing with her sparse breakfast, she grabbed the painting from her easel, packed it in a wide and skinny cardboard box, and headed down the elevator. Her heart was raging in her chest when the cab driver pulled up. It was the hairy man from yesterday. Ellie actually took the time to read his name tag.
“Larry,” Ellie said, feeling her mouth become dry. “I need you to take me to the police station.”
“You’re not sounding too good. Something happen?” the cab driver asked.
“Just drive,” Ellie said. Before I change my mind.
It was a slow trek through the town. Traffic had picked up and she had the unfortunate luck of hitting every red light along the way. Each stop, she contemplated turning back, and when she was about to chicken out, the light went green. The cab rolled on and her heart rate quickened. Destroy it. Destroy it. Destroy it, Troy’s voice replied in her mind. Ellie shut her eyes, attempting to calm herself. She practiced steady breathing and told herself that the police would believe her. They had to.
“We’re here,” Larry declared.
Ellie grabbed the car door handle and hesitated. She looked up the stone steps of the police department and at the tinted windows hiding what lay within.
Larry watched her in the rearview. “Want me to drive around the block?”
Ellie shook her head and mumbled, “No.”
She grabbed her package and opened the door, lowering one of her legs onto the sidewalk.
Larry’s eyes were still on her, waiting in expectation.
“Oh,” Ellie said. She fished out a few wrinkled bills and put her wallet back in her purse. Larry mouthed the number as he counted the money and then smiled, his golden tooth twinkling.
The cab drove away, leaving Ellie alone on the sidewalk. Puffy clouds coasted over the perfect blue sky. It would’ve been a wonderful day for a picnic. Holding her breath, Ellie started her hike. She reminded herself that she was innocent. By the time she reached the double doors, she actually believed it.
Ellie stepped into the air-conditioned room with chairs flanking the walls and a receptionist desk. It was the first time she had been in a police station, and she felt that she stood out like a sore thumb. Mustering a little courage, she approached the desk and the granite-faced worker clacking away on the keyboard. She batted a quick eye up to Ellie before returning to the computer screen. Ellie kept herself from rubbernecking. She didn’t want to give the impression that she was a suspicious character. The large cardboard package didn’t do her any favors.
The officer tapped the spacebar twice and swiveled in her chair to face Ellie. “Can I help you?”
“Yes, I have some information regarding the Kimberly Jannis murder.”
The worker glanced at Ellie’s box and picked up her phone. She dialed. “Peaches. We’ve got a woman with information about Jannis.”
Ellie tried to listen to the person on the other end’s reply, but couldn’t capture a single word.
The work hung up the phone. “He’ll see you now.”
Ellie thanked the woman and followed her instructions to go down the hall. Before reaching the bullpen, a burly man in uniform stopped her, had her surrender her pack and purse, and made her pass thru a metal detector. Nothing in the purse caught his eye. He slid the painting out of the cardboard packaging, gave it a once over, and then put it back. Ellie felt him watching her as she went stepped into the bullpen. There were columns of desks spaced throughout the room. Only about half were manned, and most of the officers there typed up reports, others discussed cases quietly among themselves while sipping steamy mugs, and some took phone calls, looking absolutely bored or miserable. All but one officer behind a small tin desk tucked against the farthest wall. He sat on the edge of the seat with perfect posture. He wore charcoal slacks, shiny leather shoes, a wrinkle free button-up, and a dark blue fitted suit jacket. He spoke calmly on the phone with a small smile on his handsome face that had a perfect five o’clock shadow. He looked like the type of person who said good morning to everyone whom he passed and followed every rule in the book. The solid walnut desk sign with shiny gold front read “Detective Adrian Peaches. Homicide Division.”
Holding her large package close to herself, Ellie moved around the edge of the room and toward his desk. When she was about five feet away, Detective Peaches finished his call. He stood from his seat and extended his hand. “Detective Peaches.”
Ellie rested the box on the front of his desk and took his hand. “Ellie Batter.”
“Have a seat, Mrs. Batter.”
Ellie sat in the chair across from him.
“Do you mind if I call you Ellie?”
“Sure,” Ellie replied. She interlocked her fingers over her lap to keep herself from fidgeting.
“Who’s the lucky guy?” Peaches said as he lowered himself to his seat.
Ellie glanced down at her shiny wedding ring that was hardly two weeks old. “His name is Troy. We’ve just come back from our honeymoon. Are you married, Detective?”
Peaches chuckled. He had a sweet laugh, like that of an old friend.
“What’s so funny?” Ellie asked.
“I was engaged for nine years,” Peaches admitted. “Married for six months and learned that the woman wasn’t one for commitment.”
“I’m sorry,” Ellie said.
Peaches shrugged it off as if it were nothing. He pulled open his drawer, pulling out a legal pad and sharpened number two pencil, placing it exactly an inch above the pad’s binding and spending a second to make sure all of the items was flush. “So, the Jannis robbery. What is it you wanted to tell me?”
“Well, um…” Ellie searched for the right words. Peaches watched her acutely. Though he barely looked away from her eyes, Ellie could tell this man was much more astute than he let on. He knew her wedding ring was new from a single glance and had probably already picked up on Ellie’s bloodshot eyes, shaky demeanor, and her package that he hadn’t mentioned. There was a sort of subtle confidence captured by his handsome face and deep green eyes that made him appear trustworthy.
Ellie bounced her eyes across the room, feeling as though everyone was watching and awaiting her response. It made her skin crawl. “Can we discuss this in private?”
“This is a safe place, Ellie,” Peaches reassured her. “Take your time. No one’s out to get you.”
“I know, but…” Ellie took a breath. “It would be much easier if I showed you.”
“The package?” Peaches asked, though he knew the answer.
Ellie nodded.
“Would it be easier if I opened it?” Peaches asked.
“No, I can do it,” Ellie said, a little quicker and more anxiously than she would’ve liked.
Peaches noticed the response, but made no mention of it. He had yet to touch his pencil.
Ellie opened the flaps of the cardboard box. She pinched the linen canvas’s edge and extracted it carefully.
“You paint often?” Peaches asked while he waited.
Ellie glanced at the dark red and black paint that was still hardened under her fingernails. He must’ve noticed that too. “It’s what I do for a living.”
“Following the dream?” Peaches asked.
Ellie didn’t hear the question as she pulled the portrait into full view. Ellie’s palm sweated. “I want you to know, Detective, I painted this twenty-four hours before the murder. I have never seen Kimberly in my life. I’ve never stepped foot into her shop.”
“I see,” Peaches replied, doing well at hiding his suspicion. “May I?”
No turning back now. Ellie took a deep breath. Her eyes watered slightly.
She spun the canvas around, resting the bottom edge on her thighs so the detective could see its entirety.
Peaches scanned over the mastery of the disturbing creation. After a long moment of silence, he looked into Ellie’s eyes. With a slightly shaken smile, he said. “You’re right. I think it would be best if we looked over this somewhere private.”
Ellie put the painting back into the package and followed him to one of the conference rooms. The detective let her enter first.
Peaches lingered at the doorway. “You want anything? Coffee? Water? Donut?”
“Water, please,” Ellie replied.
Peaches smiled briefly. “I’ll be back in a jiffy; if you could just set the painting on the table, that would be a big help.”
Ellie thanked him and did as he said. After the painting was in full display on the table, she dug her fingernails into the top of the cushion of one of the chairs and stared into Kimberly’s dead eyes. The painting was dated and signed in the corner. Harold Gatts said the body was two days old. Surely the detective remembered that. The longer she waited in the empty conference room, the stuffier it became. Something didn’t sit right, like she was being set up for some gag. With two fingers, she parted the window blinds and peered into the bullpen. The officers went about their normal routines. Detective Peaches was nowhere in sight. Ellie became goose skinned. She tried the doorknob out of cautious curiosity. It jiggled but didn’t twist. She was locked inside. Her insides sank.
Footfall and muffled voices approached. Ellie backed away a few steps. The doorknob twisted. Ellie swiftly took a seat in the nearest chair and hid her anxiety behind relaxed shoulders and a neutral face. Instinct told that she was doing a horrible job, and that only made it worse.
Detective Peaches and another man entered.
“Ellie, I’d like you meet Detective Skinner. We work Homicide together,” said Peaches.
Ellie got up from the seat she had just sat in and shook the other man’s hand.
Whereas Peaches was tall and skinny, Skinner was short and muscular with slumped shoulders and the face like a bulldog. He had a black eye, swollen nose with stitches across the swollen bridge, and thinning chestnut hair. His handshake was clammy and ruthlessly hard, and his dark eyes were rife with judgment. He wore tan slacks, an off-white wrinkled button-up, a loose-fitted caramel tie, and a tan blazer that had a small ketchup stain just below the pocket.
“My pleasure,” Skinner said, though there was nothing pleasing about his tone.
The three of them sat at the table. The detectives on one side, and Ellie on the other. After giving Ellie the water cup she requested, Peaches sat at the edge of the seat with nice posture and had his legal pad ready. Skinner hunched, fingers locked on the tabletop with legs spread wide below. Ellie crossed her arms, making herself small.
“Tell us everything,” Peaches said.
“My husband and I returned home from our honeymoon --”
Skinner interrupted. “Where was that?”
“Naples, Florida,” Ellie said. “We stayed for a week at a beachside resort.”
Skinner spoke again. “When was this?”
“Four days ago,” Ellie said. “We got home the evening of April 21st. May I continue?”
Skinner gestured for her to do so.
Ellie felt her nerves already getting shot before she started talking again. “That night, the night we returned, I wanted to get a little work done before going to bed. So I started to paint, and then, this happened…”
The three of them looked over the painting.
“I have never seen this woman in my life,” Ellie’s voice wavered. “Nor have I painted anything this disturbing, but suddenly, it was finished and I packed it away. Two days later, the police found the woman’s body. She died in the same way as I painted, yet, as I said, I’ve never seen her or been to her vase shop. I know it sounds crazy, Detectives, but that’s God’s honest truth.”
Skinner glared at her. “You have a history of mental illness?”
“What?” The question took Ellie off-guard. “No, I don’t. No one in my family does.”
Peaches hovered his pencil’s point over the legal pad, listening intently. “Ellie, why did you bring this in here? What was the intent behind your visit?”
“I asked myself the same thing,” Ellie admitted. “But I believe you’re looking at this investigation the wrong way. It wasn’t a robbery that had gone awry. Kimberly Jannis was murdered in cold blood.”
“You’re sure of this?” Peaches asked.
Ellie squeezed herself tighter and nodded. “Compare it to the crime photos. You’ll see some key differences, namely the window and crow. The glass is not broken in my painting, yet it is at vase shop. The owner, Harold Gatts, told you that the bird burst in and was killed by the glass, but I think the killer left it here as a call sign. Even stranger, on its wing is the number 42A. I’m not quite sure if that is just part of the painting or if the real bird has a similar tattoo. And, look at this, in its blood is an apartment building with an old water tower. See it? I think we should check there.”
The two detectives stared at her in stupid silence.
Skinner hunched further over the table, getting closer to Ellie with his dog-like face. “Let me ask you something, Mrs. Batter. Did you murder Kimberly Jannis?”
Ellie’s heart skipped a beat. “N-no. I-I-I don’t even know the woman. That’s why I’m freaking out. I thought the police could help me. That I could help you by putting you on the right trail. This painting could be the lead you’re looking for.”
Skinner turned to Peaches, but Peaches kept studying Ellie. Seeing that his partner wasn’t paying attention to him, Skinner addressed Ellie again. “Mrs. Batter, you’re not making a good case for yourself. You’re saying things that just don’t make any sense.”
“I’m not crazy!” Ellie shouted. She quickly recoiled, averted her eyes, and instantly regretted the outburst.
Peaches smiled with pity. “Ellie, do you mind if Detective Skinner and I excuse ourselves for a few moments to get the evidence folder?”
“Go ahead,” Ellie said quietly. She wanted to curl up in a ball and cry.
“Okay, we’ll be back soon.” Peaches said softly and got up from his seat. “More water?”
Ellie shook her head.
Skinner glared at her for a moment and then followed his partner out the door. The last thing he said before the door shut was “Nut job.”
Ellie put her feet on the cushion of the seat and pulled her knees close to her chest. With wet eyes, she looked at the painting. I need to get out of here.
The wall clock’s ticking killed the room’s silence. Ellie lowered her head and shut her eyes. She reminded herself that she was innocent, but it wasn’t her who needed convincing, it was Peaches and Skinner. How could she show them? How could she make them believe?
Fifteen long minutes later, Peaches and Skinner returned to the room and took their seats. Peaches pulled out the crime scene photos, laying them out perfectly flush with exactly an inch between each one of them. Ellie glanced at the photo of the two-day-old cadaver and felt nauseous. Kimberly’s chiseled face has sunken and her half-opened eyes were deeply set, dry, and rotting. Thick and black, the blood oozed from her wounds. A handful of flies walked across her clay-stained apron. One walked on her left pupil, rubbing its front legs together like a greedy banker. The next few pictures showed close ups of the various wounds, the blood spatter on the wall, and finally the rotting crow pricked with small glass shards and maggot larva nesting in its lacerations. Bile climbed into Ellie’s mouth, but she kept herself from looking away. She needed to know if there were any other differences.
Peaches set out the final photo, a wide shot of the entire storeroom. “And you said you went to visit Harold Gatts?”
“I met him yesterday,” Ellie confessed. In case they gave Gatts a call, Ellie needed to have a matching story. No better way to do that than to tell the truth. “We had lunch together and discussed Kimberly. That’s how I knew the painting and the real murder are nearly identical.”
“The similarities...” Peaches started saying as he compared the crime phones with the painting, “are uncanny. Even the blood spatter follows the same trajectory. You’ve got quite the eye for detail, Ellie.”
Skinner added. “It’s almost like she killed the woman herself.”
Ellie didn’t reply.
Peaches bounced his eyes between the picture of the rotting bird and the freshly dead one in the painting. “The wounds are consistent, but the glass shards look too fine to have caused such a wound. Skinner, when you were at the crime scene, was the window shattered from the inside out or the outside in?”
“How should I know?” Skinner asked. “I was looking over the body.”
“I see,” Peaches replied.
He glanced at the bird and pointed at the small number etched into the bone of its wing and then compared it to the one of the painting. “42A. Do you know what it means, Ellie?”
“If I knew what it meant, I would’ve told you,” Ellie replied.
“Where were you the night Kimberly was killed?”
“Eating dinner with my husband,” Ellie replied and gestured to the apartment hidden in the fake bird’s blood. “Your focus should be on this building and the number, not me.”
“Where is the building, Mrs. Batter?” Skinner inquired, slouching in his chair. His demeanor had changed since he last left the room. Ellie wondered what Peaches had told him.
“I don’t know. That’s why I’m here. I was hoping you would find out,” Ellie replied. “I’m sorry, I don’t mean to sound so rude, but I’m as frustrated as you.”
“I’m going to call your husband Troy,” said Peaches.
Ellie rubbed her forehead.
“Will that be an issue?” Peaches asked.
“No,” Ellie said with defeat. She gave the detective Troy’s number.
Peaches took it and left the room. His silhouette lingered behind the conference room’s blinds. Ellie could see him pull out his cellphone and dial the number.
Skinner drummed his fingers on the desk. Mixed with the ticking of the clock, the noise quickly became annoying. Maybe that was Skinner’s intention.
“I can leave anytime I want, right?” Ellie asked.
Skinner smiled at her and kept drumming his fingers.
Peaches opened the door and gestured for Skinner. Ellie didn’t look at the man as he got up and walked out of the room. As soon as the door shut, Ellie burst from her seat and pressed her ear on the door.
The detectives’ conversation was muffled.
Peaches spoke first. “The alibi checks out. The husband was at home with Ellie during the murder.”
“He could be lying. They could’ve killed the woman together.”
“Maybe, maybe not,” Peaches replied.
Skinner scoffed. “Don’t tell me you believe she had some sort of premonition, then?”
“I don’t believe that, but according to the husband, Ellie painted the murder the night they returned from their honeymoon, which was the night before Kimberly died.”
“You saw the details in that painting, Peaches. There’s no way she could be that accurate unless she either killed woman or saw the body. Most of those details we didn’t even release to the public. I say we keep her in here overnight, see if she spills anything else.”
“Under what charges?” Peaches ask.
“Murder.”
“We don’t have anything solid.”
“The painting should be reason enough, and if it’s not, we’ll find something.”
The doorknob jiggled. Ellie rushed back to her seat but didn’t have time to sit.
The detectives stepped inside. Peaches smiled softly. “Your husband is on the way here. I’m hoping the two of you could answer a few questions together.”
“No,” Ellie said defiantly. “I want out of this room or you’ll be speaking to my attorney.”
“Whoa, whoa, whoa,” Skinner said. “No need to be hasty. It’s only an hour more of your time.”
“No,” Ellie said. “I came here to tell you what I know, and I’ve told you. Take a picture of the painting if you wish, but I’m leaving. Right now.”
Skinner walked toward her. “That’s very suspicious of you, Mrs. Batter. You don’t want people thinking you’re a suspect, do you?”
“Goodbye, Detectives.” Ellie grabbed her painting and slid it into the cardboard box. “I wish you luck on your investigation.”
She stormed by Skinner and halted in front of Peaches, who stood in the doorway. He fished out a business card and slipped it into the lip of the cardboard box.
“My line is always open,” Peaches said kindly and stepped aside.
Holding the painting close to her, Ellie hurried out of the bullpen.
Behind her, she heard Skinner exclaim. “You’re going to let her walk? No wonder they transferred you from Chicago.”
Without a word, Detective Peaches watched Ellie go. His thoughts were hidden behind a small smile.
Ellie didn’t stop her speedy walk until she was out the door and down the police department steps. She turned and craned her head up to the sky and told herself to breathe. It wasn’t helping.
“Idiot,” she mumbled and pulled out her phone. There was an unread text from Troy. He would be at the station in ten minutes. Ellie saw a light post nearby and wondered how many times she’d have to hit her head against it before she died. You really screwed the pooch on this one, Ellie. She wanted to vomit but could scarcely gag.
When Troy pulled up, he opened the Jeep’s passenger side door.
With sunken shoulders, Ellie slipped the painting into the back seat and got into the passenger seat. She closed the door, having to do it a second time because her seatbelt got caught. Just another bad thing to add to her list of her most crappy day. Troy turned to her with wide, angry eyes as he drove.
Ellie kept her eyes on the road. “I don’t want to hear it.”
“I didn’t say anything,” Troy replied, his knuckles turning frosty white on the steering wheel.
Ellie frowned. “I messed up. I thought I could help. I didn’t. It won’t happen again.”
“Should we get a lawyer?” Troy asked.
Ellie shrugged. “How should I know? I’ve never even gotten a speeding ticket.”
The drive was quiet. Ellie wondered if she should turn on the radio, but thought better of it. The silence did a good job of reminding her of her mistakes.
When they pulled up to the apartment, Troy turned off the Jeep, and neither one of them got out. Ellie couldn’t escape her frown. Inside she was screaming.
Troy let go of the steering wheel.
“Are you happy, Ellie?” he asked genuinely.
“At this moment?” Ellie replied with snark.
“With our marriage?”
Ellie turned to him for the first time since she got into the car. “Of course.”
Troy pursed his lips for a moment. “Then why are you pursuing this investigation instead of enjoying our relationship?”
Ellie didn’t reply.
“It’s been two weeks since we said our vows,” Troy carried the conservation. “We shouldn’t be fighting like this.”
“Yeah, well, we dated for four years,” Ellie reminded him.
“And we might’ve dated another four if you didn’t get that career breakthrough you needed,” said Troy. “I never pressured you when you turned down my proposals. I waited like a good boy because I didn’t want you to take the plunge until you were ready. You said yes, but are you ready, Ellie? Because I am.”
“I won’t go back to the police, if that’s what you want to hear,” Ellie replied.
“Don’t tell me what I want to hear. Tell me the truth,” Troy ordered.
Ellie locked eyes with him. “I will not go back to the police.”
Troy inhaled, held the air, and let it blow from his nose. He checked the dashboard clock. “I have to get back to work. We can finish this tonight.”
I’d rather not, Ellie thought as she got out of the Jeep and grabbed the painting.
“I love you,” Troy said, trying to end the fight on a positive note, but his heart obviously wasn’t in it.
She shut the back door and watched her husband speed down the road.
When she got into the apartment, she went straight to the art room and sealed away the painting. Most of the day had been burned away at the police station, and she was behind on commissions already. Ellie pulled out a blank canvas, wheeled her paint supply cart next to the easel, and plopped down on her bench. She booted up her laptop and saw the ten painting requests that were pushing deadline. She clicked on the first one. A stallion racing through a hay field. She dipped her brush into the light blue shade and stopped herself. She put the dipped brush into a mason jar full of muddy water and opened up another tab on her computer. Google Maps.
She input Gatts Jannis Pottery and Antiques, went into the street view, and studied the 360-degree profile. Not finding what she was looking for, she clicked on the road ahead and did the same for that street. Minutes slipped by like seconds as she began her tour through Northampton that led her past her favorite boutique restaurants, art galleries, the gothic-looking First Church, Smiths Women College, and other significant landmarks. Her head throbbed and her vision blurred, but eventually she found her prize: a four-story apartment building made of red brick and in a sorry state. On top of it stood a rust-spotted water tower with an umbrella roof.
Ellie found the name of the apartment during a quick web search, Trident Apartments and Condominiums, and input it into her GPS. It was only a 20-minute drive from here. She checked the time. Troy wouldn’t be home for another few hours. Dare I… Ellie traveled into the kitchen and pulled open the drawer of meticulous items. She grabbed a flashlight, toggled the switch a few times to make sure it worked, and put it into her purse. She grabbed some plastic gloves she had left over from some pantry giveaway at a gallery and added them to her purse as well. The next item that called to her was her husband’s spare DSLR camera. It had a mostly full battery. Ellie swapped out the SD cards until she found one that was empty, and then she slung the camera over her shoulder. She put on aviator sunglasses, a heavy beige coat, and a ball cap. Before she headed out of the door, she grabbed one last thing: her sharpest steak knife. She wrapped it in paper towels and buried it deep within her purse.
Ellie couldn’t afford any more mistakes. She had the cab drop her off a few blocks away from her destination, then Ellie walked casually down the sidewalk and passed into the bad part of town. The shadow of the apartment building fell on her. By its architecture and design, it was probably seventy-five years old.
Ellie walked past the tattooed man seated on the stairs and smoking a joint under the late afternoon sun. He gave Ellie a violating look. She ignored him and stepped inside. The walls were painted brown to match the scuffed tile floor. The place was dirty and smelled like wet dog. Ellie kept herself from scrunching her nose. She approached the front desk and found a piggish woman wearing Cheetos that she was eating and watching a slasher film on a small TV.
“Excuse me,” Ellie leaned into the counter.
The nasty woman turned to her an smiled ear-to-ear. “Looking to rent?” Her voice was about as smooth as tires on gravel.
“I’m looking for apartment 42A,” Ellie said politely.
The woman frowned. “Top floor. Last room on the right.”
Taking a breath, Ellie headed that way. She turned back. “Who lives there?”
The woman cackled. “No one, but the rent is always on time.”
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CROW’S NEST
The elevator screeched and wobbled. Ellie clenched the railing tightly, finding it to be quite sticky at some parts and dry at others. She didn’t want to imagine looking at this place under a black light. With a worrisome Cu-chunk, the elevator stopped at the apartment’s top floor. Its door dinged open, though only enough for Ellie to squeeze through sideways. The upper hall had faded carpeted floor as brown as dirty wood. The lights lining the wall were covered with fogged glass that had a collection of dead bugs piling at their bottom. Two of the bulbs were burnt out and the one above apartment 42A flickered like a strobe light.
Ellie smelled old cheese as she trekked to the end of the hall. The place had the class of a “no-tell” motel, and Ellie felt that she could be mugged any second. She kept her hand firmly in her purse, ready to draw the kitchen knife at a moment’s notice. She stopped in front of the apartment’s door. In copper, the numbers 42A were italicized and chipped away at the corner. Ellie thought about her approach. Should she knock? Should she try the knob? Perhaps she should run. That seemed like the smartest thing to do, but the painting wouldn’t have pointed her here without a reason. If she wanted answers, it would be through this door. Steadying her breathing, Ellie slid on her plastic gloves and glanced behind her. The hallway was empty apart from a few moths dancing around the lights. She tried the knob. Unlocked.
Ellie took a step back. This wasn’t the type of place you forgot to lock your door. Was the owner home or was he expecting someone? Ellie peeked inside.
The apartment was something out of a hoarder’s nightmare. Mannequins, naked and clothed, packed the walls. Some of their body parts jutted out from shaping carts or littered the floor. Christmas lights, construction paper rings, and cheap beaded necklaces hung in a tangled mess all across the ceiling. The kitchen to the right of the entrance had a female mannequin wearing an apron and hovered a spatula over the empty fry pan on the gas stove. Sculptures with no definite shape or pattern sat on shelves nailed into the walls at odd places and different heights
Ellie’s pulse quickened. “Hello?” she called out sheepishly.
No reply.
She stepped inside and quietly closed the door behind her. Using her husband’s DSLR camera, she started snapping pictures of the room and various baubles that caught her eye. By the way the trash and hoarded items ran along the walls, it appears that the homeowner had created a direct path into the den. Ellie followed it with caution, but not before toggling the light switch. With a hum, the Christmas lights came alive and gave the place a sort of mystical appearance. As the multi-colored lights reached the den, they fanned out like tree branches and illuminated the that dusty couch, weathered recliner, cracked TV, and naked female mannequins with various animal furs draped over her milk-white shoulders. She had a pill-bug hat with a small veil to cover her lifeless, unpainted eyes and held a baseball bat. There were five other mannequins around her with red paint spattering their bare bodies like blood. One held a rusty kitchen knife.
Ellie snapped more photos, unsure what was significant and what was just part of the leaser’s insane imagination. She looked for any sort of artwork that would resemble her own or anything to link back to Kimberly. All of the objects seemed random and only added to her sensory overload. Something moved behind the closed bedroom door.
Ellie let the camera strap take its weight as she put her hand in her purse. She grabbed the knife handle and approached the door. With a gentle twist, she opened the door, revealing dozens of birdcages. Some hung from the ceiling from chains and hooks, other were the shapes of bells and rested on pedestals or on the floor. They were all connected together by chicken wire tunnels welded between them. Within these connecting tunnels were Lincoln Logs and other wooden cylinders that were suspended by fishing wire. Crows, at least thirty, perhaps more, perched inside of these cages that all eventually linked to a massive cage that stood where the bed should be. Bird droppings piled in mounds on the floor. There were no other furnishings in the room. The black birds turned their heads to-and-fro, watching Ellie with their black beady eyes. They cawed and squawked, kicking up feathers and slamming into the side of the cages. Some were dead silent. They were the bigger ones that didn’t seem to fear Ellie’s presence, only acknowledging her. With quiet steps, Ellie approached the cages. At the bottom of one, it appeared that a crow had died. Its wings were in full spread and its beak was slightly open. Using the zoom on the camera, Ellie enhanced it on the bone of its wings, seeing the small number 42A branded into it. He must mark all of his birds. But why? Surely he couldn’t keep track of them after they escaped unless these were to be left at every crime scene. If that was the case, Ellie was in a lot more danger than she thought.
Over the infrequent squawking, Ellie heard the front door open and close. Her stomach dropped. She glanced frantically about the room, looking for a place to hide. She dashed behind one of the grounded cages and made herself small. Her heart pounded and sweat glistened on her forehead. She glanced up at the Christmas lights in the other room and regretted leaving the bedroom door open. She needed to think of an escape plan. Perhaps going out the window would be a viable option. Currently, the closed curtains concealed the sunlight and the possibility of a window lock. She had trouble dealing with those in her own home so in a frustrated situation, she hoped she’d fare better.
The birds were quiet now, so Ellie could hear the footsteps moving through the flat. It was a steady pitter-patter. Ellie took the paper towels off her knife. She held it close to her chest, squeezing it so tightly that her knuckles turned white. She kept her phone close, ready to call for help at a moment’s notice. It might be foolish to tell the police on herself after breaking into the house, but it beat what alternative the homeowner may have for her. The murderer stabbed Kimberly sixteen times. No one heard Kimberly’s screams. Ellie was certain no one would hear hers either.
The figure entered the living room. Through the crow’s mesh-like cage, Ellie couldn’t get a good look at the invader, but he was tall and carried himself like a man on a mission. He clenched a pistol and scanned the room. When the weapon’s black barrel started turning Ellie’s way, she slowly moved deeper into the room’s corner and held her breath. The visual of the den was lost to her now. The figure stepped into the bedroom.
Ellie trembled. Her whole body was covered with goose pimples and it felt like her heart would burst. One of the crows cawed at the stranger. Soon after, a dozen more joined the black bird’s horrid song.
The figure cautiously approached the main cage, and the crows inside took flight. He would see Ellie soon if she didn’t react. As much as she wanted to move, her bones were stiff as death. Through sheer force of will, she overcame the paralysis and started to crawl to the door. Before she got too far, she pinched the little latch handle on the ground birdcage’s door, opened it, and gave it a little shake. The crow screamed and fluttered out into the room, raining down black feather. The figure staggered back, distracted. Her plan was a success; she moved on her hands and knees, pressing them into bird crap as she silently hurried for the door.
The freed crow circled the room and screamed, stirring up the rest. The door was only a few feet away now. A yard. Two feet. Dare she get up and run. No. Too risky. Stealth was her only option.
The freed crow swooped overhead and into the den. Ellie reached the threshold of the door.
“Stop.”
The voice struck fear and dread into Ellie’s core. She didn’t need to turn back to know that the stranger had a gun barrel aimed at her spine. She was no expert in ballistics, but at this distance, there was zero percent that the person could miss.
“Stand up.”
Ellie closed her eyes and mumbled a prayer. Pushing herself off the ground, she started to rise. Her left hand clenched her cellphone. Her right hand squeezed the knife’s handle. Her purse hung heavy on one shoulder. Her knees were shaking so much they nearly buckled.
“Turn around.”
Ellie tried to think of a way out of this, but her mind was suddenly blank as if fear had swept away all thought, rational and irrational. She needed to listen to the man and hoped that she could use whatever manipulation skills she had to explain her predicament. The gloves and knife wouldn’t help her case.
“Put down the weapon.”
The steak knife clanged at her feet and came to a wobbly halt. Sweaty, quaking, and with wracked nerves, Ellie turned around. The words slipped from Ellie’s lips before she could fully comprehend the situation. “Detective Peaches?”
The handsome man kept his gun up, but his finger was off the trigger. He was flanked and backed by crows in cages that were fluttering their wings and cawing furiously. The noise was nearly unbearable, but Peaches was cool and calm, apart from his eyes that were slightly wider than usual and hinted at his surprise. “What are you doing here, Ellie?”
“I thought I could ask you the same thing,” Ellie deflected.
Peaches kept the gun up. “I’m following a lead. The one you gave me.”
“What a coincidence,” Ellie said with an awkward smile.
“Indeed,” Peaches replied. “I’m sure this doesn’t surprise you, but I’m going to need to take you downtown.”
“Please, Detective,” Ellie pleaded. “I know I shouldn’t have come here, but if you were in my shoes--”
Detective Peaches hushed her.
Ellie quickly shut her trap. She could sense something was wrong.
“Someone’s here,” Peaches whispered and moved closer to Ellie. “Who is it?”
Ellie shook her head and said nothing. She glanced back to the den behind her where the freed bird had been flying. It must’ve flown out the front door, but Ellie remembered the detective had shut it behind him.
Peaches kept walking toward Ellie, but his pretty boy green eyes were on the room beyond. Ellie stepped out of his way and kept her hands up, even after he had moved into the next room. Gun aimed in perfect form, the detective leaned his waist out far enough look down the hall of mannequins.
Bam! Bam! Bam!
Gunshots echoed in the apartment. Peaches ducked back into the cover to avoid the barrage of small arms fire that splintered the windows behind him.
“Police! Stand down!” Peaches yelled and leaned back out of cover to take a potshot.
The unseen shooter fired back. A bullet must’ve hit Peaches. His gun went tumbling into the air and the detective stumbled back, grabbing his right hand with a grimace on his now-red face. He cursed. The birds screamed. Blood droplets splattered on the floor.
Ellie instinctively ran to the detective’s aid. Thick scarlet seeped through the gaps between his fingers.
Ellie peered around the corner, seeing the hooded figure at the end of the hall. The person was clad in black, and the shadow of a cowl masked their face. The person fired the pistol at Ellie. She ducked low and saw the figure run for the roof access stairs near the back of the hall.
“He’s going to get away!” she yelled at Peaches.
Retrieving his gun from the floor, the detective raced for the front door. Within a few seconds, he was out of apartment 42A. Ellie swiped her knife from the bedroom floor and slipped into the den. At the end of the hall, she saw the door to the roof access room close behind Peaches’s foot.
Ellie looked at the elevator longingly. It would be easy to just leave. No one would stop her, but the detective would know. It was clear that whoever he was chasing owned the apartment, and if said person was not apprehended, Ellie’s only hope in learning the truth would be lost. That left her only one option. She ran after the detective.
Gripping the stairs railing with her plastic-glove covered hands, she darted up the stairs and burst on top of the roof.
She arrived just in time to watch the hooded figure leap off the edge of the building. Peaches slid on his heels, nearly tumbling over the roof in full pursuit. He armed his gun but did not fire. Ellie ran up and stopped beside him. All those years of cardio were finally paying off. Ellie watched the hooded figure hustle down an emergency staircase at the far end of a shorter building’s roof. He vanished from sight. The detective lowered his pistol.
“Go after him!” Ellie exclaimed.
The detective squeezed his injured hand.
“He’s going to get away,” Ellie blurted out in anger. Her one lead was slipping from her fingers. Back to square one. “Call it in, hurry.”
Peaches flexed his bloody fingers. “It will take Dispatch six minutes to get here. He’ll be long gone by then. You, on the other hand, you need to answer my questions.”
Ellie knew it was coming, but after being shot at, the last thing she wanted to do was play twenty questions. “I’ve told you everything.”
“Not why you’re here.”
“For answers,” Ellie explained. “It was stupid, okay, but I thought I could learn something.”
Something about the way the detective looked at her, she could tell he wasn’t buying it. Ellie wasn’t sure if she was lying either. The rational part of her mind told her to stop now before she got into any more danger. The gunshots were a wake-up call, no doubt, but the craving to learn more about the painting and the killer fed on her mind like a parasite. If anything, she was more intrigued.
She noticed that the detective was still bleeding.
“Here,” Ellie reached into her purse. The detective eyed her suspiciously. Without making any sudden movements, Ellie fetched a few crinkled napkins and handed them to him.
The detective stanched the wound.
“How bad is it?” Ellie asked with genuine concern.
“It’s only a graze,” Peaches replied. “You put me in an interesting predicament, Ellie. I need to report the gunshots. I need to report your involvement.”
“But you won’t?” Ellie gambled.
Peaches shook his head. “Unlike my partner, I’m a little more open-minded.”
“You believe me?” Ellie asked, trying her best to hide her relief.
“I know that our gunman wouldn’t have shot at you if you were best friends, and I can tell you’re the type of woman that doesn’t back down,” Peaches smiled. “What I’m trying to say is, I’m just as curious about this case as you, but I’m better qualified, better skilled, and have years of experience to back up my expertise. Nonetheless, you have something I don’t have: a connection to this case. One that can’t be overlooked. I think we can help one another.”
“Like partners?” asked Ellie. Something about this seemed too easy.
“More like damsel and hero.” Peaches winked and fished his phone out of his pocket with his uninjured hand. He called Dispatch and gave the skinny as to what happened in the apartment, stressing every detail except for Ellie’s involvement.
When the call ended, he turned to Ellie. “Leave through the fire escape and hail a cab when you’re a few blocks away. I’ll meet you at your place in an hour.”
“Do you need my address?” Ellie inquired.
“No.”
Ellie gave him a look.
Peaches elaborated. “How else do you think I found this place if it wasn’t by following you?”
His comment made Ellie uneasy. Not wanting to overstay her welcome, she hurried along and hailed a cab a few blocks away. She saw a few police squad cars zip by as she dipped into the taxi’s backseat.
Heart still racing from the shootout, she returned home. She chewed on her fingernails and paced, waiting for the detective to arrive. When she blinked, she recalled the flash of the pistol and felt a tightening feeling in her chest. It was terrifying, exhilarating, a high unlike anything she’d experienced that made her feel alive despite the fact of skirting so close to death. It was like the brief but uncanny investigation was unlocking a part of life she never knew was there. Her own inner thrill seeker. It was a dangerous feeling, Ellie knew. A delightfully dangerous feeling.
When she heard the knock, Ellie ran to door and opened it for Detective Peaches. His hand was wrapped in a bandage. “May I?” he asked at the apartment’s threshold.
Ellie allowed him entry. She poured him a glass of iced tea and opened up a fresh container of coffee cake. The detective happily indulged.
“It’s good,” he said with a full mouth. He swallowed, dabbing his cheek with a fresh napkin from the bar top.
Ellie replied. “What did you learn about the apartment?”
“Nothing yet,” Peaches replied. “His neighbors were reluctant to speak. They say that no one comes in or out of apartment 42A. The landlord leased it out to a Joseph Dillinger at the start of the year. Funny enough, Mr. Dillinger was arrested six months ago and has been in the can ever since.”
“So who’s paying his rent?”
“Someone with an envelope of cash. Forensics is looking for fingerprints now, but that will take days, weeks, months even for them to get the proper test results back.” Peaches ate some more coffee cake.
Ellie watched him. There was something both professional and lax about him. If she were in his shoes, she would’ve cuffed herself and be locked up downtown. Ellie wanted to ask him why he let her walk, but held herself back. Whatever his motive, you need his resources. Ellie directed Peaches’s attention to the painting that she had already set out. “There it is. I was thinking we could look over it for more clues.”
The detective scanned over it. “Are all your paintings this… dark?”
“None,” Ellie replied. She gestured to various homesteads, houses, and flowers paintings decorating the apartment’s walls. “Rural beauty is my niche. The only thing I’m good at painting, really. That was until I created this.”
They both turned their eyes to the painting.
“What was the inspiration?” Peaches asked.
“That’s what I want to figure out,” Ellie admitted. “It was a normal night like any other and then -- boom, I just started flowing.”
Ellie’s gut told her to leave out the detail about her six-hour blackout. It would only make her more seem more suspicious, if that was possible. Peaches was taking a big risk being here, and she was grateful for that.
“Did you tell anyone about us meeting here tonight?” She asked as innocently as possible.
“No,” Peaches replied casually. He was too enamored with the painting. He pulled out his phone and snapped a few photos of it.
“Research,” he said with a small smile. “May I take a look around?”
“My house is your house,” Ellie said. Keep earning his trust, Ellie, she told herself. He’s the only ally you’ve got.
The detective checked the various rooms and bathrooms, snapping photos with his phone. Ellie followed behind him. “Troy and I moved in here eleven months ago. We were in Northampton for a year before that.”
“Where are you from originally,” the detective said as he opened the towel closet.
“Lancaster, Pennsylvania. It was mostly Amish country,” Ellie said as she watched the detective acutely. He was careful not to touch anything. That was good. It meant he wasn’t trying to plant any false evidence. It was a small concern in Ellie’s mind that he was setting her up, but the longer she followed him, the more that seemed not the case. He’d never spend too long in a single room and when he pried, he stayed in view of Ellie. She kept an eye on him, making sure it wasn’t some sort of misdirection or sleight of hand. By the time she returned to the living room, she still didn’t know what Peaches’s motives were for searching the apartment. She finally asked him about it when they returned to the coffee cake.
He smiled at her. “I’m making sure you’re not the killer.”
“Did I convince you?”
“About ninety percent.”
“Hey, it’s more than it was this morning, right?”
Peaches sipped his iced tea. “It’s about the same actually.”
Ellie glanced at the wall clock. Troy would be home in another forty-five minutes. “So how I can help in this investigation?”
“You watch Fight Club?” Peaches asked, seemingly out of the left field.
“It’s not really my cup of tea,” Ellie said, slightly embarrassed. “Chick flicks and dog movies are my weakness.”
“Noted,” Peaches leaned his elbow on the bar. “The first rule of this little partnership is that we don’t discuss it. Not with the police, our loved ones, nobody.”
“And I took you as a stickler for rules,” Ellie said, remember his fine posture in the bullpen and welcoming introduction.
“Be glad I’m not, otherwise, you’d be back in a temporary holding cell.”
Ellie felt like he was using that fact against her. This game was becoming more dangerous by the second. “All right, what’s the second rule?”
“It’s an exception to the first. You tell me everything. What you paint, who you talk to you, when you leave your home.”
“That’s a little extreme,” Ellie replied.
“Understandable, but we will need to be transparent with one another about the case and anything linking to it.”
“All right,” Elle compromised. “I can do that.”
“Last rule,” the detective said with complete seriousness. “You won’t pursue any leads or go anywhere without my company. It’s safer this way for everybody.”
“And if I break any of these rules?” Ellie played devil’s advocate.
“We’ll both be in big trouble,” Peaches said. “This may seem like a game to you, but things can wrong in a snap. Partners of mine have died before.”
Ellie cracked a smile, thinking he was joking, but wasn’t completely sure.
The detective checked his phone. “I have to run.” He gestured to the coffee cake. “Do you mind?”
Ellie shook her head. The detective picked up the entire container and headed for the door. “We’ll be in touch.”
He exited. Bastard took my coffee cake. As the door closed, Ellie saw Troy, eyes on his smartphone, bump shoulders with the detective. Peaches apologized and went to the elevator, whistling a jolly tune. Troy gawked at him for a moment before setting his jaw and storming to the door.
Ellie felt a chill up her spine and pangs of guilt. This wasn’t going to be good. Troy slung open the door so hard, it hit the nearby wall. “That better not be who I thought it was.”
“Troy,” Ellie said in a way to calm him down. “He was just stopping by to ask a few follow-up questions.”
“And you didn’t call me first?” Troy shook his head. “Ellie, he’s a cop and you’re a suspect, you shouldn’t be speaking to him without me and an attorney present.”
“He’s not like that,” Ellie argued.
Troy put his laptop down on the kitchen counter. “You’re wrong. I’ve worked with guys like him. He’s a snake. He tells you everything you want to hear, pretends to be your special friend, and then uses every word and deed against you.”
Ellie kept herself from scoffing. If she wanted to keep working with Peaches, she needed to make peace with her husband, at least until she got some real answers. “I made a mistake, Troy. I… I’m sorry. I should’ve called you first.”
Troy shook his head and smiled in that way he did when he was too furious to frown. “Ellie, don’t lie to me.”
Ellie shut up and cast down her eyes.
Troy put his hands on the countertop with his back to Ellie. “I came home early today to pick up my spare camera, and you weren’t here, none of your work was done, and my DLSR was missing. Care to explain?”
Ellie gnashed her teeth. “I borrowed it.”
Troy turned back to her and marched to her purse. Ellie grabbed it before he could reach in and grab the camera. He tilted his head slightly, his face turning cherry red, and he set his jaw.
Nervous as to what he might do, Ellie let go, allowing him to browse the photos on the camera. His anger slowly morphed into dread and horror. “Where did you take these?”
“Does it matter?” Ellie asked with attitude.
“Yes, yes, it matters. This place… is this where the painting led you?”
Ellie didn’t move, neither confirming nor denying the accusation.
Troy cursed under his breath. He quickly formatted the card, erasing every picture she took of apartment 42A.
“Why?” Ellie’s eyes watered.
“Because it’s condemning.”
She wanted to punch his face in.
Troy put the camera aside. He put his hand on Ellie’s shoulder. She swatted it away. Troy backed off. “I don’t know what to do with you, Ellie. You’re becoming obsessed with this painting. Hell, you are obsessed. It needs to stop. All of this running around. Going to places. Taking pictures. You’re an artist. Not Sherlock Holmes. Whatever sort of cosmic mystery surrounding this painting and its origins is not worth what you’re giving up. And if I’m not clear enough, that’s our relationship. Our marriage. The family we talked about having together.”
“You’re being overdramatic,” Ellie retorted.
“I don’t think I’m being dramatic enough,” Troy said. “I love you, Ellie. I really do, and that’s why this needs to stop. The painting goes tonight.”
“Don’t,” Ellie threatened.
“Ask yourself this, has this painting benefited you in any way?”
Ellie set her jaw. She thought hard, wanting a quick-witted response, not wanting to lose the argument. Troy couldn’t understand the rush. Fate had put a call-to-action in her life. It gave her a destiny outside of her perfect little world that she was building for herself. It was exciting, horrifying, wonderful, and terrible, something that clawed at her psyche and helped push herself to her max. Even being shot at didn’t matter that much to Ellie, but Troy would never understand it, because it wasn’t his painting. It wasn’t his calling. Her husband took Ellie’s silence as her answer.
“Sorry, Ellie.” Troy snatched up the painting that she had set on the coffee table, stuck it under his armpit, and marched out of the apartment.
Ellie felt the world spin around her as nausea took over. It was like he had pulled an organ from her body and left her helpless and bleeding on the floor. For a second, she thought about pulling the knife from her purse and running him down. The mental image made her run to the sink and nearly spew up her lunch. What’s happening to me? After she splashed her face, she walked to the apartment window and glared down at the sidewalk lit up by lampposts.
Troy put the painting in the back seat of the Jeep Renegade and sped down the street.
Ellie covered her mouth and wept, but didn’t know if it was for the painting, her husband, or herself. She needed to clear her mind. Dragging her feet behind her, she walked into the art room. She wasn’t in the mood for a commission piece. She just wanted to paint something new and calming. The sun setting over a grass knoll. Wild horses running freely.
As she worked, she heard Troy return. He knocked on the door. Ellie didn’t answer.
“Can I come in?” He entered anyway. His shadow cast over Ellie and the early stages of her most recent creation. He watched her, longing for her to turn around and face him. Ellie did not.
“I know you’re upset,” he said.
You think?
He continued. “And I hope one day you find it in your heart to forgive me.”
Ellie kept on working.
Troy placed a bag of fast food next to her feet. “Don’t forget to eat. Goodnight.”
Ellie didn’t reply.
He backed away and shut the doors behind him.
Ellie glanced at the grease-stained paper bag. The day’s hunger was coming back to haunt her. No. Not until you’re done. She put on her earphones, turned on some of her favorite jams, and got to work.
Hours slipped by like seconds. She kept a steady hand and focused her mind and energy solely on the task at hand. For the first time since she returned home, Ellie freed herself from the death of Kimberly Jannis, the investigation, and her rocky relationship. All that mattered was canvas and the brush stroke. The dots and dabbles. The colors and contrast. She could almost see the horses running across the fields. It would be finished soon. Another creation that may not be her greatest but would certainly sate her creative hunger.
That’s when something changed.
She felt the world fall away from her. The music in her ears faded to obscurity. Darkness swept over her vision in an instant. Her eyes rolled into the back of her head. Her heart raced as steady and as bold as an African war drum. Her mind went blank. She splashed black paint down the front horse’s face, effectively ruining hours of hard work. She rose from her bench, letting it topple to the floor. Troy didn’t hear. He was already asleep. She pulled up multiple cans of paint and started mixing together the deepest reds and darkest black. She picked up a second brush, dabbed it into her newest mixture, and created her latest masterpiece.
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THE SECOND WOMAN
Ellie’s head throbbed. She awoke curled up on the floor of her art room. Her hands were coated in drying paint. She knew in her gut it had happened again. She sat up and kept herself from getting too much paint on the plastic-covered flooring. She stared up the newest creation on her easel. By the sunny border running the length of the canvas and thick coat of damp paint in the middle, she could tell that she had painted the latest murder over her calming horse portrait. The paint was still wet and slightly runny, though it appeared to have been sitting for a few hours. Ellie wondered what time it was. She scrunched her nose at the smell of the untouched fast food burger still in its greasy bag. Despite the stench, it made her stomach growl.
Grabbing the lip of her paint cart, she pulled herself to her feet. Her legs were numb and prickly as they had been after her last painting. Her arms were like noodles and felt as brittle as basal wood. Stranger still, her pants felt loose around her waist and her shirt seemed to sag. She’d lost weight, as if the creation of the masterpiece had drained her both mentally and physically. Blinking away the blurriness from her eyes, she examined the disturbing piece of art.
Clad in a pinstripe women’s business suit, the blonde was pretty with an angular face, sloped nose, and slender body. Her back rested against the piano bench with her shoulders hunched and eyes downcast. She appeared to studying the bloody jabs decorating her chest and stomach. Blood and spit dripped from her glossy lower lip and formed a bubbly puddle on the lap of her slacks. A series of interpretative paintings hung above the grand piano. Most showed dancers with their bodies morphed together by orange blush strokes, or showcased an instrument that was shaped in a way that it could be construed as a human being.
The room was dark all around the murdered woman. The angle of which the art piece was interpretive was from the perspective of someone standing over the woman about fifteen degrees to her left. In the right corner of the portrait, a third of the living room window could be seen. It was nighttime outside, and there were a few unassuming cars parked parallel on the opposite side of the street. Unlike Kimberly’s murder, there was no dead crow or broken objects. Apart from thick blood, the only thing spilling across the floor was the contents of the woman’s purse: lipsticks, nail polish, an expensive ink pen, and a key chain. By how it littered the ground, the purse appeared to have been knocked down or kicked over accidently.
Ellie scrutinized the near-invisible brush strokes, dabbles of paint, and overall construction of the piece. It was tiers better than the one Troy had confiscated and destroyed. She grabbed a rag stiff with paint and rubbed what she could from her fingers and palms. She couldn’t clean it all, but that didn’t bother her at the moment. She fetched the magnifying glass and scanned over the painting, starting with the blood. It was thick and red scarlet that seemed to flow from the flesh the longer she studied it. Ellie kept an eye out for any hidden images, numbers, or any symbols that would set her on the right path. In the stab wound just above the woman’s breast, she saw a sculpture of a man’s face with Aztec influences. In another one of the wounds, there was a naked woman with ivory skin and pouring an empty vase over her white hair. Ellie studied the last four wounds. Nothing stood out to her. She examined the woman’s fingers. No ring, but there was an old band mark. Recently divorced maybe, or perhaps having an affair. The woman had jade earrings that were worth a few hundred dollars. The piano, artwork on the walls, and fitted suit told the story of a woman with wealth. She was probably self-made like many of the females in Northampton. The woman also had a black speck in the white of her right eye. Was it a genetic or an artistic blemish?
After a long moment of examination, Ellie noticed something in the reflection of the woman’s blue iris. It was a silhouetted figure with a black hoodie and dripping knife. Ellie leaned in close and squinted hard, trying to see if she could make out the mysterious figure’s facial features. The cowl shrouded the figure’s identity.
Ellie leaned away from the painting and lowered the magnifying glass. It felt like her heart was in a wine press. She closed her eyes, and the pain subsided. Covered in goosebumps and her blood pumping, Ellie opened her. She struggled to breathe and suddenly felt lightheaded. She shambled to the kitchen. In green digital letters, the stove clock read 4:24 am. Wonderful. Ellie thought sarcastically as she washed her hands with a liberal amount of hand soap and dish detergent. When she was finished, she took some extra time to scrape out the dry paint from her fingernails. The couch was empty. Troy was up in the bed tonight. Ellie twisted her wedding ring on her finger.
She returned to the art room and tapped the painting with the tip of a fine brush. It was nearly dry now. She pulled it off the easel and found a nice hidden nook in the corner. She put a blank canvas on the easel and used a pencil to sketch out a horse, field, and some other objects. When she finished, she grabbed the greasy fast food bag and returned to the kitchen. Her headache had lessened but still pulsed behind the back of her eyes. Her fingers felt cramped too. She wondered how hard she had painted and how fast. When the blackouts occurred, did she paint with a quick burst of energy or did she utilize the six lost hours to their fullest potential? If only I could work this vigorously in all my projects. If she could, Ellie would be a very wealthy woman. Perhaps even buy earrings like Victim Number Two.
Ellie hunched over the kitchen bar and took a bite of the burger. It was disgustingly soggy. She spat it in the trash can and started to whisk some eggs together. She was only going to make a small omelet, but listened to the roar of her stomach and grabbed six eggs. She packed them full of diced ham, green pepper, red pepper, onions, jalapenos, and cheese. A lot of cheese. She took a big bite and was transported into taste heaven. When she had finished, her headache was gone, but she craved more. She made some French toast and salted ham. Even after that, she wasn’t full.
In his boxers, Troy shambled down the spiral stairs as Ellie was in the process of making pancakes with blueberry syrup.
“Morning,” Troy mumbled as she turned on the coffee maker.
Ellie flipped over one of the hotcakes.
Troy paused when he saw the stack of plates by the sink.
“Hungry?” He asked.
Ellie nodded.
“I’m glad to see you’re eating. The last few days had me a little concerned,” Troy said and joined her by the stove.
Ellie shooed him away. “You’ll get yours.”
Troy cracked a smile. He moseyed over to his laptop bag, pulled out his MacBook, and started the boot up process. While he waited, he all-to-casually approached the art room and gave a quick glance inside.
“Starting a new project?” he inquired.
“Playing catch-up with my commissions,” Ellie lied.
The answer pleased Troy, though he tried to hide it. Though not as well as Ellie hid her latest painting and pulled off the bait-and-switch on the canvas, knowing he would look. The rest of the morning was business as usual. Troy didn’t bring up the investigation, and neither did Ellie. This was usually how the arguments where Troy won concluded, with a clean slate and no mention of the past conflict. Ellie tended to marinate in her hurts a little longer. Nonetheless, she did have a certain respect for her husband’s ability to move on from a “resolved” conflict without a second thought. As he ate, he proofread his latest column on local art galleries. Ellie sat beside him and consumed her third breakfast that didn’t fill her up. The days after the first painting, she didn’t even think about eating. Now, she was gorging herself but completely unsatisfied. She wondered if these side effects had any significant meaning to the investigation or if they were completely inconsequential, like some cosmic breadcrumb just there to remind her of what she had created.
Troy gave her a kiss on the side of the head, told her he loved her, and marched upstairs to get dressed. When he returned, he had product in his blond hair, a nice untucked button up, khaki pants, and leather shoes. “It’ll be a late night tonight. I’ll call when I’m on my way home.”
Ellie was washing the dishes when he left. She waited for a few moments and then headed to the window to watch the Jeep vanish into the city. Ellie took a breath and swiftly returned to the sink. She scrubbed the dishes with newfound vigor, swiftly placed them into the dishwasher, and started the machine up. As it rumbled, she headed upstairs and took a quick shower. She put her hair into a ponytail, decided it would be a nice day to wear a hat, and dressed in a long sleeve V-neck, jeans, running shoes, and a light fleece.
When she was set and ready to conquer the day, she dialed Detective Peaches.
“Good morning, Ellie,” Peaches answered.
“Where are you?” Ellie asked. She glanced at the clock. It was nearly 8:30 am.
“At the office. Completing yesterday’s report.”
Ellie gathered her thoughts and spoke with a mixture of reverence and excitement. “I painted another one.”
She heard the detective’s office chair’s wheels squeak. He lowered his voice’s volume level. “Describe it to me.”
“Not over the phone. We need to meet somewhere private.”
“No can do,” Peaches replied casually. “We’ll discuss it in the office.”
Ellie dreaded that idea. “But--”
“Trust me, Ellie. Come to the station. Bring the painting with you.” There was something reassuring about this voice, but that didn’t change Ellie’s stance.
“No. It’s too--
“Remember our rules,” Peaches reminded her. “Be here in twenty minutes.”
The call ended. Ellie rubbed her forehead. She withdrew her dried painting and packed it away. This man is a snake, Troy’s words repeated in her mind. Ellie considered the possibility of finding the woman herself, but Peaches was the one with access to the police database. She forced herself to trust the detective, but decided to be much more careful in the words she chose and the way she acted. Only a snake could outwit a snake.
Ellie arrived at the police department, passed through the proper checkpoints, had the painting examined by the person at the security checkpoint, and joined Peaches at his desk. He picked up his legal pad and led her to the conference room. Taking one last look around the semi-crowded bullpen, he shut the door.
“Show me what you got,” Peaches said.
Ellie drew out the painting and laid it across the table.
“We need to find a better place to meet.” Ellie said, watching an officer walk by the silhouetted window.
“Is it more suspicious to have us sneaking off together, or to gather in a place where everyone can see us?”
“Yeah, well, hiding in plain sight seems risky and stupid,” Ellie replied.
“Did you murder this woman?”
Ellie crossed her arms. “No.”
“Then there’s nothing to be worried about it. Right now, everyone just thinks you’re an eager witness. No sweat.”
“I still don’t feel comfortable with it,” Ellie said.
The detective brushed off the comment. He looked over the dead businesswoman. “Any idea who she is?”
Ellie shook her head. “Not a clue.”
Ellie pointed out various images she noticed in the stab wounds and the reflection of the man in the woman’s iris. Peaches seemed most intrigued by that last part. He looked deeply into the dead woman’s eyes and at the black speck on her sclera.
The doorknob jiggled and Detective Skinner shambled inside. He was dressed in yesterday’s tan and wrinkled business suit, only now it had another salsa stain from the breakfast burrito he clenched in one fist. “Mrs. Batter. Peaches told me you’d be dropping by.”
Ellie gave Peaches a sidelong glance.
Peaches smiled his soft smile, revealing little of his motives. “Skinner has agreed to help us.”
Ellie felt herself become tense.
The stout man with horrible posture and a bulldog face grinned widely and falsely. “Peaches needs my help to solve this case of ours.”
“Ah,” Ellie said and extended her hand. “Glad to make use of your expertise, Detective Skinner.”
“Pleasure’s all mine,” Skinner replied. He took a big bite of the burrito, finishing it. “I’m sure you noticed Detective Peaches got hurt last night.”
Peaches showed Ellie the bandage wrapped around his right hand. “I followed your lead to the apartment building and had a run-in with the suspect.”
Ellie asked, “Are you hurt?”
“Just a graze.” Peaches smiled at her.
“Were you able to stop him?” Ellie pressed, keeping up the act.
“Next time,” Peaches said confidently.
Skinner turned his attention to the painting and asked Ellie the same questions that Peaches had. Ellie traded a look with Peaches. He nodded slightly, and Ellie filled in the other detective about what she discovered in the painting.
“So is the woman really dead?” Skinner fished.
Ellie replied. “I sure hope not. I painted Kimberly a day before she died. Perhaps this will be the same.”
Skinner looked over Ellie with judgmental eyes and scoffed to himself.
Ellie frowned but kept quiet. She needed to play it cool, even if that meant suffering a bit of abuse, criticism, and doubt.
Skinner took a few seconds to examine the portrait and then cursed to himself. He fished out his cellphone from his deep pant pocket and tapped on the digital keyboard with his sausage fingers. “I remember seeing her somewhere. There.” Skinner turned the phone to them, revealing the picture of the woman on the front page of the local digital newspaper from a few months back.
With one single swift moment, Peaches snatched the phone from Skinner’s meaty paws. “I knew she looked familiar.”
Skinner looked at Peaches with an angry scowl, but didn’t exert the effort to retrieve his smartphone.
“Pamela Cornish. New head curator at the Rosetta Art Gallery,” Peaches read. “I think I saw here during my visit a few weeks ago.”
“Did your woman drag you along to that one?” Skinner asked, still angry about his phone. “Mine did.”
“I don’t have a woman, Skinner,” Peaches said and headed for the door. “Pamela tried to pick me up, though. A little too controlling for my tastes, but I think I’ll give her a call now.”
Elle eyed him. “You don’t remember her hitting on you?”
Peaches smiled shyly. “It’s not a rare occurrence.”
He headed to the door, repeated that he was going to call Pamela, and exited.
Skinner turned to Ellie. “You ever been to the Rosetta Art Gallery?”
Ellie nodded. “A handful of times. I’ve never met this Pamela woman, though.”
“Uh huh,” Skinner replied with suspicion before he left the room.
Ellie caught the closing door and followed him to Peaches’s desk where the handsome detective was looking up Pamela Cornish’s name in the police database. Skinner and Ellie shadowed him, each looking over a different shoulder as Pamela’s name and address popped up on the database. She had a few speeding tickets and a domestic abuse charge against her husband.
Skinner cleared his throat. Both the detectives glared at Ellie.
“Sorry,” she replied and took a seat in front of the desk, where she couldn’t see the monitor. Making as little movement as possible, she slid out her phone from her purse and typed Pamela’s address into her notepad app without looking. A passing officer smiled at her. Ellie smiled back, burying the phone in between her thighs. When the man turned his attention elsewhere, Ellie finished inputting the information and snuck the phone back into her purse.
Skinner glared at Ellie as Peaches dialed the number.
They were all silent as the phone rang. Once, twice, four times.
Ellie felt her pulse quicken. If Pamela was dead and it matched my portrait… Ellie’s mind thought of a dozen different outcomes; none of them were good. She predicted she’d be behind bars within the hour, especially if the time of death was during the blackout. She kept her expression neutral but squeezed the handle of her purse tightly. Both the detectives eyed her. Skinner was smug. Nervousness bled through Peaches’s cool exterior. Ellie couldn’t bring herself to match eyes with either of the men. She found herself biting into her lower lip and that unstable hunger returning, though she couldn’t recall when it had left.
A woman’s voice sounded on the other end of the line. “Hi?”
“Hello, this is Detective Peaches from the Northampton Police Department. Am I speaking to Pamela Cornish?” Peaches asked politely and listened to the reply. “Great. I’ve got a tip that you might be in danger… Yes, we take threats very seriously. Have you felt like you’ve been followed in these past few days… ah, I see… No, I understand… Absolutely… Stay safe, Ms. Cornish. Call us when you return from your trip… Thank you.”
Peaches ended the call and said. “She’s not dead.”
Ellie sighed in relief. “There’s still time.”
“For her to be killed?” Skinner asked.
“For her to be saved,” Ellie replied.
“Ellie,” Peaches said kindly, “Pamela is not even in town. She said she’ll be gone for another week.”
“That gives us plenty of time to stop the killer,” Ellie said confidently.
“Us?” Skinner chuckled. “There’s no us. This is police work, Mrs. Batter. You need to run along back to your little art career and stop making false accusations.”
“I painted Kimberly’s murder a day before it happened. You have my alibi to back it up, and you’ve probably watched the video footage from the vase shop to know I was nowhere near the place in the prior days or nights it happened. If Pamela is not dead yet, she may only have twenty-four hours.”
“How confident are you in that accusation?” Peaches asked.
“Not very, but it’s the only clue we have to work with,” Ellie explained. “If we could only establish a pattern, it will help us prevent further deaths.”
“So you’re saying there’s going to be more killings?” Skinner baited her. “Bold claim from an innocent woman.”
Ellie glared at him.
“Ellie,” Peaches said softly. “We appreciate you coming in today, but you may leave now. Skinner and I will take care of this.”
Ellie rose from her seat. “Can I at least get my painting first?”
“Yeah, sure,” Skinner replied. “After we look over it. Alone.”
Ellie waited at Peaches’s desk while he and Skinner returned to the conference room and spent a long while inside. They returned with the packaged painting and handed it off to Ellie.
“Enjoy your morning,” Skinner said insincerely.
Ellie thanked the men for their time and left.
When Ellie was out of the door, she sent Peaches a text. “We need to talk.”
He texted her the address of a small sandwich shop a few blocks down the road. Ellie headed there. As she held the packaged painting, her hunger seemed to vanish. Peaches showed up roughly twenty minutes later. As much as she wanted to bring up Peaches’s tardiness and rudeness in the police station, her focus was on the case.
“I have a plan,” she said as soon as the detective sat down at the small round table. “We find out where Pamela is staying and get a few local officers stationed out there. They can give us status updates on when she comes and where she goes and prevent the killer from stalking her. According to the painting, she died inside of a home with a piano. If that’s not her home, then I’m sure we can have someone follow her there.”
“Pamela’s in Fairfax,” Peaches said as he browsed the menu. “I can’t get the department to expend resources based off your painting. It’s not a viable lead.”
“So what do we do?” Ellie asked with frustration. “I don’t want to wait until she gets back.”
Peaches signaled to the waitress. “The Reuben, please. Thank you.”
The young waitress looked him up and down, clearly impressed by the detective’s good looks.
Ellie spoke with hushed, angry words. “Are you even listening to me?”
“Of course,” Peaches replied.
“You don’t seem like it.”
Peaches chose his words carefully. “Ellie, I want to help you. Truly, this is the most interesting case I’ve worked in years, but there’s just not much that can be done at the moment.”
“So we just sit on our thumbs all day and then after Pamela’s dead, we look for clues.”
Peaches didn’t deny it.
That infuriated Ellie. “I thought you were the type of person who took initiative.”
“You’ll learn soon enough that a lot of detective work is waiting, waiting, and more waiting. I know it’s not as exciting as it seems in the movies, but that’s the reality. Pamela will update us when she’s back in town, then we can move forward. Otherwise, enjoy life.”
Ellie crossed her arms and leaned back in her seat.
“You’re upset,” Peaches pointed out the obvious.
“I don’t want this woman to die.”
“Why?” Peaches asked. “You don’t know her.”
“She’s a human being,” Ellie exclaimed. “Geez, Peaches, you seem like an entirely different person today. I thought that last night we were going to work together in this. Now, you’re involving your partner and doing nothing to find the killer.”
Peaches’s face became serious. “The only person holding Skinner back from you is me. If you start going forward in this by yourself, he’ll only suspect you more. We play this cool and act at the right time. Stick with the rules I gave you and we’ll get the answers we need. Just be patient.”
Ellie rubbed her forehead. “If that’s what you think is best.”
“I’m glad you understand,” Peaches replied as his sandwich arrived. “Would you like anything to eat?”
Ellie shook her head. “I should be getting back. There’s still a lot of work I need to get done.”
Peaches gave her an understanding smile and took a bite out of the sandwich. He glanced over at the waitress and gave her a thumb’s up. The woman blew him a kiss.
Ellie grabbed her painting and headed for the door.
“We’ll be in touch,” Peaches said.
“I know,” Ellie replied.
She hailed a cab and told the driver to take her to the rental car office near the airport. Turning on her feminine charm, she chatted up the young and desperate clerk and got a heavy discount on one of the Mitsubishi sedans. It was a midnight blue four-door automatic. Not the fastest or prettiest car in the world, but Ellie just needed something she could use for a few days. In the long run, it would cost her the same amount as the cab fare, and she wouldn’t need to worry about the cab drivers telling the police about her activities.
As she got used to driving again, she thought about Detective Peaches. Something was different about him today. He was distant. She didn’t know the man very well, but his intrigue from this morning seemed to have waned. Maybe he’s playing me. Ellie thought angrily. If so, then why? She wasn’t going to waste time finding out.
Ellie input Pamela’s address into her phone’s GPS and drove that way. It was in the nicer part of town. The house was single story with a covered garage and wide window in the living room. No car was parked there. Ellie compared it to her painting. When she had a good mental image, she looked both ways and crossed the street. The window curtains were parted down the middle. Rather odd to leave these open if no one’s home, Ellie thought as she cupped her hands around the glass and looked inside of the dark living room. She saw the same artwork and piano from the painting, but no sculptures that could cast a reflection on the fictional knife wounds, no hooded killer and no bloody cadaver, but at least she knew this was the place where Pamela would die. She noticed a mug of coffee on the sofa side table, along with a near empty bowl of cereal. Someone was here this morning. Ellie walked around the side of the house and tried to peer through a different window. The curtains were closed for all the other windows.
Ellie drove back home, deciding it would be best to return in the evening to see if Pamela would be there. Also, night matched the painting. If she could catch the killer in the act, she might be able to get the answers without Detective Peaches’s help. Yes, she was breaking his “rules,” but Ellie wasn’t going to play the waiting game when someone’s life was at risk. She was going to act, and if possible, prevent what may not be as inevitable as she thought.
With a plan in place, she was actually able to make some progress on her artwork commissions. Her stomach cramped from eating too much in the morning, but that was a good thing. It meant that whatever influences the painting had on her were waning.
The day would’ve gone by quickly if Ellie wasn’t constantly checking to see if the sun had fallen. She completed a few commissions, replied to some pressing emails, and sent an apology message to the clientele she had delayed. Some were angry, but most gave her their condolences when they heard about her horrible stomach flu. The excuse would give her the space and time she needed to work on the case.
It was right after dark when Ellie slipped on some dark clothes and made the drive to Pamela’s house. An expensive Lincoln was parked in the driveway. Someone’s home. Ellie parked parallel across the street between two unassuming cars. Light streamed from Pamela’s living room window. The curtains were open in full view. Ellie activated the camera on her phone. It wasn’t as good as Troy’s DLSR, but it would work. She snapped a picture as Pamela walked into the living room while fixing her jade earring. She was dressed in a pinstripe women’s business suit and had her purse resting on the piano bench.
Ellie’s heart rate quickened and her mouth dried out. Pamela picked up the cereal dish and coffee mug. Why did she lie to the police? Ellie wondered as the woman left her sight. Ellie wasn’t going to get the answers she need from her rent-a-car. Looking both ways down the quiet neighbor’s street, Ellie exited her vehicle and darted across the street. She sped walk toward the home’s front door.
As she passed by the Lincoln, someone grabbed her wrists.
Ellie sucked air and turned to see Detective Peaches.
Ellie let herself breathe and whispered angrily. “Let go.”
“I thought we agreed to wait,” Peaches reminded her. “Unless there’s something you’re not telling me.”
“Don’t be ridiculous,” Ellie said, attempting to pull herself from his iron grip.
Peaches squeezed tighter. There was something sinister behind his cool demeanor. “It’s not been twenty-fours. Pamela’s safe.”
“Wrong. She’s going to die tonight if we don’t get inside that house,” Ellie argued. “Let go of me.”
“I think we need to have a nice long chat, you and I, back at the station.”
“What? You suddenly think I’m the killer?” Ellie tore free from his grasp and held her sore wrists.
“I don’t think you are, Ellie, but I think you know a lot more than you’re letting on. Is it your husband who’s killing these women or someone else?”
Ellie felt the world come crashing down around her. “We’re on the same side.”
Peaches shook his head. “I’m not so sure of that.”
The lights cut out in Pamela’s home.
“It’s happening.”
Ellie mumbled.
She didn’t waste another second and darted for the door. The detective grabbed her shoulder, halting her progression.
A scream sounded inside of the house.
Peaches’s eyes went wide. He shoved Ellie aside and rammed into the locked door. It didn’t budge. He hit it two more times before it burst open.
“Police,” he yelled as he darted inside.
Ellie followed after him, coming to a halt in the living room where the woman lay against the piano bench with blood spilling from the stab wounds in her torso. She opened her mouth to speak, but only spit blood. Just like in the portrait, her shoulder slumped, and blood and drool trickled from her lower lip, forming a small puddle on her lap.
Peaches backed away a step.
Eyes watering, Ellie covered her mouth as she looked at the dead woman.
She glanced outside the window, seeing her rented car parked on the other side of the street. She recalled the vehicles in the portrait. It was a perfect match.
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Peaches bolted to the open back door while calling for backup. Ellie couldn’t take her eyes off Pamela. It was Ellie’s first dead body and, although it matched the portraits in the way it fell and bled, there was a realness about it that Ellie was not prepared for. Her face had gone stark white and she was shaking. The day’s meals were climbing up her throat. As much as she wanted to look away, the dead body absorbed her attention. With it came mountains of guilt. I could’ve stopped this.
The next half hour was a whirlwind. Police sirens, flashing lights, and forensic photographers seemed to blur around her.
Skinner yelled, “Get her out of here!” but his voice seemed muffled.
An officer ushered Ellie out of the front door. She stood in the front yard. With sunken shoulders and her face hollow, she stared at the house as an officer asked a series of questions. Ellie mumbled responses that she couldn’t remember. In her mind, the portrait and Pamela’s body overlapped. Would the woman still be alive if Ellie never painted the pictures, or was it destiny that Pamela couldn’t be saved? Did any of Ellie’s choices actually matter, or was she a cosmic pawn for some greater force that she couldn’t understand? More questions flooded her mind as the officer who interrogated her grew increasingly more frustrated.
Glistening with sweat and winded, Peaches approached. His suit jacket was unbuttoned. There was a dirt stain on his knee. A helicopter coasted overhead, raining down its spotlight over the detective, the officer, and Ellie on its way to scout the woods. Peaches said something to the officer that got him to back away. When the frustrated man walked on, Peaches slipped his jacket off of his shoulders and placed it over Ellie. She sank to her knees. The dewy grass quickly soaked into her jeans. Peaches squatted down next to her.
“It’ll get easier,” Peaches said.
“When?” Ellie asked.
Peaches shrugged. “It just does.”
Ellie wasn’t sure if he was referring to the horrific visage of the body or the heavy guilt that made Ellie feel like a puny and unworthy human being. If no more paintings were being created, no one else would die by her hand. That theory could be completely false, but she’d have no way of knowing.
Peaches watched the medical examiners extract the body on a covered gurney. They calmly carried it to the proper vehicle.
“I was wrong,” Peaches said soberly.
Ellie turned to him, hearing the conviction in his voice. Waiting for him to elaborate, Ellie didn’t reply,
“The way the body fell, how the purse spilled, the trajectory of the spatter, there’s no way anyone could’ve painted that without seeing it firsthand, unless…” His voice trailed off. His eyes glossed over. He smiled guiltily. “I should’ve believed you. If I had, she could’ve… I made a false judgment call. Sorry.”
Ellie cast her eyes down on the perfectly trimmed grass. She couldn’t be mad at him; Ellie wouldn’t believe herself either.
Two dirty sneakers appeared in the grass in front of her. She cast her eyes up to the stout belly of Detective Skinner. He wore a fedora to match his wrinkled tan suit. There was disgust in his eyes.
“Get up,” he spoke to Ellie as if he were talking to the slime of the earth.
Peaches stood in between Ellie and his fellow detective.
“Back away, pretty boy,” Skinner warned. “I’m taking our little accomplice back to the station.”
Peaches stood defiantly. “She’s not going anywhere.”
Skinner chuckled. “Okay, white knight, we both know she predicted the woman’s death and then Pamela died in that same way. If that’s not a telltale sign of her involvement, I don’t know what is.”
Peaches pulled out his cellphone that still had bloody fingerprints on it from when he got shot in the hand. He opened his saved photo and showed Skinner the portrait and then the photo he had taken of Pamela Cornish. “Spot the difference?”
Skinner scrutinized the phone’s screen, bouncing his beady eyes between the images. “No.”
“That’s because it’s a perfect match,” Peaches explained. “There’s no possible way Ellie could’ve known without seeing a body.”
“You’re blinded by a pretty face, Detective,” Skinner goaded. He glared at Ellie. “You may think that because you got this pretty boy in your corner that you’re going to get out of this scot-free. I’m on to you, Mrs. Batter.”
Peaches jammed his finger into Skinner’s chest. “That’s enough.”
Skinner spit on the lawn. “Whatever comes next, it will be on your head, Peaches.”
The dog-faced detective marched off, grumbling to himself.
Peaches lent Ellie a hand. Ellie accepted, letting him pull her up. “Are you all right to drive?”
Ellie closed her eyes and nodded.
“Good. I need to get back to work.” Peaches started back to the house when Ellie called out to him.
He turned back, attentive.
“We need to put an end to this,” Ellie stated.
Peaches studied her for a long moment.
Snake. Troy’s words repeated in her thoughts. Ellie wasn’t so sure anymore, but she couldn’t do this alone.
“We’ll be in touch,” Peaches replied. “Get some rest, Ellie.”
The drive back was long and quiet. Ellie refused to turn on the radio. Her vision tunneled, and she almost ran two red lights. She returned home and rested her forehead on the steering wheel. She wanted to close her eyes and let sleep drown her. She forced herself to get out of the rental car and shambled into the apartment building. The smiling old man was in the elevator as it ascended. Ellie was too lost in thought to notice him. The first thing she did when she got inside in her apartment was beeline for the shower. Her clothes clumped on the ground. Goosebumps covered her bare skin until the blazing water splashed down on her. She stood under the showerhead, letting the scalding water cascade down her face.
She crashed in her bed, lay on her belly, and put a pillow over her head. She pretended to be asleep when Troy came in an hour later. He sank into the bed and fell fast asleep. Ellie closed her eyes but couldn’t rest. First it was out of guilt, then out of sorrow, and finally out of fury. The Hooded Man needed to be stopped before she painted her next portrait.
The next morning, after Troy had left for work, Ellie invited Peaches over. The detective had a large metal canister of iced coffee. “Didn’t sleep last night?”
“No,” Ellie admitted. “You?”
Peaches shook his head. “But this should wake us up. I call it The Sludge.”
“Pleasant title,” Ellie said sarcastically.
“It’s as black as black can be. Let me pour you a glass.”
Ellie pulled out two designer mugs for them. One was in the shape of a tabby cat’s face and the other a crocodile. Peaches took the latter and filled it first. When it was topped off, he filled Ellie’s.
She took a sip and winced.
Peaches smiled at her. There were sleep circles under his pretty eyes. “Tastes horrible, doesn’t it?”
“Absolutely,” Ellie replied and took another gulp. She could already feel the caffeine hitting her. “I had a long time to think about this investigation, the painting, everything last night. I’m ready to stop this guy, whatever it takes.”
“I’m glad Pamela’s fate didn’t discourage you,” Peaches said with his usual confidence and positivity.
“It’s the same with my artwork,” Ellie started. “You make one bad piece, you can either give up, or you dust yourself off and try not to repeat the past.”
Ellie could tell the words resonated with Peaches. “We have a lot more in common than you think.”
“How so?” Ellie inquired.
“I had a case in Chicago. Someone was killing drug dealers. It was a sort of Death Wish fantasy, I suppose. Anyway, I got too close to it and let some evidence slip by. The killer was able to walk.”
“That might not be a bad thing,” Ellie thought aloud.
“It is when an innocent man took his place,” Peaches replied. “That’s why I transferred to Northampton. I like the culture and creativity. Also, there are not as many homicides here so when one comes up, I’m able to put my best foot forward.”
Ellie took another sip of the sludge. She grimaced at the taste but couldn’t deny its powerful effects. “I moved here by request of a good friend of mine, Andrew. He offered to help me with my art sales. He’d bought a few of my pieces for more than they were worth and helped me get established in the industry.” Ellie glanced about the apartment. “I’d say I owe this place to him.”
Peaches waltzed around the living room, studying the various portraits on the wall. “You do have quite a talent.”
Ellie smiled to herself. It felt good to be complimented. Nonetheless, they needed to stay on task. “So, what do we need to do to find the hooded killer?”
Peaches glanced out the window, took a sip of the crocodile mug, and turned back to her. “You need to be better equipped. Mentally and physically.”
“How so?”
“Basic self-defense techniques. Unfortunately, we don’t have the luxury of time to spend on teaching you everything you need to know. Still, there are a few maneuvers that might save your life.”
“Okay,” Ellie said wearily. Deep down, she was excited, like she was becoming a spy. It may have been a childish thought, but whatever got her away from the horrors of last night, she welcomed openly.
“Get a knife,” Peaches ordered. “The one from your purse will work.”
Ellie approached the kitchen bar and retrieved the ten-inch steak knife from her purse. Its blade shimmered under the ceiling lights. “Now what?” Ellie asked.
Peaches outstretched his arms. “Stab me.”
Ellie chuckled.
Peaches’s expression turned hard.
“You’re serious?” Ellie asked. “What happens if I hurt you? Wouldn’t that be the same as assaulting an officer?”
Peaches kept his arms outstretched. “Plunge the knife into my heart.”
Ellie’s heart rate spiked. With careful steps, she approached him and squeezed the knife in her slightly raised right hand. Taking a breath, she pulled back her arm and took aim. She couldn’t extend her arm. She lowered the knife. “That is ridiculous. Someone’s going to get hurt.”
“Ellie, trust me,” Peaches said with cool confidence.
“I don’t know if I do, Detective,” Ellie admitted.
“Touché, then imagine I’m the man who killed Kimberly and Pamela, and now I’m coming after you and your husband. Stab me.”
Ellie readied the weapon. She envisioned the hooded gunman and Troy’s bleeding body at his feet. Anger flushed over her. She planted one foot and drew back the blade. Gnashing her teeth, she lunged the knife at the detective’s chest. In one swift motion, Peaches took a step back, knocked down Ellie’s knife-wielding hand with a cross block, grabbed her wrist, and twisted. Ellie hunched over, knees hitting the hardwood as Peaches applied pressure at the back center of her hand. She gasped in pain. The knife fell to the floor. Ellie tapped the floor. Peaches let go. Ellie clenched her free hand, holding back the pain that shot like lightning bolts down her forearm.
She held back tears.
Peaches helped her up. “That’s how you disarm him.”
“Can’t I kick him in the balls?” Ellie said as she sniffled.
“If you want him to slice your leg open, sure,” Peaches said casually.
Ellie shook out her wrist.
“Now, it’s my turn.” Peaches said as he fetched the knife from the floor.
“You’re kidding me?”
“Will our enemy be using a practice knife?” Peaches asked.
Ellie shook her head. “No, but my husband will kill me if he found out I was stabbed during self-defense training.”
“All right,” Peaches said in a condescending manner. He withdrew a plastic training knife from the inside of his dark blue suit jacket.
“You had one on you the whole time?” Ellie exclaimed.
“You think I’d show up unprepared?” Peaches replied. He adjusted his grip on the practice knife and readied his stance. “You disarm me now.”
Ellie focused on the weapon and her attacker. Peaches went in for a jab. Ellie was too slow. The plastic point bent sideways as it punched her torso.
“See?” Ellie said. “If that were real...”
Peaches smiled. “You would’ve reacted faster. Again.”
Ellie tried again, this time being stabbed under the breast. “Watch it.”
“Again,” Peaches repeated.
After forty-five minutes, Ellie finally bested him. She rested her palms on her knees. Taking deep breaths, she said. “Easy.”
Welts painted her torso, but she didn’t care. It felt good to win.
Peaches slipped the practice knife back into his suit jacket’s inner pocket. “I have to say, Ellie--”
“I know. I’m a quick learner,” Ellie interrupted.
Peaches continued, “That I hope you don’t get into a knife fight.”
“Thanks for the vote of confidence,” Ellie replied with sarcasm. “What’s next?”
Peaches eyed her with skepticism. “You’re not tired?”
Ellie shook her head, lying to herself and the detective.
“Okay,” Peaches said. “Listen to what I say…”
He covered a few more self-defense techniques, like how to disarm a firearm, to always watch your corners when searching a room, what to look for in a person to know if they were lying, and more investigative skills Ellie gobbled up. She even took notes and drew out quick illustrations to help her remember. When Peaches would finish one topic, Ellie would ask for the next. Peaches didn’t seem to mind. Ellie was under the impression that he liked listening to his own voice.
“You really do care about solving this mystery,” Peaches pointed out.
Ellie nodded her head eagerly. “I love painting, and I love Troy, but this is so much more than that. I can’t explain it.”
“You’ve been given a gift, and you want to make the best of it. Makes perfect sense to me,” Peaches replied.
His words hit Ellie hard. It was so in-line with what she was thinking, but she just didn’t know how to verbalize it until now.
“Don’t let your eagerness blind you,” Peaches followed up. “Righteous determination is good until you start making mistakes. That’s when it becomes foolishness.”
“I prefer gusto,” Ellie replied.
Peaches chuckled. “I like that.”
He glanced at his watch. “I guess it’s time to do some real work.”
Ellie stood up from the couch eagerly and waited for the detective to elaborate.
“I’ve already visited Kimberly’s family and friends, as few as they were. They offered little insight as to who would want Kimberly dead. Most of them hadn’t been in touch with her for months. Some even years,” Peaches explained.
“What about Harold Gatts, her partner?” Ellie suggested.
“He was the first person Skinner spoke to. I haven’t met him personally.”
“We should follow up,” Ellie said. “Gatts helped me before, even though I wasn’t an investigator. I might have dug something up.”
Ellie awaited Peaches’s response, nervous he’d shoot her down.
Peaches said, “Give him a call. Set up a meeting as soon as we can. After, we’ll go to Pamela’s home and see if there’s anything I missed from last night.”
“What did Skinner say after I left?” Ellie inquired.
“We didn’t talk,” Peaches admitted and moved on with the conversation, explaining that the killer was able to escape through the backyards of nearby houses and must’ve had vehicle transport to flee because the helicopter couldn’t pick him up on the thermal.
Ellie reached out to Gatts.
“Mrs. Batter,” Gatts answered with a gruff voice.
“There’s been another murder,” Ellie explained. “It was the same person who killed Kimberly.”
The line went silent for a long time, but Gatts eventually spoke up. “Come to the shop.”
Ellie and Peaches traded looks.
After switching out of her sweaty clothes, Ellie joined Peaches in his unmarked squad car: a black Dodge Charger. He peeled out of the apartment complex and drove through town. They didn’t talk much on the way to the pottery shop. They were both lost in thought, trying to piece together the connection between the two women, if there was any connection. Ellie knew that the murderer was one kill off from being labeled a serial killer, and there was always the possibility that he was targeting these women solely based on their artistic profession and not a personal vendetta. That scared Ellie, knowing that she might fall into that category. Frightful or not, she needed to capture or talk to the killer to see if there was any relation between him, the blackouts, and the paintings.
Peaches rolled to a stop in front of the vase shop. He got out, fixed his suit jacket, and combed his rich brown hair with his fingers. Ellie stepped out and adjusted her ball cap. She looked both ways and crossed over to the vase shop that no longer had police tape striping the front door. Peaches opened the door for Ellie. Inside, glass cases boasted an assortment of vases and other pottery, some of it homemade and some of it modern. There was a tiny Chinese woman in her fifties browsing over some of the glassware.
Harold Gatts sat on a bench behind the counter. Behind his tightly fitted glasses, his keen eyes followed Ellie’s and Peaches’s trek to the front counter.
He straightened his posture when Peaches flashed his badge. “Northampton, PD. Homicide Division.”
The Chinese lady glared at Gatts and shuffled her little feet out of the front door.
Gatts watched her leave and then turned his attention to Ellie. “I thought you’d come alone.”
“Detective Peaches is one of the lead investigators on the case. He’s promised to help us.”
Gatts looked the detective up and down, but kept his lips sealed in regards to what he had gained from his observation. “Another woman’s dead, I assume.”
“Correct,” Peaches said. “Murdered last night in her home.”
“She was stabbed just like Kimberly,” Ellie explained. “And once again, it was not a robbery.”
Gatts glared at Peaches. “Does your detective friend believe that?”
“Without a doubt,” Peaches replied.
“Have you found anything out about Kimberly?” Ellie asked.
Gatts struggled out of his bench, grabbed his cane, and waddled over to a nearby drawer. He unlocked it and took out an old sales record book. He put it on the countertop and opened it to the near middle. With his meaty finger, he pointed out a number of items with a small “x” beside their name. “Some of the items were shattered during the assault. The rest of them were packaged away.”
“What was she planning on doing with them?” Ellie asked.
Gatts slid his orange slice-shaped glasses back to their proper position. “Taking inventory. Getting ready to move out is my guess.”
Peaches glanced around the shop. “Did she mention this departure to you?”
Gatts shook his head. “Apparently she didn’t mention it to anyone.”
Ellie recalled her last conversation with Gatts. “You said Kimberly was distant in the past few weeks. Do you think this is why?”
“It’s a theory,” Gatts replied.
Peaches pulled out a picture of Pamela and put it on the countertop. “You ever see this woman around Kimberly?”
Gatts observed the photo and handed it back to the detective. Keeping his heavy lips sealed, he nodded.
“When?”
“She’s one of Kimberly’s few friends.”
Ellie asked Gatts more questions about the relationship between the two women, but the shop owner had little insight to share. When the conversation neared its conclusion, Gatts said, “I’ve tried to do what I could to make sense of the killing. I’ve re-read Kim’s old letters and poems, and I’m no closer to finding out why she was targeted.”
“Leave that to the police, Harold,” Peaches said confidently.
“It was the police that fudged the investigation to start with. I bet it was Mrs. Batter that changed your mind that this was something worth considering,” Gatts said bluntly.
“That’s why I’ve brought her on board as my consultant.” Peaches admitted.
Ellie smiled at the BS pouring out of his pie hole. Peaches’s phone rang.
“It’s the dry cleaners. Let me take this,” he said and jogged out of the door to answer the phone.
Ellie leaned over the counter and spoke quietly to Gatts. “I’ve been in the killer’s apartment.”
Gatts’s eyes went wide. “How?”
“The how doesn’t matter. The guy had mannequins and other weird artistic decor. Did Kimberly ever mention knowing anyone like that? Perhaps a collector of sorts.”
“Never,” Gatts replied.
The answer disappointed Ellie. She asked if she could take a picture of the inventory ledger. Gatts pushed it her way. Ellie flipped through the various pages, snapping photos of different items with her smartphone. She was keeping her eye out for an Aztec-inspired mask and a woman bathing herself with an empty vase just as the second portrait’s wounds concealed. Neither of the items matched those in the book. With nothing more to be gained, Ellie said goodbye to Harold.
“I’ll keep digging,” he replied. “Good luck on your search, Mrs. Batter.”
“You too, Mr. Gatts.”
Ellie joined Peaches at his car. Having ended his call, the detective drove them to Pamela’s house. Detective Peaches led her around to the back door. Under the afternoon sun on a clear Massachusetts spring day, he cut away the crime tape and picked the lock. The place smelled like chemical cleaner. The trash cans had been emptied by investigators, there were dirty boot prints all across the hardwood floor, and most of Pamela’s blood spatter remained on the piano and bench. Ellie and the detective fanned out across the house, looking for anything that would draw a connection between the two women. Ellie glanced over the artwork on the walls. It was spot on to what she had painted in her death drawing. She snapped a picture of the artist’s signature and searched him up on the web. The creator was French, and his pieces were selling for a few grand. Ellie had never heard of him. She walked through the rest of the living room, looking for any sculptures that would match the death painting’s reflection. Nothing.
She went into the woman’s bedroom. It was dust free and tidy. She found a wedding picture and a few other photos of a handsome, middle-aged man. Ellie recalled the missing wedding ring on Pamela’s finger. Just before she could suggest the ex-husband as a potential suspect, she found the man’s funeral pamphlet. He had passed away a year ago. She must still be getting over her grief. Ellie turned on the light in the woman’s shoe closet and browsed through the various women’s business suits and heels. As she sifted through them, she noticed a small latched door on the wall that opened to a crawl space.
Ellie flipped up the painted nail latch holding the door shut and opened it into the dark corridor. There were a number of boxes within. Ellie pulled out one. Inside was a painted vase. “Peaches. I think I found something.”
The detective rushed in from the storage closet. Ellie handed him the vase. He twisted it in his hand.
Ellie pointed to the artistic engravings in the clay and the pattern painted on it. “I saw one like this in Kimberly’s shop.”
The two of them opened up the rest of the boxes. The pottery all matched Kimberly’s style. Ellie snapped pictures of a few of them, sent them to Gatts, and gave him a call.
“Do any of these look familiar?” Ellie asked the older man.
“That’s Kimberly’s work, though I don’t recall those particular pieces,” Gatts replied.
Peaches fished out a photograph from one of the boxes. “Check this out.”
It showed Kimberly and Pamela smiling inside an art gallery. Ellie tapped her finger on it. “That’s Rosetta Art Gallery.”
“And our next stop,” Peaches replied.
There were a number of galleries and museums throughout the city. Comparatively, the Rosetta might have been small in size, but it offered a bountiful collection from modern artistic giants, most from overseas, hence why Ellie couldn’t get Andrew’s help in getting her pieces into the gallery. Each painting and exhibit display were spaced out in an orderly fashion. The floor had a perfect gloss shine, and the walls had a gold trim. Ellie was swiftly reminded why she only visited this place a few times; it screamed pretentiousness. Even the workers had to wear tuxes.
Ellie and Peaches approached and asked to speak to the curator standing in for Pamela. The receptionist seemed none too upset about her boss’s death.
“Tell us about Ms. Cornish,” Peaches said.
The receptionist made a disgusting grunt. “Full of herself, demanding, and judgmental. I’m surprised someone hadn’t killed her sooner.”
Ellie and Peaches exchanged a look. Tell us how you really feel, Ellie was tempted to stay, but held her tongue.
An African-American man with a glossy bald head and black turtleneck approached. The clacking of his shoes on the tile floor betrayed his location long before they saw him. His hands were folded behind his back.
“Dulani Zsar,” the man introduced himself, though he didn’t extend a hand.
Peaches introduced himself, saying Ellie was his consultant. “Have you heard the news about Pamela?”
“This morning,” Dulani replied. “Dreadful, that. Pamela really had a great eye for art. Over thirty-three percent of the pieces displayed in this gallery were personally picked by her.”
“And the other sixty-six?” Ellie asked.
“The curators before her. Would you two like a tour?”
“We want to know more about Pamela and her relationship with a certain Kimberly Jannis,” Peaches said.
Dulani smiled sadly. “The two were inseparable.”
“We heard that Kimberly was a bit reserved. Didn’t have many friends.”
“Be that as it may, the two of them would walk the exhibit halls often. Sometimes visit up to three or four times during the week.”
“Doing what?” Ellie asked.
Dulani looked at her like she asked the stupidest question in the world. “Enhancing their private collection, of course. Come, I’ll show you.”
They followed the man through a maze of exhibit halls and into an “employees only” area. It opened into a vault of sorts lined with shelves, paintings, and sculptures.
“Pamela spent a lifetime collecting these items. She had to move them here because there was not enough room in her home,” Dulani explained.
“Some of these look like Kimberly’s,” Ellie pointed out.
“Yes, I saw the potter made her own additions to the collection.”
Peaches studied him acutely. “You seem to notice a lot of things.”
“I’m a very observant person,” Dulani replied. “I must be in this trade. There are impostors around every corner, keen on selling fakes and replicas. I like to know who comes and who goes.”
Ellie walked around the vault, noticing newly minted price tags on the various items.
“How would you describe Pamela?” Peaches asked.
“Strong and independent. I worked alongside her for seven years. She was the type of woman who was never afraid of speaking her mind.”
“Had anything changed in the past few weeks?”
“She was anxious about something. I can’t say what,” Dulani admitted.
Peaches replied. “It must’ve been pretty big to lie to cops, saying that she was out of town.”
“She told everyone that she was leaving town.” Dulani replied. “Her death came as a shock to all of us.”
“You don’t seem super upset by it,” Ellie added.
“If you knew Pamela, you won’t be saddened either. Things will run a lot smoother when she’s not kicking people out or causing a scene with overly enthusiastic tourists.”
“How did Pamela lose her husband?” Elle asked, remembering Pamela’s ring.
Dulani replied. “Suicide, or so they say. He drove his car into the Connecticut River last year. No one knows why. Pamela, always being a little cold, took the death of a childhood friend harder than her husband’s demise. The incidents happened at similar times.”
“Who was her friend?” Ellie asked.
Dulani shrugged. “Someone from out of the city. Kenny something.”
After examining the vault for a while, Ellie and Peaches left the exhibit. On the drive back, Ellie stated her theory. “I think Pamela and Kimberly were going to start their own gallery. The items in the vault and the marked vases in Kimberly’s ledger are top quality. If they combine the collection, they could blow their competitors out of the water.”
“From what I’ve seen of the other galleries, you make a good point. Their deaths could be part of bad business, but I still believe there is something we are missing,” Peaches replied.
“Me too,” Ellie answered.
They spent the rest of the afternoon visiting the various art galleries and learning what they could about the two women. Kimberly was practically a nobody and Pamela was generally disliked in every social circle. She had a knack for undercutting artists and other curators, buying their art pieces and then selling them for double the price. It fed into Ellie’s theory, but didn’t add to the investigation.
When the day was done, Peaches dropped Ellie off. “We’ll take some time to research the women. See if we can’t find any skeletons in their past.”
“Sounds good to me,” Ellie said with a yawn.
Peaches waved her goodnight and drove off.
Ellie found that Troy was still not home and decided to take a break from her investigation to work on her commissions.
All was going well until she had another blackout.
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THE GALLERY
Ellie knew the signs: the aching joints, the empty stomach, and the feeling that she had been lobotomized by a railroad spike. With wobbling elbows, she pushed herself up from the plastic-covered floor and faced her latest creation.
The setting was a lavish art gallery boasting geometric structures, massive portraits in gold leaf frames, marble statues, and vases set up on fine stone pedestals. The subject of the painting lay on the elegant marble flooring with his arms outstretched. A dark scarlet flowed from the yawning hole in his neck. It was a cut so deep it nearly severed his head. He wore an $8000 white cashmere blazer with slacks to match. His hairstyle was a pompadour with faded sides, his brows were trimmed, and his dimpled chin was perfectly shaven. Ellie recognized him immediately. Her mouth dried out and tears welled in her eyes.
She scrambled out of the art room and ran for her purse on the kitchen bar. As she frantically fished around for her cellphone, she saw a glimpse of the stove clock. It was nearly 9:43 pm. She had painted this one much faster than the others. Successful in finding her phone, she dialed the number and gave her longtime friend a call.
“Hello --” The voice said on the other end of the line.
“Andrew, it’s Ellie--”
“You’ve reached the voicemail box of Andrew Moreau. I can’t take your call right now. Please--”
Ellie hung up and redialed. Ring. Ring. Voicemail, again. She dialed a different number and waited for someone to pick up.
“Good evening, Ellie,” the detective said kindly. “I was just making dinner.”
His casual tone only made Ellie more frantic. “There’s going to be another one.”
A buzzer went off on Peaches’s end of the line. “Who, where, when?”
“Andrew Moreau, at his private gallery, I don’t know when,” Ellie spoke as swiftly as possible.
Troy reached the bottom of the spiral stairs and approached with a concerned expression. “What’s going on?”
Peaches spoke into Ellie’s other ear. “Describe the artwork to me.”
Ellie moved back into the art room and shut the door on Troy’s face. She told Peaches about Andrew’s attire and his slit throat. While looking over it, she noticed a crow partly concealed by a pedestal. Its throat was cut and oozed blood across the elegant marble floor. Ellie mentioned that too.
Peaches thought aloud as he put together the puzzle pieces. “Finely dressed, dead crow, art gallery… is there a chance he’s coming back from a party?”
Ellie racked her brain, trying to recall anything Andrew said to her previously. After all the deaths, shootouts, and strange phenomenon, it felt like a lifetime ago since her phone conversation with her old friend. “He said he was working on a few new sculptures. The abstract new age stuff, and that…” The revelation dawned on her. “He’s going to host a party to show off his private collection.”
“When?” Peaches asked.
“I don’t know.” Ellie said dreadfully. “He’s not picking up his phone.”
Peaches kept his cool. “We have twenty-four hours, correct? That’s plenty of time to prevent any disaster.”
“I don’t know if that’s true.” Ellie ran her hand up her scalp. “Pamela’s death was less.”
Troy knocked on the French doors. “Ellie, is everything all right?”
“Give me a minute!” She shouted back and looked for a place to hide the painting. The canvas was still wet. If she moved it now, she might ruin it. She lowered her decibel level and spoke with urgency. “We need to visit Andrew tonight.”
“Will he be open for guests at ten in the evening?” Peaches asked.
“I don’t care.” Ellie said defiantly. “I’m not losing anyone else. The paint isn’t dry, maybe that means his fate wasn’t sealed.”
“Interesting theory,” Peaches said.
“I’ll text you the address,” Ellie said as the doorknob twisted. “See you there in twenty.”
She hung up and rushed to the door, opening it before Troy could. She quickly pressed her body against him, effectively pushing him away from the door just far enough for Ellie to close it behind her.
“Whoa,” he said just before Ellie gave him a wet kiss. After a few seconds, she pulled away from him. With a dumbfounded expression, Troy touched his lips.
Ellie smiled at him. “I have to go. I’ll be back soon, okay?”
“Uh, okay?” Troy said, still unsure what to make of his wife’s unexpected show of affection.
“Stay out of the art room, will you?” Ellie asked as she snatched up her purse. “I’m making something special.”
She was still wearing her day clothes that were slightly stained with paint and hadn’t fixed her hair from lying on the floor.
Troy watched her curiously. Before he could make any sort of protest, Ellie was out of the door. She didn’t even bother locking it. Hopefully, the kiss would buy her some time. After all, Troy had been trying to get lucky since they returned from the honeymoon.
Ellie pressed the elevator button about forty times. When it opened with a ding, she jammed her finger against the lobby button and tried calling Andrew again. Voicemail. Ellie felt her blood pressure rise. As much as she wanted to trust the twenty-four-hour kill clock, Pamela’s demise destroyed that theory. Ellie wasn’t going to take any chances with Andrew, even if that meant buying him a plane ticket out of Northampton tonight.
She got into her rented midnight blue Mitsubishi and slammed on the gas pedal. The tires skidded out of the parking lot. As she distanced herself from the apartment building, she could just barely make out Troy’s silhouette from the twelfth floor’s window. Don’t follow me, Ellie begged. If Troy knew what she was going after, it might be the final nail in their marriage’s coffin.
Ellie raced through the downtown area and parallel with the Connecticut River. Outside of the city limits, she followed a winding road down a tree-flanked street that ended at a lavish estate, similar to what one might find in Westchester, New York. A long line of luxury vehicles made a row down the right-hand shoulder of the street. Ellie slowed her speed as she coasted by them. She rolled down her window, listening to the sound of laughter and live music filling the cloudless night. The party has already begun. She pulled up in front of the estate. There were two greeters standing sentry on either side of the double entrance doors. Both were men with matching suits, earpieces, and stood with their hands folded over their lap. With stone faces, they watched Ellie’s car, an eyesore compared to the rest, roll to a stop before them. One raised his left hand. He approached Ellie’s driver side window.
“Sorry, ma’am. Doors are closed,” he said both politely and firmly.
“Yes, I’m aware of the private showing. I just need a moment to speak with Andrew Maneau.”
“Apologies, ma’am. Without an invitation from Mr. Maneau, I can’t let you in.”
Anxiety began to build up inside of Ellie. She kept a smiling face. “My name is Ellie Batter. I’m a good friend of Andrew’s. I’m sure if you tell him I’m here, he’ll let me in.” Ellie was talking to a brick wall. “Look, if that won’t work, then maybe he can come to me,” Ellie suggested, letting her frustration leak out.
The two doormen exchanged looks. The one nearest Ellie nodded to the one at the door. He pressed his earpiece and made the request.
“Thank you,” Ellie replied, letting some of her tension go.
After a few seconds of waiting, the man by the door shook his head at the one by Ellie’s car. The one by the car said to Ellie. “Sorry, Mr. Maneau is unavailable at the moment.”
“Doing what?” Ellie said.
“That’s not my place to say,” the man replied, not taking kindly to Ellie’s tone. “I can leave him a message and have him call you when he is free.”
Ellie pinched the bridge of her nose. The headache was still throbbing behind her eyes. “Sure, yeah, just tell Andrew that Ellie needs to talk to him immediately. It’s life or death.”
It was dramatic, but luckily Andrew liked that type of thing. He’d probably think that she was joking. Ellie hoped not. All she needed was five minutes to explain what was happening, use the painting as proof, and find some way to extract him.
The doorman studied her for a moment and then backed away from the vehicle. “Enjoy your night, ma’am. If you wish to wait on Mr. Maneau, you can park at the back of the line.”
With sunken shoulders, Ellie drove the vehicle to the back of the line of empty cars. She got out, craned her head to the gorgeous starry night, and shut her eyes. She took a deep breath and prayed that her friend would reply soon.
The sound of a car engine turned her attention back to the world.
Headlights sliced through the darkness. She squinted, unable to make out the incoming vehicle driving down the tree-lined street. The black Dodge Charger rumbled to a halt beside Ellie.
Detective Peaches rolled down his tinted windows. He was dressed in the day’s button up, but not his blazer. “No luck?”
Ellie’s expression was all the detective needed to know the answer. He reversed and parked next to Ellie. He got out and locked his car. “Let me talk to him.”
“They won’t even let us inside,” Ellie explained. “Andrew’s not picking up his phone, either. He might be--”
“Slow down,” Peaches said calmly. “We’ll handle it together.”
They walked down the line of Bentleys, Mercedes, and other luxury cars. The music grew louder and less muddled as they neared the three-story estate made of fine wood and cobblestone. Party-goer silhouettes looked like cardboard cutouts in the various glowing windows. “Is this guy the Great Gatsby?”
“He wishes he was,” Ellie replied. “Andrew always goes after the finest things in life. He’s the type of person that when told something can’t be done, he does it grander than anyone ever expected.”
Ellie remembered the risk he took on her when he started shopping around her artwork. He paid her with cash double of what she was asking and told Ellie that if she stuck with him, she would be the next Monet. Naive at the time, Ellie believed him, and although Ellie’s artwork wasn’t a household brand, Andrew had opened up countless doors and helped advertise her work nationally. The trade-off was free donations of her artwork, and a cut of whatever she made at the auction, though Andrew didn’t help for the monetary gain. He loved art for art’s sake.
The doorman eyed Detective Peaches and Ellie as they approached. The one that had spoken to Ellie before took a step forward. “There is still no word from Mr. Maneau. Please wait in your vehicle or go home. I’m sure he will contact you in the morning.”
Peaches flashed his badge and his smile. “I’ll see Mr. Maneau right now.”
The doorman’s eyes went wide. The one by the door asked Peaches about a search warrant.
Peaches put away his badge. “Mr. Maneau isn’t in any trouble in the way you think, gentlemen. We’ve received information about a potential attack on his life this evening and need to speak to him.”
The two men exchanged looks, clearly unsure what to do. The one by the door tapped his earpiece. “Connect me to Mr. Maneau. There’s a detective outside that needs to speak with him.”
Peaches leaned over to Ellie and whispered. “The perks of being a detective.”
“Lucky man,” Ellie replied sarcastically.
After a moment, the doorman pulled out his cellphone and put it on speaker.
“Andrew speaking.” The sound of laughter and loud music muddled his voice. “What can I do for you, Detective?”
“There’s been a threat against your life.”
Andrew chuckled. “I’ve received a few death threats in my time, but I’m still standing. Thriving, if I may be so humble.”
“Mr. Maneau. Andrew. I have a strong tip that you will be attacked tonight and request that we speak immediately.”
A bout of laughter sounded on Andrew’s side of the line. Andrew joined in the festive moment. “This has been very enlightening, Detective, but I really must be going.”
“Andrew!” Ellie shouted.
Another bout of laughter echoed on Andrew’s side. “Your concerns are duly noted. We’ll speak shortly.”
The line went dead.
Ellie’s heart sank with equal parts rage and despair. “Idiot,” she mumbled.
Peaches smiled at the doormen. “Let us in anyway. I’ll make it worth your while.”
“Sorry, Detective. If Mr. Maneau says that you can’t come inside, I cannot allow you to enter. I’ll be sure to keep my men on high alert tonight for any suspicious activity.”
“It won’t be enough,” Ellie said.
Peaches backed her away. “We understand. Come on.”
He pulled her away from the bouncers.
“What are you doing?” Ellie asked anxiously. “We can’t back down.”
“You really think he’s going to die tonight?” Peaches asked.
“Yes,” Ellie said firmly. “Unless we act.”
Peaches looked deep into her eyes. “All right, we’ll find a way in.”
“There’s a pool around back,” Ellie remembered. “We might be able to leap the fence. Unless he has guards.”
“This is a private party, not the headquarters of a Bond villain.” Peaches said with wit. “I’m guessing he has a few small patrols around his gallery and the doormen.”
Ellie hoped so. Andrew did have a flair for the dramatic, especially if he was opening his private display to strangers. “In all the years I’ve known him, he’s only let me see his private collection once. He’s normally not a very paranoid person, but when it comes to his art, he’ll protect them like his children.”
“Does he have children?”
“None that I know of,” Ellie replied.
They walked the length of the road, acting as casually as possible until they were out of sight of the estate’s entrance. Then, without wasting a moment, they dashed into the tree line. Ellie led the way, ducking under a few branches and hurdling over a felled oak clothed in white-and-green moss. The jelly feeling in her legs fleeted and she felt her muscles working overtime that even Peaches lagged a few steps behind.
Glistening with perspiration and smelling like sap, her run ended at the sight of the tall white fence bordering the salt-water pool. It was a solid structure with no place to put one’s foot or hand. Peaches came to a stop next to her. He caught his breath and fixed a bang that had fallen out of his waxed hair.
Ellie pointed ahead. “There’s a door there, but Andrew keeps it locked from the inside. I say we vault over the fence.”
“I imagine you’ll be doing the vaulting, unless you want to send me over,” Peaches suggested.
“Tempting,” Ellie replied. “But I’ll go.”
She pushed aside some branches and quickly moved to the fence. She heard a few voices on the other side. That’s not good. She gestured for Peaches to give her a lift. He took a knee in the dewy grass and put out his hands for her to stand on. Ellie planted a foot and let him lift her high enough to see a couple, an average-looking man with a sharp suit and a gorgeous blonde in a lavish red dress chatting by the poolside and sipping from champagne flutes. The woman leaned in and whispered something that made the man blush. He was miles out of her league.
The woman took the man’s hand and led him inside, leaving the sliding glass door open.
“Psst,” Ellie said to Peaches.
He breathed out and pushed up her foot, launching her to where the top of the fence was just below her breast. She pressed her palms against the top rim, creating red creases across her hands, and then slid herself over. Gravity took her much faster than she thought. She landed in a squatting position. The impact made her heels throb. With keen perception, she scanned the poolside area. A number of partially depleted snack trays and half-empty glasses suggested that a crowd was recently here. That meant Ellie had a few seconds to get the detective inside. Keeping an eye on the open sliding doors, Ellie undid the fence’s latch and allowed Peaches to move in.
“Where’s his gallery?” asked Peaches as he rubbed his bandaged hand. It had begun to bleed again.
“Third floor,” Ellie replied. “We’ll have to go through the party to get to it.”
“Wonderful,” Peaches said, though Ellie wasn’t sure if he was being sarcastic.
There were a few twigs stuck in the detective’s hair and his shirt wasn’t tucked. His gun holster and badge were visible on his belt. Ellie gave herself a once over. She wasn’t looking much better: droplets of paint had hardened on her long sleeve shirt, and there were sweat stains beneath her armpits. “I’ll give us two minutes before they toss us out. Andrew is very particular when it comes to dress codes.”
“Respectable,” Peaches replied. “If I wasn’t in the middle of dinner when you called, I might have been able to spruce myself up a bit.”
Ellie smiled and shook her head. What is up with the men in my life and the constant desire to groom themselves? It seemed the type of question that she would never get an answer to. Staying out of sight, Ellie hurried to the side of the sliding door, pressed her back into the nearest wall, and peered inside. A group of men in tuxes walked by at the end of the stubby hall. They each held a different drink and spoke about different art pieces within the house. When they were gone, Ellie moved inside. Peaches stayed a pace back, watching the rear flank.
Giggling seeped through a nearby door. It was creaked open an inch. The gorgeous blonde and nervous-looking man were already disrobed down to their undies. The man clearly had trouble removing the woman’s bra. That made her only laugh harder. It went beyond flirting and straight into ridicule.
“I’ll show you, greenhorn,” the woman said with a Southern twang. She took the man’s hand and led him into the bathroom.
Ellie gave the stubby hall a final quick look before darting into the bedroom. She snatched the bundle of clothes from the floor and rushed out, pointing to another room across the hall. Peaches opened that door and stepped into a small storage closet with a towel rack, bed sheets, and pillows. Bumping elbows with the detective, she handed off a heap of men’s clothes in the tight confinement of the closet.
“People only do this in the movies, Ellie,” Peaches informed her.
“Shut up and get dressed,” Ellie commanded as she removed her shirt and pants and slipped into the dress that was just a little bit too tight and too revealing for her personal taste. Peaches turned his eyes away and switched out his slacks for the man’s and put on the tux jacket. He put on everything but the bow tie. The top of two buttons of his collared shirt were undone.
“The sleeves are a little short,” Peaches pointed out.
“You look fine,” Ellie said and fixed his hair for him before letting her own down. She got out whatever small leaves were stuck in there.
Peaches grabbed a pillowcase and shoved Ellie’s clothes in it. He grabbed a second case and did the same. “Remind me not to forget these.”
“Ditto,” Ellie replied. “Ready?”
“Shouldn’t we think of fake names? I was thinking Francis and Zelda,” Peaches joked.
Ellie didn’t laugh. Her friend was going to die, and every second they wasted, the painting’s prophecy was that much closer to being fulfilled. Leaving their stripped clothes on the top shelf of the towel rack, they exited the closet.
An elderly woman with spotted skin and ears drooping under the weight of her opal earrings winked at Ellie and Peaches as they adjusted their attire. Ellie turned to Peaches, who was smiling like an idiot. She noticed the glint of a badge under the hallway light. “Hide that.”
Peaches moved it and the pistol to the back of his belt, straightened out his jacket, and strolled with Ellie into the lounge. There was a billiards table, a fine hickory bar loaded with top-shelf brands, and a number of stone statues standing sentry against the walls. Most had heavy Greek influences and were naked apart from a small leaf chiseled around their private parts. There were a few older gentlemen relaxing on the leather recliners and enjoying the fireplace.
Ellie approached them. They seemed to lick her with their eyes.
“My, my,” one said.
Ellie felt her skin crawl. She had forgotten that some of Andrew’s friends were wealthy, lecherous pigs who collected art with the sole purpose to lure in the opposite sex with their facade of elegance.
“I’m looking for Andrew Maneau,” Ellie said.
“You just missed him,” one of the men replied. “He was giving a speech in the main hall. Too boring for our taste. Say, why don’t you join us? We’re a lot more entertaining than that pretentious twit.”
“Lovely offer, but I must be going,” Ellie said. On speedy feet, she weaved through the maze of hallways.
Before they could reach the main hall, a dispersing crowd of people flooded them. Ellie and Peaches pressed their way through the mass of bodies that were talking, laughing, drinking, and smoking cigars. When Ellie got to the other side of crowd, she found the live band playing jazz at the corner of the room while more of the party goers enjoyed hors d oeuvres and gossiped about the evening’s events.
“... Maneau’s doing well to hide his grief,” one lady said.
“He must,” another replied. “That deal he was striking was a bit hush-hush. I can’t say that I’m upset that it fell through...”
Peaches asked the ladies about Maneau’s whereabouts.
“He’s retired for the evening,” the woman said. “Though he’s lent the estate to his guests until the morning hours.”
The other nodded eagerly. “With the champagne he’s serving, they’ll be here for a long time.” The woman laughed.
Ellie and Peaches headed for the double set of curving stairs that ended at an internal balcony. They passed by more extravagantly dressed men and ladies and different artistic structures. There were oil paintings on the walls alongside a few canvas pieces that were created by Ellie. As they marched the steps to the third floor, they met resistance in the form of a security guard guarding a red velvet rope across the top of the steps. Like the others, he was wearing a tux and politely told Ellie and Peaches to turn back.
“Is Andrew up there?” Ellie asked.
“He is,” the man replied. “But he has decided to retire for the evening. He’ll be available tomorrow. In the meanwhile, enjoy the festivities. He has spared no expense.”
“Kind of odd for a Friday night party to be this lavish,” Peaches pointed out. “Did he ever say why tonight is such a big deal?”
The man in the tux face turned sober. “Mr. Maneau had big plans tonight. Unfortunately, fate worked against him. If that’s all, I’m going to ask the two of you to return to the party. The third floor and gallery are closed for the remainder of the evening.”
Ellie looked at her feet, thinking of a way to change the man’s mind. Peaches flashed his badge. “Police department. Mr. Maneau is expecting us.”
The guard looked highly alarmed. “He never said--”
Peaches cut him off. “--If he didn’t want us here, we’d still be out in the parking lot.”
The guard took a moment to observe the badge before handing it back to the detective.
The man glanced at Ellie. “Then who is she?”
“My partner,” Peaches replied. “Mr. Maneau has allowed her access as well.”
Hesitant, the man lifted the rope and allowed the two to pass through. The muffled sound of the music echoed through the upstairs hall, but there were no other people except for Peaches and Ellie. They followed the corridor, passing by the master bedroom and taking a moment to peek inside. Ellie flipped the light switch and called out Andrew’s name. The bed was perfectly made and the bathroom door was opened with the lights off. No one was there.
She continued onward to the gallery sealed up by two wooden doors. Walking a pace faster than the detective, Ellie gave the door handle a try. It was unlocked. She stepped into Andrew Maneau’s private museum. The floors were elegant marble with tall geometric structures bent, folded, and expertly welded together standing on either sides of the room. Between them were centuries-old paintings worth tens of thousands of dollars. Their frames were polished of all dust. Their canvas was perfectly maintained.
The section quickly branched into a “T” shaped hallway. To one side were historical relics, to the other side were modern masterpieces. Peaches gestured for the two of them to split up. Ellie silently agreed. She went to the historical art section while he went for the modern exhibit.
Ellie rounded the bend and walked by various glass work, vases, and wooden furnishings from bygone eras: Victorian, antebellum, etc. There were also massive oil color paintings of French vistas and a number of authentic Japanese armor set on racks. She continued farther in, passing by historical firearms and other weapons wielded by famous figures throughout history. Eventually, Ellie reached the back of the room where the hallway elbowed into the final section.
It was there Ellie found what she was looking for. Amidst a collection of odds and ends artifacts with high price tags and extreme sentimental value, Andrew Maneau stood before a shelf of vases at the back of the room with his head down low. He wore a white, eight-thousand-dollar cashmere blazer with slacks to match, just as Ellie’s painting had predicted.
“Andrew?” Ellie’s voice bounced off the walls.
He wiped his face with his hands and turned back to Ellie. His eyes were bloodshot and his cheeks were puffy. He sniffled. “Ellie? When did you arrive?”
Ellie approached cautiously. Unlike the other parts of the private gallery, this section was the largest and cast the darkest shadows. Her heart raced at every blind spot she passed by, expecting a hooded figure to leap out and butcher her.
“Ellie?” Andrew asked again. “Is something wrong?”
“I was going to ask you the same thing,” Ellie replied. “You look like you’re in a tough spot.”
“Lost some friends is all,” he smiled sadly. “It’s nothing I can’t handle.”
Detective Peaches approached, keeping his hand on his holstered weapon and scanning the gallery. “Those friends wouldn’t happen to be Kimberly Jannis and Pamela Cornish by any chance?”
Andrew’s face went stark white. “Who are you?”
“Detective Peaches.” Peaches said with casual kindness.
Andrew’s sorrow turned to anger. “Ellie, what is the meaning of this? How did you get in here?”
“It’s a long story, Andrew. One I’ll gladly tell you when you’re out of harm’s way,” Ellie said, watching the shadows move in the corner of her eye. It was nothing but an illusion. Her skin crawled. She felt eyes on her but couldn’t tell where it was coming from.
“I think you should tell me now,” Andrew crossed his arms and turned his attention to Peaches. “And you, what business do you have bringing up Kimberly and Pamela?”
“The man that killed them is coming after you tonight,” Peaches explained. “He knows about whatever art gallery deal you and the women had, and I guess he sees it as a chance to settle a score.”
“Yes, we were going to combine our works and start our own gallery, but to kill over something like that...” Andrew said.
Ellie took Andrew’s hand. “We can discuss the killer’s motive when you’re safe.”
“How are you involved in any of this, Ellie?” Andrew asked.
“Not here, Andrew.” Ellie saw something in the corner of her eye. It was the Aztec mask she had seen in Pamela’s blood. Tucked in the back of the room was the marble sculpture of the nude woman bathing under a vase. Ellie’s heart raced. She took a step back. Is Andrew the killer, or…
Before she could finish her thought, a crow took flight across the room. Its body twisted. Its wings flapped madly. Blood gushed from its freshly slit throat and splatted the floor as the bird whirled and nosedived behind a pedestal with a gut-wrenching crunch.
The three of them stopped everything and looked at the dead crow.
Ellie whispered. “He’s here.”
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THE FINAL PORTRAIT
It happened quickly, right after the bird fell.
Something blurred by in the hallway.
Detective Peaches whipped out his pistol and fired off a single roaring bullet that missed the hooded target and fragmented the face of the marble woman. The hooded figure sidestepped, weaving through the various pedestals and sculptures as fast as a fleeting shadow. Peaches followed him with his pistol but couldn’t get a clear shot. He lost sight of him, cursed under his breath, and reached for his cellphone when the figure leapt from the darkness and pinned him to the ground.
With blurred strikes, almost like brief brushes of black paint, the figure swatted his billy club on the detective’s handsome head a quarter dozen times. The back of Peaches’s skull bounced on the cold unforgiving marble with each blow and his body, tense when the pounding started, went slack and still. Like some jungle predator, the hooded figure slowly turned its shrouded face to Ellie and Andrew and began to rise from Peaches’s body.
Their faces ghost-white and their jaws slack, Ellie and Andrew took a step backward, involuntarily putting them deeper into the gallery.
Ellie hadn’t noticed it during her encounter in apartment 42A, but the figure wore a thin, black sheer cloth over the entirety of his hooded head. The fabric was clear enough to spot the bump of the figure’s nose and the slightly damp area around his partially parted lips. However, the eyes were indistinguishable even with the two small circles that had been expertly cut from the fabric and were about the size of dimes. His hoodie was loosely fitted and zipped all the way to the top. He had three weapons: the Beretta pistol that had likely shot Peaches’s hand days ago, the long, sheathed knife used to butcher Kimberly and Pamela, and the hollow small casing for the club he currently held and pointed at Ellie.
Fear made her skin crawl as she looked down the point of the club. The figure flicked it to the side, his way of warning Ellie to back away from Andrew. She glanced at her terrified friend. His body trembled and his eyes were wide with fright. His voice was quiet and wavering, and would not have been heard if not for the heavy silence that hung in the room. “What is this?”
The killer remained still and calm. Ellie knew at once that her adversary was in complete control of the situation and of his emotions. She thought back to the first kill, Kimberly, whom he stabbed sixteen times, and then to Pamela, whom he’d stabbed a half a dozen less, and then Peaches, who may still be breathing, that he took down with four blows. He’s getting better at this, Ellie realized.
He flicked the baton to the right a second time. Ellie’s mouth made a line on her face. She stepped left, opposite of what the man had commanded, and put herself as a wall between Andrew and the club. Slowly, she lifted her hands and was about to say something that might’ve calmed the man down when he reached for his pistol.
Ellie took Andrew’s hand. “Run! Now!”
They dashed behind the pricey artifacts, sculptures, and other baubles of Andrew’s private collection. The hooded man drew out his pistol and started his rain of fire. Ellie and Andrew ran with their heads hunched and their eyes forward as vases shattered, the Aztec mask blew apart, and oil paintings on old easels were punched by bullets. The racket of the gunfire thundered in the room and rattled Ellie’s ears. Andrew wailed as his lifelong collection was being reduced to fodder. They twisted around the corner, into the modern art section, with the hooded man in pursuit.
Ellie pushed Andrew in front of her as they zigzagged around twirling stairs held up by nearly invisible Plexiglas beams, tall abstract geometric structures with no beginning or end, and an assortment of multicolored “people” whose bodies were made of odd metal, wood, or other malleable material that was used to make them look purposefully deformed and twisted. The hooded man ran and shot at the same time, killing his accuracy. Bullets shot haphazardly across the room and by Ellie’s head. As they neared the midway point to this part of the gallery, Andrew tripped on his own heel and stumbled onto the marble floor. Was he shot or just clumsy? Ellie couldn’t leave him behind. She doubled back and crouched down to pick him up. Andrew extended his hand and took Ellie by the wrist. He attempted to scramble to his feet. The toe of his fine shoes scuffed the pristine marble. He looked at Ellie with his horror-struck eyes and then back at the hooded figure still in a full sprint a few yards away.
The unforgiving eye of the pistol barrel trained on the downed man, so gripped by terror that he could only suck air instead of letting out a proper scream.
Flashes of Ellie’s latest painting resonated in her mind. The crow, neck sliced and crashed behind a pedestal, had died in the way that it needed to fit the prophecy, but Andrew was a different story. His throat was supposed to be cut in the back portion of the gallery, so if the killer shot him in the modern art exhibit, the painting would prove false, meaning that Andrew couldn’t die right here. Ellie took a small measure of confidence in that until she realized that the pistol barrel was aimed at her.
With his expression masked behind the black fabric, the hooded man targeted Ellie and pulled the trigger.
She expected to see a white light or maybe a black void. She expected to feel something punch her chest and send her toppling to the slab of marble. She expected a spark of pain. She felt none of those things, because when the man’s gloved finger squeezed the trigger, no bullets discharged. He was out of ammo. The hooded man made a swift second attempt to fire the weapon. Nothing.
Ellie didn’t waste time counting her blessings. She pulled Andrew to his feet as the hooded man toss the pistol aside. His other gloved hand went for the knife.
Ellie put her arm around Andrew’s hunched back. Andrew’s limp evolved into a desperate dash as Ellie ushered him toward the end of the exhibit.
“Go!” She barked with winded breath and gave him a hearty push. He staggered forward, glanced over his shoulders at her final time, before vanishing around the corner. Slower but still moving forward, Ellie twisted back to the killer. She managed to twist back her torso just long enough to see the man lunge at her with arms outstretched. His head smashed into her ribs and his arm constricted her waist as he tackled her.
Ellie’s feet flew out from under her while gravity and the man’s weight slammed her onto the ground. She tried to keep her eyes open, but when the back of her head knocked on the marble, she crunched her teeth together and clenched her eyes shut in some involuntary attempt to lessen the pain of the impact. It left her blinded long enough for the killer to direct the gleaming point of his knife at her face.
She caught a glimpse of the shiny metal and tilted her head to the side, avoiding the quick point of the blade by centimeters. After cutting a few strands of hair, the blade rose into the air a second time as the hooded man corrected his aim. Driven by instinct and little else, Ellie sent the ball of her hand into the man’s nose. His head jerked back and he made a gak sound. Ellie sent her other fist into his throat. Her left hand was weak. Her wrist rolled over on itself when it hit him, and the man was only delayed for a few seconds more. Ellie kicked her legs haphazardly like a kid having a temper tantrum as she tried to shimmy out from under the man’s warm, athletic body. As her attempts failed, she reached for his knife, but the man was already recovering.
He slashed sideways this time, opening the flesh beneath Ellie’s left eye. Ellie gasped. Tears streaked out of her eye and mixed with the red crimson leaking from her face. The hooded man went to stab her when she grabbed his knife-wielding hand with both her hands and slammed his wrist to the side. The man’s body tilted with his pinned arm, giving Ellie the second leeway she needed to shimmy out from under him.
She rolled to her belly and pushed her palms against the floor, lifting herself with a push-up. She scrambled to her knees and then to her feet as the hooded figure stood up and readied a knife strike. He moved behind his blood-stained blade, letting the wet, sharp point be his center.
In the sides of her vision, Ellie looked for something to fight him with. The exhibit offered nothing. She regretted not moving to the historical exhibit, where there were old weapons and armor. Not that it would’ve helped. She was a painter, too caught up in the deadly struggle to comprehend how she went from being a newlywed lost in love to the next victim of a killer she’d willingly pursued. There was no time for self-reflection, only the most basic instincts of survival. Kill or be killed.
The hooded man clenched his knife tightly. The cloth over his face was wet at the mouth. Knees slightly bent, he moved closer to Ellie. She stepped back, her left heel hitting the bottom of a sculpture of a glossy, nine-foot man as black as night with a long slender torso, featureless face with a mouthful of mule’s teeth, and noodle arms with knuckles that touched the three-inch granite slab under its glossy noodle legs.
Ellie tried her best to steady her breathing. She kept her eyes more on the knife than the man. She kept her hands out in front of her, ready to catch it, but not fully confident she could. In her mind, she asked one thing: when he will he strike?
The hooded man stepped forward again. Ellie stepped back. The knife’s point launched forward. A voice inside shouted now!
In a motion, Ellie sidestepped the deadly jab, caught the man’s hand with her own, pressed the point below his knuckle that Peaches had showed her, and then twisted. The man’s entire arm rolled as his hand bent back, his fingers lost their steady hold on the knife, and the blade clacked at their feet.
Holy crap! Ellie thought, not quite sure how she managed to pull it off, but taking not a millisecond to revel in her victory. She put the toe of her shoe into the place where the man was weakest. She would’ve hit harder if not for the stolen dress’s limited flexibility. The man grunted and staggered back. His hand slipped out of his glove, abandoning it in Ellie’s hand. Even under the mask, Ellie saw his eyes dart to the knife. Ellie kicked it aside. It skidded under a wooden pedestal holding a severed mannequin hand with fingernails painted the colors of the rainbow. No one would be getting the knife now.
Ellie smiled boastfully, blood trickling down her wounded cheek.
The hooded man whipped out his baton.
Ellie’s cockiness quickly faded to dread. “When will this end? You’re killing people over an art deal. Get over it.”
For the first time, the Hooded Man spoke. His tone had the calmness of man content in his torment. “You’re wrong, Ellie Batter. So, so wrong.”
He readied the baton for the killing blow.
“Then help me understand,” Ellie pleaded, backing up farther into the sculpture of the nine-foot slender man. “The paintings, the murders, any of it.”
One of Ellie’s words caused the man to pause. Either that, or it was the groaning of the gallery’s door followed by hasty footfalls and hushed voices.
Without a warning, the hooded man sprinted into the back of the gallery. Ellie turned her head, once to the sound of footfalls and the other to the killer vanishing from view. Flee or pursue? Moments like these defined a person. Feeling the hot, pulsating pain of her cut cheek, she sprinted deeper into the gallery.
“I’m not done talking!” Ellie yelled as she rounded the bend to the final exhibit hall.
The hooded man was hunched over Peaches’s body and raising the downed detective’s pistol.
He didn’t say a word or even hesitate before shooting Ellie.
Something stung her neck. The world went sideways. The floor came up to hit her.
Gun in hand, the hooded man took off into a mad dash toward the history exhibit.
The roar of gunfire ricocheted through the gallery. A door flung open. Screams followed a few more gunshots. The door closed and the noise vanished with it.
Ellie lay on her side, the red dress drooping over the curves of her body and pooling on the floor. Her heart raced in her chest and quick breaths escaped her parted lips. Her finger touched the tenderness on her neck. She winced in pain at the leaking flesh.
Nearby, Detective Peaches twitched. His eyes opened slowly. He touched the bleeding knot on his forehead. He gnashed his teeth and let his hand fall to his side. With watering eyes, he glanced at Ellie. “Is he gone?”
Ellie opened her mouth to say “yeah,” but only scarcely a groan left her lips. Her neck wound must’ve not been that bad if Peaches hadn’t made mention of it.
Peaches grunted. He reached for his gun, and, realizing it was not there, quickly sat up. By the sickened look on his face, the quick motion didn’t sit well with his concussed state. He crawled to Ellie and looked over her neck.
“Just a graze,” he said with relief.
“Lucky me,” Ellie replied.
The distant door opened again. Hurried footsteps and worried speaking followed. Andrew and a few of his tuxedo-wearing house guards speedily entered Ellie’s view.
“Heavens,” Andrew gasped, his face stark white, and rushed to Ellie’s aid.
Ellie accepted her friend’s assistance in sitting up. “Where is he?”
Andrew shook his head. “I don’t know. He went out of the gallery shooting. Glen and Casey--two of the help I hired this evening, they… I’ve never seen a dead body before.”
Peaches tried to stand but slowly sank back to the floor. “Focus, Andrew.”
“The killer, right,” Andrew said, still trying to collect his thoughts. “The police are in pursuit of him, or they will be soon. I didn’t want to come up here until I knew he was out of the house. One of the patrons saw him vanish into the woods out back. There are not many places for him to go out there.”
Ellie blistered with pain. Her cheek was sore and her neck stung like the dickens. She closed her eyes, thinking it would ease the agony. It didn’t.
Andrew put his hand on Ellie’s shoulder. “Thank you.”
“I wasn’t going to let you die.” Ellie winced.
Andrew smiled sadly at her. “I should go check on the others. Get your cut look at. We’ll talk soon.” Andrew hurried away, taking his helpers with him.
As Andrew had declared, the police and EMTs arrived minutes later. They took Peaches to the hospital, stating that he had a pretty serious concussion. Ellie was ushered into a different ambulance and transported after the police asked their questions. Thankfully, the blonde whom she stole the dress from didn’t see her go. That was a bullet dodged. The doctors gave her some funny pills, stitched up her neck and cheek, and had her waiting in the hospital lobby for Troy to arrive.
He was dressed in a nice plaid yellow and black button up with khaki pants and modern-day moccasins. Ellie couldn’t bring herself to look him in the eye. She’d be thinking long and hard about what she was going to tell him about the investigation and her obsession with the paintings but was coming up short of good excuses. It seemed like one of the times where it was better to keep her mouth shut and ride out the storm.
Troy slowed his hasty walk when he was a few yards from her. Ellie mentally braced herself for the dreaded I told you so. Troy squeezed her tightly and affectionately instead.
He spoke softly. “Come on, let’s get you home.”
The voice of the soft-spoken news anchor filled the Jeep’s cabby. “...Three dead at Northampton estate this evening. The police have yet to apprehend the man responsible...”
Ellie rested her head on the passenger window and watched the city nightlife blur by. College students packed outdoor bars and lined outside clubs. Drunks laughed. Homeless panhandled. The world was completely unaffected.
Troy glanced over at Ellie every few seconds, to seemingly ask her a question, but never voiced it.
Their apartment complex appeared in view. It wasn’t until they unlocked the car when Troy finally spoke. “Is it over?”
“What?” Ellie replied.
“Everything you’ve been doing,” Troy elaborated.
“The guy got away, Troy. Again.” Speaking made Ellie’s neck hurt.
“But Andrew’s okay,” Troy said as he locked the car and the two of them walked into the apartment. “I looked at the painting in the art room. You prevented his death.”
“I hope so,” Ellie replied, not so sure.
“You did,” Troy said firmly. “I called Andrew on the way to the hospital. He’s leaving Northampton tomorrow. He didn’t say where he was going, but that’s for the best, I suppose.”
They climbed into the elevator. The doors closed.
Troy went on. “I get you don’t want to talk about it. Neither do I, but I want this to be behind us now.”
Questions swirled in Ellie’s mind. Who was the hooded man? What was his motive behind killing the women and attacking Andrew if it wasn’t the art deal? Did he spare Ellie by grazing her in the neck, or did the high stakes situation simply cause him to misfire? How did any of this tie into the paintings, or was that just a cosmic coincidence?
“Ellie,” Troy said, tearing her away from her thoughts.
She looked into the eyes of the man she had pledged her life to. “It’s over. Troy. I’m finished.”
Troy studied her with suspicion. He took a deep breath. “If you say it is, I believe you. Maybe I’m the stupidest man in the world for doing so, but I just want my wife back and out of harm’s way.”
The elevator door opened with a ding, but neither of them moved. The wounds on Ellie’s cheek and neck stung. They’d scar over, she knew.
They walked down the hall and unlocked the apartment. The two of them stood in the dark threshold of the twelfth-floor flat.
Troy flipped on the light switch and stepped inside. Ellie hesitated. She scanned the place, watching every shadow for movement. It seemed clear of any adversary. She shut the door behind her and locked it tight.
Troy tossed his shoes and slugged his way up the spiraling staircase. “I’ll see you up there.”
When he had disappeared into the loft, Ellie walked about the room and checked the various doors and corners for any intruder. He’s gone, Ellie. She forced herself to believe it. She walked to the art room.
The portrait of Andrew grabbed her attention. She left it on the easel and shut the French doors. She hiked into the loft, took a shower, and joined her husband in bed. Troy snuggled up next to her. Ellie tensed up. She could sense his anger but guessed it was one of those times where they would fake the affection until it was genuine again.
“I’m proud of you,” Troy whispered in Ellie’s ear.
“You don’t have to lie about it,” Ellie replied.
“I’m not lying,” Troy replied. “I sure as hell don’t agree with anything you did, but you saved a man’s life.”
A frown sank Ellie’s face. “At the cost of three more people the killer shot to escape. If I hadn’t intervened, then--”
Troy interrupted. “You’re not responsible for his actions, only your own.”
“He knew my name, Troy,” Ellie replied.
Her husband lifted up a little bit. “How?”
Ellie shrugged, still not turning back to him.
Troy pulled away from her and lay on his back. He was quiet for a long moment. “What do you think about a second honeymoon?”
Ellie rolled over to face him.
Troy looked back at her with a tired smile. “We leave all this behind, go back to the beach, and come back when the police have the guy in custody. Better yet, we can move into a cabin far out in the mountains. I can get a new job. You can take some time off from painting. Everyone lives happily ever after.”
“That does sound nice,” Ellie replied. Her mind went to her old portraits, the ones of meadows, rustic barns, blue skies, and wild horses. All it would cost was the answers to the million questions racing through her head.
“So it’s a plan?” Troy asked with small, cute grin.
Ellie forced herself to grin in the same way Troy faked his affection this long night. “It’s a plan.”
The couple kissed.
The pain pills put Ellie into a deep slumber where she dreamed of an inky black void. She felt her body twisting and turning. The cold of this dark place made her fingers cramp and her eyes hurt.
She awoke with her knees planted on the art room floor. Her head throbbed. Her body was weak. Everything had been cleared from the room, even her easel and canvas. From floor to ceiling, wet black paint smeared all the walls. Inky tears slid down the damp wall’s surfaces and hardened around Ellie’s knees. She was up to her elbow in crusty black paint, with a stack of empty paints cans beside her. Ellie looked at the subject at the center of the mural. It was Troy: the hooded man’s next victim.
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