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To Gillian Grace,

If you are the only person to read this,

you will be enough.
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1
THE SPECTACLE


Spectacle.

That has always been the impetus of the Fontaine Museum of Art. A great pleasure in viewing. A thrill in standing in such a prestigious foundation. And, most of all, an impending sense of existentialism while being surrounded by the most famous works of art the world has ever seen. History dances about every pillar as people lucky enough to call themselves visitors take in just how talented human beings have been since hundreds of years prior to their own existence.

Spectacle.

The main reason Laurent Fontaine, the most influential art curator of the late 20th century, began creating and collecting pieces of art and eventually built this museum. He was a French veteran who left war with close to nothing to his name aside from a newly found woman whom he was beginning to love dearly. He would return home just outside Montpellier, with aforementioned woman by his side, to find his mother was deceased and a new family had moved into her house. The only thing the new residents could offer him was the few leftover, withered paintings that he had left behind in the attic.

Spectacle.

Marie Evans, eventually Marie Evans-Fontaine, was a spectacle by every right of the word. Waved brunette locks that looked exquisite—according to Laurent—when topped by a nurse’s hat while they were stationed in London. She was a bright woman, one whose pure green eyes and tan-toned skin explained enough. Better yet, she already had a passion for the arts. They would marry, and it would not take long for Marie to get up to speed with the knowledge for art history that Laurent had, perhaps even surpass him at times. They’d visit every museum within a train’s distance, attend every auction they saw posters for, and purchase every piece they could afford, sharing thoughts, ideas, dreams, and love along the way. Soon, they’d be flying to America to expand and share their lucrative artistic lives.

Spectacle.

The lovebirds’ life was such. The American dream. Before long, the couple went from renting gallery spaces and selling twenty-five cent exhibition tickets to being invited to give speeches to art students across New England. The Fontaines’ passions were impeccably timed, as art movements throughout the entire 1900s were sweeping new ideas across the continent and giving unprecedented, newfound fame to contemporary artists, thus creating a greater need for curators such as Laurent Fontaine.

He began writing essays about the popularity of abstract art in Europe to share with Americans. His words and creative teachings swept the nation quickly, often being attributed as one of the “Godfathers of American Abstraction.”

Soon after, FBI agents began contacting Laurent to help aid in the Cold War. Since Russians in the USSR weren’t allowed to make abstract art, the FBI would have Laurent speak to the American people in various cities on how privileged this made America and how Communism deprived creativity. He was paid handsomely, but his relationship with the FBI would sour when he neglected to state publicly that he, “fully disagreed with and disavowed each and every communist idea.”

At the same time, Marie would stay in Boston inking new deals to buy new art from new artists. She had a thing for the contemporary. Things being made now always seemed more important to her than things made in the past, only by a little.

Laurent agreed, but could never admit it.

By 1955, enough attention and money had been bestowed upon them that they found themselves able to purchase a closed museum in Boston. But the building alone wasn’t enough for Laurent. He spent the first year reimagining the entire layout. Every floorboard in each hall, every pillar at each corner, every step on each staircase, it would all be a spectacle. He spent another year collecting even more art than they already had. Every piece that he knew of and found to be somewhat good—whether visually or conceptually—he wanted. And if he couldn’t yet find it, he would continue searching. And if he couldn’t yet afford it, he would continue working.

In 1957, the Fontaine Museum of Art opened its doors. By late 1959, it was the most famous art museum on the planet, an utterly profound rise to fame. It was so due to the simple fact that Laurent Fontaine was obsessed with spectacle.

And now, late in a frigid December day of 1967, there is spectacle, though not the kind Laurent had envisioned when moving across the world with the love of his life.

This is not the spectacle of viewing historical works of art. It’s not the spectacle of walking the halls of a museum carefully crafted by an obsessive man. This is not the spectacle of love, nor the spectacle of the American dream. This is the spectacle humans often find themselves most attracted to: a guilt-ridden spectacle of tragedy.

Today is December 21st, 1967. Today is the opening for the Fontaine Museum of Art’s first Pop Art exhibition, an art movement Marie has recently taken a great liking to. After today, the exhibition is supposed to open for the general public to view. But today is invite only.

Before an event of this nature truly kicks off, Laurent and Marie have made a habit of gathering up some important guests to the penthouse of the museum. An extra special, early celebration of sorts. Occasionally, some not-so-special people make it up to the penthouse, though Laurent and Marie try not to let it sour the mood.

Today, the extra special celebration includes Christmas music and decor. Today, however, the extra special celebration is at a pause.

At this very moment, Laurent Fontaine sits in a bright red leather recliner while an instrumental version of “Auld Lang Syne”, an old Christmas tune, plays on a record player in the room. The slow-moving vinyl disc turns faster than Laurent moves his limbs. Both ends of his necktie hang evenly around his shoulders, signaling that he no longer intends to look presentable tonight. As he so often does, he takes a hit from his classic pipe, one decorated with pure gold lining and mahogany wood, blowing the smoke into the air that is already heavy around him. His suit jacket lies atop the chair behind him as he rolls up his sleeves to his elbows, keeping his pipe in between his lips. For just a moment, he pays no attention to the madness—no, the spectacle around him. He simply smokes his pipe, strokes his eternally gray beard, and sinks into the recliner.

At this very moment, not counting the police officers, there are seven people in the room with him. A large, round, well-dressed man with fading, slicked back hair escorts a small, pale girl out to the hallway. The child is sobbing uncontrollably, tripping over her dress that is far too extravagant for a girl her age, and the man is not trying very hard to console her.

Another man in a suit, this one younger and thinner, hastily drags a platinum blonde-haired woman decorated head to toe with lavender silk and golden jewelry toward the same direction the large man and small girl are going.

In another corner of the room, an extremely well-kept, dark-skinned young man talks with police officers. Though, based on body language, it would appear he’s simply chatting with a group of friends. The officers crack smiles as the boy tells them what he’s seen tonight in a romantic British accent.

One of the officers breaks off to usher an elderly woman with a cane out of the scene of the crime. She doesn’t seem to understand a word the policeman is saying.

And lastly, a towering man, simply dressed in jeans and a dress shirt, sporting a bowl cut and large eyeglasses, stands in the far corner of the room. He speaks to no one.

Laurent stands up. Everyone remaining in the room turns their heads to observe. He takes one more hit of his pipe, grips it with a fist, and hurls it at the wall. It smashes into pieces, allowing tobacco and smoke to escape onto the floor and into the air respectively. The room continues to stare; Laurent doesn’t stare back. He simply slicks his hair with one hand and leaves the room.

The motive for Laurent smashing such an exquisite pipe is fairly reasonable: outside of the Fontaine Museum of Art, five stories down, lies his wife, Marie Evans-Fontaine, surrounded in blood and deceased, yellow caution tape jaggedly wrapping the area her body had struck.


The Fontaine Museum of Art, est. 1957:

“There are no coincidences within these walls.”


2
THE FLOWER & THE TREE


June 9th, 1968

Boston, Massachusetts

About six months after the opening of the Pop Art exhibition, Laurent Fontaine finds himself sitting in one of the main halls of his museum. This hall was the first hall he made renovations to years ago. It sports emerald green marble arches and a white marble floor with some of the most influential impressionist paintings of all time hanging on the walls. Claude Monet, Paul Cezanne, and Henri Matisse to name a few.

Yet, with these historic names hangs a piece by Marie Fontaine. She painted it in 1951, shortly after Laurent acquired a few pieces by Monet. Marie always imitated the art movements they collected with her own hand.

This painting in particular is on a massive canvas and loosely portrays a white oak tree with a small flower—seemingly looking up to the tree—using signature impressionist-like strokes. The tree embraces the flower, protecting it from the dangers a frail tulip might endure.

The piece also includes a soft violet sunset and some meadows behind the flower and tree characters.

Marie never intended for the painting to be on display, but Laurent insisted.

Now, Laurent finds himself sitting cross-legged underneath Marie’s painting. On one side next to him sits a glass of whiskey, his pipe not yet lit—it looks the exact same as the pipe he broke six months ago; a man with the stature of Laurent Fontaine has multiple of his favorite pipe—and a record player not yet playing.

The floor on his other side resembles a scrapbooking class: scissors, large stacks of paper, photos and passages that have been cut from newspapers, polaroids, a roll of red yarn, and a pack of thumbtacks. After taking the final sip from his glass, Laurent stands up, flips over Marie’s painting to reveal a blank backside, and rehangs the canvas backward where it was.

He bends down to place a vinyl on the record player and “Be My Baby” by The Rosettes begins to play. The French immigrant and his wife had taken a great liking to modern American music.

He stands back up, this time with his pipe in his hand. As the melody moves, Laurent ignites the bowl of tobacco with a match and lets out a large cloud of smoke. As the fog clears, with a dry tiredness in his eyes, he picks up some scraps of paper, the roll of yarn, and two of the thumbtacks.

At the top of the now reversed, blank canvas, he pushes one thumbtack where he pins a photo of Marie— as if her image is the title of this new artwork.

With the remaining craft supplies, Laurent pokes and prods the canvas and scatters red yarn about, trailing the thread along a few sheets of scrap paper and photos, pinning clumps of them together in different sections.

As he backs away, he looks at the central piece of evidence that is beginning to connect to the rest: A photo of the large man who escorted the small girl out of the room on the night his wife was killed.

Laurent Fontaine won’t rest until all the dots are connected.
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THE THING ITSELF


December 18th, 1977

Montpellier, France

Nearly ten years have passed since the opening of the Pop Art Exhibition at the Fontaine Museum of Art. No exhibition has opened since. In fact, the doors of the museum have not opened since. Despite many news trucks, journalists, fellow curators, and friends of the Fontaine’s knocking on the door, Laurent has not answered.

Marie’s death was investigated by the Boston Police Department for only three days. Before the new year, they determined the incident a suicide.

Since the case closed, Laurent has rarely left the confines of his property.

That’s not to say that Laurent has been lazy. In fact, he has kept himself quite entertained—or at the very least indulged—in an array of personal research. He’s traced the backgrounds of dozens upon dozens of women and men who were in attendance that night. Where they went to school, who and what they worked for, where they live, who they’re related to, where they’ve been, where they are now, and so on and so forth.

If a person was in attendance for the opening of the Pop Art Exhibition on December 21st, 1967, Laurent Fontaine knows everything there is to know about them.

Conversely, since that same date, the world knows little about him.

Though, there is one man who knows a fraction about what Laurent has been up to for the last decade: Henri Archambeau.

Henri is a friend of Laurent, perhaps the only at this point. They shared a bunk in the French Army. Over the years since Laurent departed Europe, they’ve kept in touch by letter. At the private funeral that Laurent held, Henri and his wife were the only people in attendance who did not work for the funeral home. The viewing only lasted fifteen minutes, and Henri flew home the same day.

Throughout the last ten years, Laurent has periodically been sending Henri updates to his investigation. Laurent thinks this works out quite nicely, as after the war Henri took up detective work as an occupation. Henri, however, is uneasy about Laurent’s letters, as the widower has yet to disclose exactly what his plans are.

That is precisely the reason Laurent had requested to meet in Montpellier today in this cafe they’ve shared coffee at many times before. He is a few minutes into presenting Henri his ideas when the server returns to the table to check on the men, interrupting their conversation.

“Autre chose ici? (Anything else here?)” she asks.

“Madame, nous sommes parfaits, (We are perfect, ma’am,)” replies Laurent, twirling his wrist to stir his cup as he holds it.

She leaves, and Laurent and Henri are free to continue.

“Depuis combien de temps êtes-vous en France? (How long since you have been in France?)” Henri asks.

“Ça fait au moins dix ans que je ne suis nulle part, mon ami, (It’s been at least ten years since I have been anywhere, my friend,)” Laurent responds with a smile.

He takes a quick sip of his latte and slicks his hair back. He’s wearing plaid pants and a plain white t-shirt after he removes his coat, underdressed for a cafe in Montpellier. Henri is dressed more appropriately in a suit.

Laurent looks around a moment and leans in to whisper. “Now, if you could be so kind, can we switch to English? Just in case.”

Henri stares at him and nods, taking a sip without breaking eye contact. He clears his throat. “Laurent, I don’t believe you are... fully considering the consequences here. I respect the main goal of this... event.” Henri speaks with his hands as well as his words, like a typical Frenchman. “But it’s more than that, isn’t it?”

“It’s not, Henri. For me, it is not.” Laurent sips his latte. “It’s about the one thing and that thing only.”

“You said it yourself in the letters you sent me, Laurent. You suspect it had ties, many ties, to the auctions and whatnot,” Henri refutes, “for you to do something like this... it would certainly make more of a splash than you’d hope.”

Laurent takes a breath. He tilts his head side to side, as if to crack his neck, but no audible cracks are heard. “Henri, if you did read the letters, you clearly did not understand them. If it is a splash I make, then I don’t care about what gets wet. I only care about,” he pauses to consider how to phrase this, “about the impact that made the splash.”

Henri raises his mug, keeping eye contact with Laurent. “Then you must admit that is rather reckless, no?”

“Sure, if you’d like me to,” Laurent responds punctually.

Henri again stares at Laurent. He sips his latte. He cracks the slightest smile. “La non-violence est la réponse aux cruciales questions politiques et Morales de notre temps, (Nonviolence is the answer to the crucial political and moral questions of our time,)” Henri finally states.

Laurent nearly spits up his drink at this. “Did you just quote Martin Luther to me? How incredibly cliche of you, Henri.”

“Martin Luther? Cliche? Has everything become cliche to you since you entered the arts?”

Laurent thinks a moment. “How about this then? Une injustice où qu’elle soit est une menace pour la justice partout. (Injustice anywhere is a threat to justice everywhere.)”

Henri smiles again while stirring some more cream into his drink, this time more of a smirk.

“I’m not so sure I traveled here to be convinced one way or another, Henri,” Laurent continues. “Just to answer the more pressing question: will you help?”

This is the question Laurent has been waiting to ask and Henri has been hoping not to answer, but Henri knows he will have to eventually. “Laurent, I would love to do anything for you, you know that,” Henri responds with a breath. “But what would I tell Sophia?”

“You came to visit me. Simple.”

“This will end up in the papers. The news, Laurent. The simple act of you opening the museum doors will get people talking.”

“And you just so happened to be visiting when this all happened.”

“Doesn’t seem like much of a coincidence to me,” Henri retorts.

“There are no coincidences, Henri. But they’ll believe it enough,” explains Laurent, completely ignoring the increasing concern in Henri’s demeanor. “Besides, the headlines will only include my name. You’ll be back in France before it goes public, I promise.”

Henri bites his lip, his mustache wiggling a bit in the process. “That’s another thing. This plan... it will ruin you. You do understand that, Laurent?” he pleads to his friend.

Laurent drinks his latte and pauses as if he’s thinking of what to say. Only, he’s not thinking of what to say. He knows what he is going to say, but he’s getting frustrated with Henri’s repeated objections to his plan, and so he takes a moment to calm down.

“Sure. It will ruin what is left of me,” Laurent finally claims.

Henri thinks that Laurent sounds quite cowardly when he says this, but out of respect, he does not tell him so. “And the museum? What will become of it?”

Laurent has had enough of the protest, as he uncrosses his legs and raises his voice ever-so-slightly for his response. “She is gone, Henri. She has been for ten years. The Fontaine Museum of Art died with her. And it pains me in my chest every day. But if I could use the place we built together one last time, to find the man that killed her? Then perhaps it will hurt a little less.”

Henri sips. “Maybe it will ease your pain. And maybe you’re okay with that, but I’m not sure I can be part of the process.”

Laurent takes a deep breath through his nose, staring at Henri for a moment. He’s about to speak when the server comes again.

“Autre chose—” she begins but can’t finish, as Laurent immediately cuts her off.

“Nous allons toujours bien, mon cher, (We’re still fine, dear,)” he snaps with a bit too much urgency, and so the childish smile fades from the server’s face as she backs away.

Henri frowns. “Et si je voulais plus de crème? (What if I wanted more cream?)” he jokes.

“Alors tu boirais du lait, (Then you’d be drinking milk,)” Laurent pokes back without cracking a smile.

The rumbling conversations of the people surrounding them are background noise compared to the French classical music that plays on a record player in the cafe.

The curator and the detective take a moment to listen to the sounds around them. Their lattes are dropping to room temperature, and Henri’s opinion on Laurent’s project is not budging.

However, he has been friends with Laurent for quite some time. He had watched him win every argument he ever had in grade school. He had listened as Laurent convinced war generals to give him an extra pack of cigarettes with nothing more than words. And most of all, Henri had witnessed Laurent go from poor French soldier to a practical immortal being of the world of art with the help of nothing besides his wife, passion, and willpower. So truthfully, Henri knows how this will go.

After finishing off his cup, Laurent reaches behind him for an envelope tucked into his coat pocket. He places it on the table and slides it across to Henri.

“Come to America, Henri,” Laurent says, leaning in with a whisper.

Henri licks his teeth with his lips still closed, not to clean them, but in anticipation of opening the envelope. When he does open it, he sees a shocking amount of money and, although he anticipated a shocking amount of money, he cannot help but appear shocked.

“And when you return, take Sophia to a nice meal,” Laurent adds with a superficially charming smile.

Henri closes the envelope and bites his lip again, looking away from Laurent and into the cafe crowd. He finishes his drink, tilting the cup completely vertical to his lips before setting it back on the table.

“You are sure on the six?” Henri asks, reluctantly giving in for now.

“Mostly.”

“No, not mostly.” Henri quickly becomes assertive. “You need to be certain that every poor soul you invite has the potential to be guilty in the murder of your wife.”

“Henri, they’re all crucial. It’s a delicate plan. I’ll key you in on the plane,” Laurent responds as he leans to the right, looking past Henri. “Ich glaube, der Franzose da drüben kann Englisch. (I think the French boy over there knows English.)” The two had picked up some German while at war.

Henri peers backward and spies a young boy who whips his head around, hoping to avoid being caught eavesdropping.

“I’ll need a ticket,” Henri proclaims.

Laurent nods at the envelope. Henri peels it open and sifts through the cash. At the end of the stack lies a one-way plane ticket to Boston. Henri shakes his head, unable to hold back a small smile.

“Nous partons demain matin. Dis à Sophia que j’ai dit bonjour. (We leave tomorrow morning. Tell Sophia I said hello.)” Laurent finishes and lifts himself up from the seat, grabbing his jacket and heading for the door, leaving Henri behind with his pile of American dollars, plane ticket, and doubts.


4
THE FREEMANS


The Freeman Estate is one of a kind, the type of house only an extremely wealthy and criminal art curator could possibly concoct.

From the outside, one would imagine it’s home to a more flamboyant Dracula: a very gothic inspired building with gold and silver undertones layered through the gutters and windowpanes. As snow falls ever-so-gently onto the long, winding driveway, Phoebe Freeman drives over the flakes in a black Cadillac that her father purchased as a gift for her thirteenth birthday. There was no birthday card attached to the vehicle.

As she steps out of the car, her heels imprint the small amount of snow that is accumulating and she tosses her cigarette to the ground, leaving the burnt end to sizzle into winter dust. Phoebe is a small girl, one with wheat-blonde hair and wrists that seem too skinny to support her hands. She nearly always sports bright red lipstick; the same color of which she learned to apply lipstick with. She’s simply never felt like changing it. Today, she wears white dress pants and a black designer coat. She knows no other life than one in which everyone around her dresses with the intention of showing off their wealth.

Truthfully, in comparison, she dresses quite modestly.

Once she finally makes her way to the door, she discovers a few envelopes on the porch that are beginning to blend in with the snow, and so she figures she better bring them in.

“Celia?” Phoebe yells aloud upon entrance.

She continues through the halls, passing various amounts of art, articles, or other glass-framed memorabilia that the dim lights reflect off. The inside of the home is even more obnoxious than the outside. Wealthily Victorian with a dark theme that’s consistently outlined with gold and silver, velvet couches and expensive pottery remind each visitor exactly how much money the homeowner possesses.

Phoebe keeps walking down the hall and turns a corner. She’s in the dining hall now, obvious due to an extravagant stained wood table carved at each corner with a different sculpture of a lion, all lying beneath a diamond-studded chandelier that sends light refractions across the walls.

Phoebe passes this presentation and glances at the wall behind it, where a large frame holding a newspaper hangs. The headline of said newspaper reads:

FREEMAN FIGHTS AGAINST HISTORICAL

ART IDEAS, JUST KEEPS BIDDING

Phoebe stops for a moment to look at the newspaper, an article she has read hundreds of times in her life while sitting at the table. Yet, with each read, she finds herself shaking her head.

“Celia? You home?” Phoebe calls out again.

Finally, from around yet another corner in this seemingly never-ending home, Phoebe hears Celia’s voice speaking, presumably over a phone. When she finally finds her, Celia’s eyes exaggeratedly widen, as if she is pretending to be thrilled to see Phoebe.

She sits at a desk, twirling the cable of the phone she uses.

“Just a moment,” Celia mouths toward Phoebe as she holds up a finger.

“Listen, that’s my daughter. The sweet girl just got home for Christmas break; I really should be going now!” Celia continues on the phone. “Well yes, I suppose she’s doing all right, I’ll let her know you checked on her!... How about you call back tomorrow?... Really, I insist we let each other go now! Buh-bye!” She finally slams the phone down. “Hey, sweetie! Welcome home!”

“What are you doing so dressed up to take phone calls?”

Celia is a well-dressed woman indeed, mostly because she, herself, is a fashion designer and neglects to wear anything but her own designs. She’s young, twenty-nine to be exact, and possesses a transatlantic accent her mother used that she refuses to give up. She’s wearing a sparkly, baby blue dress that breaks before her shoulders. Her skin doesn’t show for long though, as she also sports elbow-length white gloves, the kind only real, real rich women wear. Her platinum blonde hair is pinned by a flower that she borrowed from a funeral gift—one of many that are still piling in months after the death of her husband. All of this is topped off with cheetah print slippers that she has crossed over one another onto the office desk that possesses a name tag that reads:

WILLIAM FREEMAN, ENTREPRENEUR/CURATOR

“Oh, you know dressing up makes me feel better,” she answers.

“Yeah... how you holding up?”

“Oh, me? The woman who apparently only married your father for the money? Well, everyone calling me seems to think I’m doing just fine.”

Phoebe lets out a forced laugh at this joke that she has heard many times by now.

“How are you doing, Phoebs?” Celia endearingly inquires. Phoebs is the nickname that Celia has always elected to use for her stepdaughter, whether she likes it or not.

By this point, Phoebe has walked back into the kitchen and has begun pouring a cup of cold brew coffee for herself. She intentionally ignores the question. Celia takes the liberty of following her to continue conversing.

“You know, Phoebe, you’re going to have to forgive him eventually. My father dying taught me the same.” Celia is as genuine as a woman with cheetah print slippers in a mansion can possibly be. “There’s no use being upset at a man in a grave!”

“I’m not upset,” Phoebe claims as she adds cream to her cup at the counter. “I just wished I had a different dad all my life.” She punctuates this sentence with a large, sarcastic closed-mouth smile. Celia shakes her head, Phoebe continues. “And you know, if you’re talking to lawyers or whatever, you gotta stop referring to me as your actual daughter. They need facts.”

“Oh, these people talk a big game, Phoebs, but they don’t actually mean anything behind those words. They’re not doing anything helpful; they just want your father’s company.”

“And are you giving it to them?”

“Oh, it’s not my call any more, dear. It’s already out of my—” She catches herself. “Our hands. It’s out of our hands, Phoebs. Just like you wanted.”

Phoebe bites her tongue and stirs the cream into her cold brew for quite some time. Not many people drink cold brew coffee, especially as much as Phoebe does. However, Phoebe’s father was a rather large fan of a cup of coffee. In an attempt to share a singular connection with her dad, Phoebe began drinking coffee at t he age of seven, hoping it would be a conversation starter between them. She didn’t like the way that hot coffee made her tongue feel, so she began requesting the maids make it cold instead. She’s drank it the same way ever since.

Though, her father never spoke to her about coffee.

“I told you; I don’t care,” she tells Celia, and she means it. Phoebe does not give one single shit about her father’s company. However, she can’t stop the general curiosity about the purchase of a spectacle such as her father’s fine art auction empire. As it goes.

“And coffee? At this hour, Phoebe?” Celia pushes on. “You’re lucky I still have the maid brew some for you. You hardly visit anymore!”

Phoebe sips her coffee unfazed by Celia’s accusations and walks toward one of the velvet couches to have a seat. She sits away from Celia with her legs intertwined. She continues speaking to her despite not giving her the courtesy of eye contact. “You had two letters on the porch.” Phoebe changes the subject. “I set them on the table. I assume either Christmas cards from your rich friends or business offers from my dad’s rich enemies.”

“Oh heavens, it’s been nearly four months, has it not? Why am I still dealing with these people, Phoebe?”

“You agree to become a Freeman, you agree to a lifetime of talking to men in suits.”

“Then why aren’t they calling for you too? You’re more a Freeman than I am.”

Phoebe finishes another sip. “I never agreed to be one. You had a choice.”

Celia decides to deflect this comment. “Well, if we’re lucky, these envelopes are tickets to a cruise, and you and I can have a little getaway,” she playfully exclaims.

“Yeah, like we couldn’t afford to do that anyway.”

Celia gathers the two envelopes from the table. “Actually, Phoebe, one of these is for you!”

Phoebe finally looks to her again. “Oh, god,” she mumbles.

She re-enters the kitchen and takes her letter from Celia’s hand. Both envelopes are identical: same font, same off-white paper, same blood-red wax seal, same stamp. Phoebe begins to tear hers open. Celia, on the other hand, sifts through a drawer of the office desk for the envelope knife and opens hers carefully. Before revealing what’s inside, Phoebe checks the sender’s address, and her eyebrows pinch in the middle of her forehead.

“The Fontaine Museum of Art?” Phoebe asks aloud. “Is yours from the same place?”

“It is. Strange. I’ve only ever been a few times in my life, but not in years,” Celia replies.

“That’s because it’s closed now. It has been for like nine— maybe ten years. I had to write a paper on the owner last semester.”

“Oh, right! It closed down shortly after his poor wife died at an exhibition opening. I was in attendance for that actually. A tragedy.” Phoebe flicks her head upward immediately. Before she can speak, Celia chimes in again. “You know what? I believe I made his wife’s dress that night if my memory serves! My first big job. She discovered me in a magazine. One might say I owe my illustrious career to her.” She nods her head confidently. “Oh dear, I hope that angel looked pretty at her funeral.”

Sometimes Celia says things Phoebe simply cannot acknowledge, and so she continues on. “Yeah, I was there too. I was only like nine, but my dad made me go with him,” she says with a puzzled look.

“We’ve been friends longer than we thought, huh Phoebs?” Celia playfully responds.

Phoebe rolls her eyes.

They both begin unfolding the letter.


5
THE FRAME


Laurent and Henri are making their way back to America to begin prepping for the event. They fly first class, which Henri has never flown before. Each serving of drink and snack comes more a surprise to him than the last. Laurent, on the other hand, briefly thanks the servers and indulges in a fair amount of whiskey as if he’s done this hundreds of times because he has done this hundreds of times.

The goal throughout this luxurious flight across the Atlantic is to get Henri up to speed on all six of the suspects that Laurent has plucked from the attendees. The two men sit right next to each other, and on the tray folded out in front of them, Laurent has laid a spread of many images, articles, and folders, all containing information on the men and women he is presenting to Henri.

“First up are the Freemans,” Laurent declares as he picks up a cutout newspaper photo of Phoebe. “We’ll start with Phoebe, daughter of William Freeman, former infamous head of Freeman Auctions.”

“Former?” Henri chimes in.

“Yes, he’s died recently. To no shame of the art world, but to great shame of this investigation.” Laurent’s quite poignant in his description. “As you know, the Freeman Auctions are potentially the biggest scam, and criminal enterprise, of twentieth-century art. Selling replications deemed originals, sending in fake bidders to ramp up prices, working hand in hand with corrupt museums, and that’s just the fraudulent crimes. William Freeman was a dangerous man. He was willing to do whatever it took to protect the auctions and expand them. For years, Mr. Freeman tried to convince me to work with him. Pleaded that I would get a cut if I used my museum to help him drive his sales to record prices. Eventually, just flat-out tried to buy the museum from us. There’s a lot more to him, but he’s dead. Unfortunately for Phoebe, she must fill his role for this event. As for herself, Phoebe is an art student at Pratt. A sophomore. Nineteen years old. She studies design.”

Henri fictitiously strokes his mustache ever-so-typically of a detective digesting information. The truth is, while Henri is currently on board this plane heading across the world to help Laurent enact his plan, Henri is far from bought in. He has his doubts, many of them, about which he intends to confront Laurent with at some point. For now, though, he keeps listening.

“Who’s to say whether her father got her in or if she’s actually skilled enough to be approved for Pratt Institute, but that won’t matter much,” Laurent continues. “Funnily enough, at only nine years old, she was in attendance the night Marie died. Though we can’t be sure if she remembers any of it.”

“If she does, it would be quite traumatic for her, no? Trauma has a funny way of working through children,” Henri declares.

“How do you mean?” Laurent is intrigued.

“At such a young age, the brain... it builds a wall around trauma,” Henri explains. “In order to keep growing, keep surviving. It has no choice but to move on. And so, bringing that trauma back after storing it away for so long can be quite something.”

Laurent finishes his third, or maybe fourth, glass of whiskey and thinks on this information for a moment. “Well, hypothetically, what would it take to break that wall?”

“We certainly could try a few things. Maybe putting her back in the same exact situation she was in, if she gives us that information. Or sensor cues. A piece of art she might have looked at, a song that was playing. Any specific instance that she has not come across since that date could help,” Henri explains. “Granted, the poor girl is only nineteen. Prying the information out of her could be ugly. But I’m sure you know; investigations are oftentimes ugly.”

Laurent doesn’t acknowledge the last portion of Henri’s attempted guilt trip; he simply takes a deep breath, stashes this information away for later, and moves on. “Next is Celia Hamilton-Freeman,” he continues, pulling out a small fashion poster of the profligate woman. “Twenty-nine. The most recent wife, and now widow, to Mr. Freeman. Only ten years older than her stepdaughter. A superfluous woman by every right of the word. By all means should count as a— shall I say: croqueuse de diamants (diamond biter), but is quite a breadwinner herself. Owner of a conceptual fashion line. Coincidentally designed the dress Marie died in. That’s why she was invited that night.”

“Is that what makes you suspicious of her?”

“Oh no, a quite sweet and ditzy woman. I don’t believe she would be the type to murder on her own. She does have quite a few connections that are concerning.”

“Her dead husband?” Henri questions.

“Yes, to start. You’ll find a lot of my suspicions tie back to William Freeman and his crime-ridden auctions. But the real bad crimes, he never enacted himself. And so, if he did want my wife killed, our guy is probably still alive.”

Henri puts his tongue in his cheek. “Did Celia inherit the auctions?”

“That’s where her case gets quite twisted,” Laurent says with a sigh. “She did take ownership of the auctions, then she sold them. But she did so privately. Probably by request of Mr. Freeman. Legally, the sale must be made public, but the Freemans never concerned themselves with legal matters. I can only assume that the biggest curators and museums on the planet are hunting the buyer down now, but Mr. Freeman always avoided being shut down. And now no one knows for sure who is running his company.”

“Do you have any guesses?”

“None for sure, but I do have someone who might know more on the matter.” Laurent slides another photo across the tray, this one looking like it was cut right out of a yearbook. It contains a fairly cliche Caucasian man, one with dark brown hair combed over to the side, a clean-shaven face, and dressed in a buttoned-up shirt. “Preston Walker. Thirty-Seven. Long-time financial advisor of William Freeman. He doubled as the accountant of Freeman Auctions and, forgive me, Mr. Freeman’s bitch. I’ve had to meet Preston on numerous occasions in which he was either attempting to get money from me or have me sign paperwork, and each time he did whatever William asked. I don’t recall how Preston was invited to the opening, though I assume Mr. Freeman brought him along. He was everywhere Mr. Freeman went.”

“You think he was involved in the sale then?”

“Would certainly make sense. From what I could find, he handled every transaction Mr. Freeman ever made. He kept them in secret. Either he was the one working behind closed doors to sell the company, or perhaps he was the buyer.”

“You’d think he’d have the money to buy it? Just as some accountant?” Henri asks.

“Not a chance, Henri,” Laurent exclaims as he unfolds the poster of Celia again. “But maybe he gave poor Celia no choice. After all, he knows every transaction and crime the Freemans have ever committed. That’s some good leverage.”

Henri takes a deep breath and sips from his whiskey glass that he drinks much slower than his friend. He’s doing his best to take in all of these particulars that Laurent has gathered and connected over the last decade during this eight-hour flight.

“Laurent,” he finally talks again. “You are speaking as if you know for a fact that the reason your wife was killed was because of these auctions. I understand Mr. Freeman was a horrid man who gave you much trouble, but can you be so sure? I mean, what purpose would it serve him?”

Laurent sits up. “In the ten years since her passing, Henri, I have not found a motive as good as this one. Mr. Freeman was getting rather impatient that we would not work with him in the months leading up. He had a majority of the museums across Europe in his back pocket and wanted to start doing the same in America. He wanted to plague Marie and me with his unethical behaviors. We wouldn’t budge.”

“But why her? Why not you?” Henri presses him. “You wound up shutting down your whole museum but— but even if you carried on, you still would have never sold to him. Your wife’s death did nothing for him so long as you remain alive.”

Laurent shoves a complimentary cracker in his mouth—the last of the snacks they have left—to give himself time to respond. Laurent Fontaine is a man who is never caught stuttering or searching for the right words to say. Any moment of thought he does take is often strategically disguised as another act, such as chewing a cracker. “I suppose that is the one perplexing question,” he says. While Laurent has devoted his recent life to studying these suspects, he is still only an art curator. Perhaps this will prove to be a problem. Perhaps it won’t. “But that’s the reason we’re doing this, Henri. To answer questions,” he finishes with a smirk.

It’s quiet for a moment. The wind rushes against the outer walls of the plane. The stewardess’ high heels click back and forth.

“There are three others, no?” Henri asks to break the silence between them.

“Of course. Next is Felix Hughes. Thirty-five.” Laurent once again pulls out a photo, this time of a dark-skinned man with elegant glasses, smiling brightly. “Originally from London. In and out of orphanages his entire childhood. Poor soul. Made good for himself, though. Now owner of ColorFiction Productions in Brooklyn. A new motion picture studio that specializes in bringing grade-A color to the big screen. I’ve known of Felix for quite some time. He wrote me while he was attending the Laird School of Art. Said he was interested in art production and curation and that he was visiting my museum on a field trip soon.”

“I assume you never wrote back?” Henri suggests, knowing Laurent probably received hundreds of these sorts of letters a day.

Laurent sips his whiskey. “Actually, I did,” he answers with a slight pause. “Only per Marie’s request, though. I was in town at the museum that week and offered him a personal tour, to which he happily accepted. Ever since, he’s run into me any chance he can. Came to every one of our exhibition openings. Was never invited, just sat from afar and watched. Came to a seminar I held in Frankfurt and held me for a thirty-minute conversation after. He’s invited me to countless of his new film screenings now. Still sends me letters and flowers from time to time sending me well wishes. I suppose his childhood abandonment issues crave for some kind of mentor.”

Henri stares at Laurent for a moment, waiting for a reason as to why this poor orphan is a suspect. “Or perhaps he’s a student of the arts who finds a role model in you? And even more so, he seems to be a very kind soul. Is that such an abstract thought?” Laurent tilts his head and nods contemplatively as his friend speaks. “I’m sorry, help me to understand this one. Why is he on the list?” Henri questions.

“Well, there’s another thing, Henri,” Laurent answers. “Unfortunately, this boy’s life also ties back to the auctions. His father, Alexander Hughes. Co-founder of the Freeman Auctions.”

“You’re kidding?”

“I’m not. Alexander Hughes and William Freeman started their criminal acts together.”

“Was his father at the opening as well that night?”

“No. I believe Felix’s father died a few years before Marie, at least that’s when I stopped hearing about him,” Laurent explains, tugging at the collar of his shirt. He closes Felix’s folder before they are done conversing about his life. “There’s speculation that there was a debate between him and Mr. Freeman about where the money was going. Mr. Freeman came out the winner.”

A confused expression sets in on Henri. “Wait, you called Felix an orphan. He knows his father, though?”

“No, actually, I don’t believe they ever met. From the conversations he forced on me years ago, I’m not sure if Felix even knows who his father was.”

“Why was he invited to the opening then?”

“I think you can guess the answer.”

“Marie?”

“Indeed.” Laurent laughs slightly and then he stops. He bites his lip. For a moment, he stays there, with his lip between his teeth. “She saw how many letters the boy sent me. I suppose she saw how much he appreciated what we did at the museum. And hell, the boy came to a few private openings anyway and just stood outside, watching the events unfold. So, she finally sent him an invite.”

Henri is taken aback for a moment as he tries to understand this complex situation with Felix Hughes. “If I’m understanding you, this boy has all of these connections to the auctions and whatnot, and yet, the reason he’s included in your investigation is not because of his father’s criminal background but because he coincidentally sent you a letter one day?”

Laurent leans close to Henri’s ear in order to whisper. “Henri, these are artists we’re speaking of. There are no coincidences.”

Henri leans back to look Laurent in the eyes. He expects to see some sort of smile or playful laugh, but to his surprise, Laurent is dead serious about his statement. “Laurent, these are human beings we’re speaking of. You cannot accuse them of murder based on a theory that coincidence does not exist,” Henri proclaims. “You’re not collecting paintings anymore. These are people. People with lives. You can’t just pick the ones you like and mount them on your wall based on feeling.”

Laurent digests this for a moment. The server returns and hands Laurent his drink. He immediately drinks the entirety of the glass. “Perhaps we could hang them on the wall, depending on their guilt,” he jokes insincerely. Henri doesn’t find it humorous. “Look, Henri, you must trust me. Felix has to be in attendance. That’s that.”

Henri looks away and wipes his mustache. Laurent grows surer of himself with each word. Henri already regrets accepting the money. “Who are the last two,” he finally asks.

“The last two are faux. Decoys. Two invitees with no connections at all to the others, to avoid any building suspicion.” Laurent preemptively tries to explain as he anticipates some pushback from Henri. “If Marie’s murder was some kind of collaboration, I can’t have all the collaborators alone in one room and no one else. That would be stupid of me. So, enter Jimmy McEnRoe and Himiri Xing.”

“Do you think—”

“Ah, let me finish,” Laurent interjects. “Jimmy is an American Surrealist painter. He was supposed to have an exhibit in the museum soon after Marie’s death. He suffers from schizophrenia, but a terrific painter. As the insane often are. And Himiri, bless her heart,” Laurent continues on, “a sweet, old, deaf sculptor. Specializes in origami-like compositions. She and Marie had quite the unlikely friendship. They knew each other for years.”

Henri waits to be sure it is his turn to speak. “Laurent, do you think it is smart to bring two innocent people, much less a schizophrenic man, to... an event of this nature?”

“Decoys, Henri. They are necessary. They are all necessary.”

Henri thinks on this for a moment, shaking his head. When Laurent Fontaine has an idea, the idea will come to fruition. Henri knows this much. Laurent packs up the presentation and slips the files back into his briefcase. Henri fills his lungs with the stale plane cabin air but is unsatisfied with the way it feels. He slides the window shade open in an attempt to convince himself he’s getting the fresh air he needs, though nothing will ease his mind now.

He stares at the clouds passing by for the remainder of the flight.

Laurent jots notes in a journal.


6
THE INVITATION


Celia and Phoebe have their letters open.

“Futura. Shitty typeface for a letter,” Phoebe states.

Celia has already put her paper down, anticipating Phoebe to deliver the information for her. “Come on, Phoebs! Read it!”

Phoebe holds the letter out in front of her and reads aloud exactly as it’s written.

To whomever this specific letter has reached,

My name is Laurent Fontaine, co-owner of the Fontaine Museum of Art with my wondrous late wife, Marie Evans-Fontaine. I understand that this letter may be coming to some amount of surprise given my recent lack of publicity. However, you are receiving this letter because in some way, shape, or form, you were in attendance the last night that the museum doors were open. That night was—to put it lightly—cut short and was a more than unpleasant experience. And so, I do apologize for my silence, but I hope this letter will make it up to you. You are hereby invited to the grand reopening of the Fontaine Museum of Art on the twenty-first day of December in 1977 at five o’clock in the evening, no sooner or later. I neglect to give any details of what the show will contain for now, but I will give some instructions, and please do abide: 1. There will be no guests allowed. Whomever this letter was addressed to is the only person allowed in attendance. 2. Be prepared for somewhat of a lengthy affair. 3. Please refrain from bringing any cameras of any kind. 4. There will be drink, food, and comfort provided. 5. Please dress as you see fit for an event of this nature. No need to RSVP. I look forward to seeing you all again. Je vous remercie pour votre collaboration.

-L. Fontaine.

Phoebe looks up at Celia who is already thrilled about the opportunity to dress for such an exclusive event.

“Well, isn’t this just a dream,” she exclaims.

“Do we go?”

“Oh, do we go?” Celia quips back. “Are you kidding me, Phoebe! You have so much to learn about this life. When a mysterious, wealthy man invites you anywhere, you must check it out. Especially if he’s French!” Phoebe stares blankly at her. “I’ve got to go find an outfit now!” she yells as she runs off to her closet.

Love your grieving process, Phoebe thinks. She examines the letter again, searching for more information as to why this historic museum is reopening now after ten years. She finds nothing helpful but decides she will be in attendance if for no other than the gravity of such an event. As it goes.


7
THE ORPHAN (I)


In a midsized office building in Brooklyn, denoted by the brightly lit, neon sign hanging on its brick exterior that reads ColorFiction, sits the owner of ColorFiction Productions. Felix Hughes, the thirty-five year old orphan, is surrounded by avant-garde furniture, movie posters, contracts, and concept art. Hughes has spent years making a name for himself in the world of art, including seeking out Laurent Fontaine at every public event he can and persistently attempting to kindle some kind of relationship with him.

As it stands now, Felix is a film producer. He was able to start ColorFiction Productions with the money he was granted from his father’s death. In most circumstances, an abandoned orphan would never receive any money for the death of a parent, but an envelope just so happened to show up in the mail of his university dorm in England that read:

To the son of Alexander Hughes,

I’m sorry he was your father and I’m sorry for his death.

This letter revealed the most information Felix had ever heard about his father; that he was dead. There was no sender address. Though, when attempting to find any information about where the letter had come from, he did discover a few people that his father had worked with.

At the time, Felix was drowning himself in student debt and had never seen more than two hundred dollars in cash. Inside the envelope was five hundred thousand dollars in cash. He would save this money initially, only tapping into it once to pay for his class field trip to visit the Fontaine Museum of Art in 1962. He would finish school, pay off his debts, and use some more of this money to travel around Europe.

In these times, Felix would meet and connect with influential men in art, including many rather one-sided encounters with Laurent Fontaine. Finally, he used the remainder of his deceased father’s money to move across the world to Brooklyn where he would buy a small studio apartment, this building he currently sits in, the avant-garde furniture, and the neon sign that reads ColorFiction. These purchases would completely drain his savings account, so it’s nothing less than a miracle that the first film he produced with a bank loan of $100,000, titled A Strange Path to Pave, would go on to earn about $499,000 at the box office, an amount just shy of a major coincidence.

The motion picture itself was rather lackluster, but critics described it as “a remarkable step forward in the pursuit of perfectly colored film,” a review Felix is still proud of to this day.

Now, the founder of one of the fastest growing production companies in America, Felix’s life has no resemblance to the one he once lived as a poor orphan boy in London. He has some amount of money, though not as much as he assumes his father once had. He has some amount of fame, though few people pay attention to the Producer credit. He has a fair amount of success, though he’d sure like some more.

These are all things that he would have dreamed of years ago. Yet, here he sits, in this building labeled ColorFiction, at an office desk scattered with contracts and concepts, staring at the invitation he received in the mail from Laurent Fontaine, and he currently can’t help but feel as though nothing matters more in his life than the event this letter has invited him to.

As he re-reads the invitation for the fifth time, his office phone rings.


8
THE ACCOUNTANT


Preston Walker stands over yet another office desk sharply opposite to the one at ColorFiction Productions, completely clear of anything besides a plaque with his name on it and an opened invitation from Laurent Fontaine. The comb-overed, brown-haired man with a slight stubble holds a phone with one hand while the other braces himself on the desk, leaning forward and waiting for his call to be answered. Though long after work hours, Preston stays dressed in a white button-up and a red tie. Accountants rarely ever seem to leave business attire. Finally, the other end of the call picks up.

Silence.

“Hello?” Preston calls out to the faint buzzing the landline is giving off. No answer. “Hello? Is this Felix Hughes? I was told I could reach him here.” The phone on the other end clicks off. Preston moves the phone from his ear to in front of his face, looking into it as if that would give him a clue. “Hello?” he says again to nobody. The other line disconnects.

He flops back down to his office chair and bites the knuckle of his index finger. He leans forward to open a drawer of the desk and takes out a pad of paper and a pen. On the paper, he writes a list:

	Me

	??



That’s all he can write for now. He shakes his head through a deep breath, gripping the bones that protrude sharply above his eyebrows.


9
THE CURIOSITY


The morning after the invitations were delivered, news trucks already surround the Fontaine Museum of Art. Many outlets in the Boston area have been soaring like vultures around this museum for a full decade, waiting to dive at any crumb of news. For a full decade, Laurent has given them nothing. Until now.

One of the news anchors, a pale woman with a confident gaze and full makeup, stands directly in front of the museum doors with a camera pointed at her.

“And while the entire world of art, possibly the entire world, waits to hear what these invitations could mean for the reopening of this historic museum, we have been working tirelessly to track down exactly how many have been invited and who they are,” she assures her audience. “We have found a few. The notorious Freeman family, still mourning the loss of infamous art curator William Freeman, refused to comment.”

On the stream of the news channel plays a clip of Phoebe Freeman covering her face as she enters the Freeman mansion, eventually flipping off the cameras when they refuse to leave her alone. The stream cuts back to the news anchor.

“Another was tracked down to be growing film producer Felix Hughes, an Englishman whose company now resides in Brooklyn. We sent a crew to his offices and here’s what he had to say.” The news stream cuts once again, this time to Felix as they stop him in front of his office.

“I have no idea what it’s for, Mr. Fontaine refused to specify, and I respect the man more than enough to not ask any further questions,” Felix answers their inquiries with a charismatic grin. “All I can say is that I will excitedly be in attendance.” The British man appreciates any time a camera is pointed in his general direction. As it goes.

The anchor assigned to interview him pushes the microphone even further into his face. “Do you have some sort of relationship with Mr. Fontaine? Why were you invited? How many people do you think received the invite?”

“I am very fortunate to have known Laurent for some time, yes,” Felix answers, boosting his and Laurent’s relationship a bit more than is actually true. “I have no idea how many ladies or gentlemen were invited, and I am unsure when Laurent plans to make all of this public. I know you are all hoping for answers, and I’m sure when Laurent is ready, he will give some. But for now, this is all I know.” He grins again and nods, beginning to sink back into the door of his office.

“Mr. Hughes,” the anchor cuts in before Felix can escape, “do you think the date of the event has any significance? It’s the same date his wife died ten years ago.”

“Um…” This trips Felix up for a moment. “I suppose maybe it’s intentional. Maybe it’s... a celebration of her life of sorts. I’m sure she deserves it... That’s all I have.” He disappears into the building.

The broadcast cuts back to the original anchor stationed at the museum. “And as for the rest of the guests, we haven’t had much luck finding them, nor do we know how many there are. However, we can assure you we will remain close to this story and update the public as it unfolds. One thing for sure is, we all hope to be visiting the Fontaine Museum of Art again soon,” she finishes as the broadcast ends, and she drops her shoulders, taking a deep breath.

“And cut,” the cameraman says, lowering his device from his shoulder.

“French bastard won’t give us anything,” the anchorwoman vents with a huff.

“He hasn’t given us anything for ten years. I wouldn’t get your hopes up now,” he responds as he lights cigarettes up for the both of them.

This anchor hastily gets bumped out of the way for another, who is regurgitating the same story for a different channel. This cycle continues for a few hours. None of them knows any more details than the other.


10
THE PREPARATION


To no knowledge of the news crews outside, Henri uses one finger to peel back the blinds of the window in Laurent’s personal office, which rests on the first floor of the museum. He anxiously peaks out to get a glimpse of the madness in the parking lot. Laurent, on the other hand, calmly smokes his pipe at his desk, blowing smooth clouds into the air with each slow breath. Henri closes the small slit in the blinds and sits with Laurent.

“This... all of this... it doesn’t concern you at all, Laurent?”

Laurent puffs another cloud of smoke. “What doesn’t concern me?”

“The publicity of it all,” Henri iterates.

“Oh, no, Henri. This is like clockwork since Marie was killed. Every six months or so they come pound on my doors and try to locate me for questioning to no success.”

Before Henri can speak again, he has to wave Laurent’s most recent cloud of smoke from his face. “Sure. But now, with what you are about to do—”

“We,” Laurent interjects, “what we are about to do, Henri.” He gives a quick smile and nod before putting his lips to his pipe once more, at this point taking an absurd amount of hits in such little time.

Henri grimaces. He does not want this situation to be a we thing. It is, inherently, a Laurent thing. It is another grand Laurent Fontaine idea, and typically Henri is happy to completely support Laurent Fontaine ideas from afar in France. Only this time, he is with him in America, and the idea is abhorrently immoral and almost certainly dangerous.

“Fine. We are about to do something very much against the law,” Henri finally accepts.

“Splendid then! The law’s been against my case for ten years. It’s about time I got some payback,” Laurent says while standing up. “Now, we have no time for you to question my investigation again, Henri. We must prepare the building for tomorrow.” He opens the office door for Henri to exit. “Duck when we pass the main door. The reporters can see in from the window.”

Laurent ushers Henri down the halls, and they both make sure to lower their heads as they pass the door of the main entrance, which features an extravagant stained-glass window that is just clear enough to see the silhouette of a man. He continues leading Henri, taking a right at the next path where they find themselves in The Historic Hall of Arches, as the museum’s guests used to call it. A hall that is lined every ten feet or so with serene, ancient Roman-like arches, all of them the familiar off-white marble often seen in recreations of Rome. The arches so tall that each visitor—when there were still visitors—couldn’t help but feel a little smaller when passing through them. In between each arch were Renaissance portraits, some of famous men, some of women who were allowed to be famous, and some of complete strangers, all just as classical in appearance and triumphant in craftsmanship. And, when there were still visitors, they couldn’t help but feel a little younger when looking at such wondrous works of art that were conceived so long ago.

While there are no more visitors, Henri cannot help but share much of the same feelings as they walk.

“Do you remember any of this place?” Laurent asks.

“I remember it all, Laurent. Since the very first time you asked me to come see it. A place like this a man doesn’t forget.”

“Well, I appreciate the compliments, Henri. But I wasn’t asking how it looked. I was asking if you remember the halls, the layout. That will be crucial, that we both know exactly where we’re going at all times.”

Henri sighs in disappointment. He had hoped Laurent was finally asking a genuine question, not gathering information for his plan. “I would assume I know my way around here better than the average man, yes.” Henri has visited many times.

“Good, although besting the average man won’t do much.” Laurent stops walking and turns to face Henri. “These guests, they are artists. Aside from Mr. Walker, who handled finances of artists, which is almost worse in a way,” he proposes with raised eyebrows. “This place, with no undertone of narcissism, it means more to them. They’ll know it too. So, we must prepare well. Now come, first to the theater room.”

Inside the theater room are five rows of eight chairs, leaving exactly forty black leather seats lined throughout the room. They all face a large screen which is used to project film onto.

When the museum was open, many filmmakers sought out Laurent for early test screenings. If the filmmaker was lucky and Laurent enjoyed the film, he offered to show it in this theater for a short period of time. Very few motion pictures received this offer.

“Now, try as I may, I must accept there is no way to script this entire endeavor; however, this is where we will begin,” Laurent explains. “We’ll keep the grand reopening act up until we can get all of the guests in the theater and you have had the chance to lock the door behind them. I have a small video prepared which will keep them unsuspicious for long enough.”

Henri stares blankly for a moment before questioning. “And so you’ll tell a group of people that they are being held hostage in your dark theater room?”

“Precisely, yes,” Laurent replies without hesitation.

Henri breathes a large breath. He struggles to nod, but he does so, remembering his efforts to argue Laurent’s plan have all fallen short so far anyway.

“There’s more to go over. This way.” Laurent continues moving.

They pass the painting of the flower and the tree, the piece painted by Marie that Laurent has made new use of. Laurent flips over the painting, revealing a large, intricate path of thumbtacks and red yarn, all interwoven and connected by photos of the guests. He has made considerable progress since the day he started this work years ago. Laurent runs Henri through this information, though a lot of it is repetitive of what they already discussed on the plane. How Mr. Freeman seems to be the center of it all, how Celia married him, how Preston and Felix are associated to him, and so on and so forth. The information on the back of this canvas has gotten Laurent to this point—deciding who received invitations, that is—now the rest of the work must be done when the guests arrive. He flips the canvas back over and they once again continue through the museum.

“And finally, the scene of the crime,” says Laurent as they enter the penthouse room. He has yet to step back in this room since the day Marie died. “Not due to grief,” he claims. “But for the sake of protecting the evidence.”

Investigators informed him just days afterward that he was safe to clean the room. Laurent disagreed. Christmas decorations from ten years ago sit in the same place as before. A pine tree with very few needles left, a ceramic Santa figure that holds a platter for cigarettes, and even some of the string lights lined across the walls have not burnt out yet. Some dishes and silverware remain from before the guests had to evacuate. Some on the floor, some on tables. Leftover strips of caution tape scatter the ground from the poor job police officers did of picking up after themselves.

Stacked layers of dust begin to rise into the air as the two shuffle about the room. Henri breathes some in. He coughs.

“I would like to get each suspect up here at some point. I expect anyone involved in my wife’s murder would be quite stressed being back here for the first time,” Laurent says. “But who am I to make that guess? You’re the detective.”

Henri paces around and observes the room for a moment. He steps over a shattered teacup that’s surrounded by a tea stain on the rug it sits on. “It looks… completely untouched,” he finally answers.

“That would be because it is,” Laurent assures him.

“May I suggest something?”

“I would adore if you did, Henri.”

“We should end here, if possible.” Henri isn’t sure how much advice he wants to give.

“Like a finale? A stupendous idea.”

Henri clears his throat as he kicks around some crumbs on the floor by the balcony door. “Well, I refuse to put it like that. But if we’ve squeezed the suspects enough, as you suggested, this room may be their breaking point. They’ll have a much harder time lying in the face of truth, especially after some interrogating.” Henri is pulling at strings to add his two cents, but the truth is, no detective in his right mind would take a case where the crime happened ten years ago. Unfortunately, Laurent has a thing for taking people out of their right minds.

Laurent smiles brightly at this. “Terrific, Henri. A finale it is, then.”

Henri thinks for a moment. “Forgive me, why were you not present in the room when it happened?”

“No forgiveness needed,” Laurent insists. “I had led the group here, a select group invited to the penthouse. Marie and I made a tradition of that. I had made my way up the stairs, and just before it all happened, our feature artist arrived early. I had to see him in and show him around for a few moments. Had he not arrived early, perhaps Marie would still be here.”

A silence fills the room. Henri resorts to kicking some crumbs on the floor. He cannot apologize to Laurent for his circumstances any more than he already has. “You know, Laurent,” Henri breaks the silence, “have you ever spoken with anyone? To help you... digest?”

“There’s no need to. I had to digest it one way or another.”

Henri thinks this is an incredibly precarious statement considering how poorly Laurent has processed the death of his wife. “What is it that has kept you going then?” he asks.

“Pardon?”

“Why did you continue with all of this?” Henri reiterates, motioning his hands around the room suggesting that this museum has turned into something entirely new, which it has. “If you had to digest it one way or another, why digest it in this way?”

Laurent contemplates what Henri is implying for a moment. “Perhaps catching the man who murdered my wife is the only thing in front of me, Henri.” Laurent takes a few steps closer to him. “Everything else in my life, the passions, the museum, the guests, and the love, it all left when she was killed.”

“And so you’ve decided to move forward like this? With your only purpose being revenge? That is no way to live, Laurent.”

“Revenge?” Laurent repeats, his tone of voice growing more angered. “No. No, Henri. It is not revenge.” He walks even closer to Henri, who is now leaning against a side table to break some of the tension. “Revenge would be if they convicted the man or woman who murdered the love of my life, then he or she withered away in a prison cell for years, and on the day that man or woman was released, I was waiting in the parking lot of the prison yard with a bullet intended for his or her skull.” Laurent acts out this hypothetical by pointing a finger gun at Henri’s head and pulling the metaphorical trigger that is his thumb. “That would be revenge. But that never happened. He or she never had to pay for their crimes. So, this? All of this?” He signals his hands around the room just as Henri did a few moments ago. “This is justice, Henri.”

For a moment, Henri only stares down the barrel—or finger—of Laurent’s pretend gun.

Laurent finally backs away and collects himself, tugging at the ends of his suit jacket. “I do apologize for the act. I wanted to get my point across.”

Henri nods, signaling there are no hard feelings about the intensity of that monologue. He is used to Laurent’s theatrics. “Did she ever specify what she loved about you?” Henri decides to change the subject.

Laurent, who has already turned around to head for the door, turns back. “Pardon?”

“Marie. Did she ever say what it was she loved of you?”

“Why do you ask?”

“I’m curious to know.”

Laurent considers whether he wants to answer this question. He decides he does. “Well, if you must, she often mentioned she loved how much attention I devoted to my passions. She said passions were what life was about. I always assumed it was a lie she told to make up for the guilt I felt spending so much time on the museum. She insisted it was true.”

Henri nods his head. “And you think she would still find that to be true?”

Laurent takes a deep breath. He smiles at Henri’s therapeutic questions. “I think that someone robbed me of ever knowing the answer to that question, Henri.”

“Laurent.”

“Henri?”

“I clearly am not making any ground attempting to change your point of view on this matter. So, at the very least, I need you to promise me something.”

“Anything, dear friend!” Laurent exclaims, relieved Henri has finally decided to quit tapping at his moral compass.

“I need you to promise me that I will return home. I’d like assurance I will see Sophia again. I’m sure that you understand.” Henri’s voice is steady as he exacts his promise.

“Of course. I don’t anticipate that this will be a profoundly dangerous event, Henri. We will be in control. There’s no need to worry.”

Henri simply stares into Laurent’s eyes for a second or two. “I’ll still need the promise.”

Laurent nods. “You have my word, Henri.” He extends his hand, and Henri firmly shakes it.

Laurent brings his pipe back out from his pocket and lights it once more.

“Now come, we still need to set a few things up.” Laurent leaves the room, providing Henri no option but to follow.
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THE BUYER


In a closet larger than most middle-class apartments, Celia Hamilton-Freeman dramatically twirls in slow circles and cannot possibly decide what absolutely excessive outfit she will wear to the Fontaine Museum of Art. A pile of outfits up to her waist lies in the corner, and superfluous tears are beginning to well in her eyes when Phoebe enters the closet.

“Oh, Phoebe! I simply cannot choose!” Celia proclaims as she wipes the small drops from the corners of her eyes. “The man owns the most famous art museum of our lifetimes. What in heavens do I wear to impress a man of such stature?”

Phoebe looks at her for a moment, trying to decide whether to entertain such a meltdown. “Well, you’ve already sold my father’s business for what? A hundred? Two hundred million dollars? I don’t think you have to worry about impressing any more men in your lifetime.” She is sure to emphasize air quotes on business, though Celia is head-deep in a rack of clothes and doesn’t see them.

“First of all, I married your father for more than his money, so cut that out,” Celia defends as Phoebe lifts her eyebrows to disagree. “Secondly, this is huge, Phoebe! The world has been wanting to know where this man went for years, and now we get to be the first to find out! So much attention all in one place, little girls dream of moments like this, Phoebs.”

“Anyone ever think maybe he wanted to disappear for a while? Maybe he was just— I don’t know, grieving? For Christ’s sake, you could learn something from him.”

“Don’t I know it,” says Celia, ignoring the obvious attitude Phoebe is giving off. “Funeral meeting, business call, bank meeting, business call, nothing in between. I couldn’t grieve if I tried!”

“Have you tried?” Phoebe quickly asks.

Celia finally stops sifting through dresses on the rack for a moment to turn around and face Phoebe, who is leaning her shoulder on the closet doorway. “Well, sure, Phoebe. Of course, I have.” She goes back to sifting, this time turning her attention to scarves, examining them a moment, and throwing a select few into the pile that is still building.

“Who…” Phoebe begins a question but contemplates whether she wants the answer. She decides she does. “Who did you sell to, anyways? Not that I care, just out of curiosity.”

Celia doesn’t remove her head from her wardrobe this time but instead simply yells out a response. “Oh, just one of your father’s long-time partners. Just the kind of guy who won’t panic being thrown into a situation like that. It really is a huge job but a great opportunity for the man!”

Phoebe bites her nails, almost certain that Celia is either lying or leaving out crucial details. Sure, she doesn’t care about her father’s company, but the way in which it’s been handled after his death certainly seems out of his character. “Do I know him? The buyer?”

“I don’t believe so,” Celia answers as she pulls out a turtleneck that is studded with real diamonds around the ends of the sleeves. She holds it up and frowns before chucking it onto the pile. “But it’s hard to find any of your father’s friends that you are fond of.”

“Yeah, I tried hard to keep it that way.” Phoebe chews her lip. “What about, um... what about the money? How much did it actually end up going for?”

Finally, Celia emerges from the rows of clothes again. “Phoebe, you didn’t want anything to do with your father’s endeavors, correct?”

Phoebe is already regretting pushing this far. She rolls her eyes. “Correct.”

“I had plenty of lawyers ask me about you along the way. I consistently assured them that you’d rather not deal with any of the logistics,” Celia explains as she now reaches into a jewelry box the size of a small dresser. She puts on a vibrant gold necklace with an authentic aquamarine stone at the center and looks in a mirror. “However, Phoebs, I can assure you that you will never have to worry about money as long as you live.”

“I’ve lived in a mansion all my life, Celia. I’ve had a fucking personal chef since I was four years old. Like I said, I was only curious,” Phoebe states with a certain amount of passive aggression that was quite easy to perfect while being the daughter of such an infamous man. “Forget it, though. I’ll fuck off,” she finishes as she leaves the doorway.

“And curiosity has always been your best feature, dear!” Celia yells out, still looking at herself and the necklace. “Now, earrings!” she says to the mirror.
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THE SCHIZOPHRENIC PAINTER


Asmall, tight gallery space, only lit with natural light from a window, looks as though a bomb has gone off inside. Ripped canvases on the ground, half-finished pieces on broken easels, acrylic and oil paint of just about every color splatters on the walls and fills the floor. A papier-mâché sculpture whose figure is completely unrecognizable is tipped over by a stool that Jimmy McEnroe sits on. He’s hunched over a canvas, this one with no rips in it.

The canvas is nearly complete, and, completely unbothered by the madness around him, Jimmy madly strokes the surface with his brush to push toward finishing it. Every few seconds, he dips the bristles into the paint on his palette and slams them back to the surface. His bowl-cut hair is stained with a few drops of red from the aggressiveness with which he lathers the liquid, and his large, wire-framed glasses are deemed useless from fog caused by the sweat on his forehead. Yet still, he paints like a madman.

On the canvas is a surreal, almost unintelligible, portrait that includes vivid strokes of scarlet and maize beneath sharp black lines of a wax crayon carved carefully to form a face. The face is that of Nemesis, a Greek goddess, who is portrayed to be gently sticking her fingertips into a fountain that is filled with sheets of real golden leaves, the bright scraps shimmering brightly compared to the texture of the rest of the canvas.

As Jimmy puts the finishing touches on this piece and the sun goes down through the window, a ripped envelope sits on the floor.

Next to it is Laurent Fontaine’s invitation, crumbled into a ball, resting in a puddle of red paint.
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THE DEAF ORIGAMIST


Two small children speaking Japanese run around a kitchen table chasing one another. At the table, in a wheelchair, sits Himiri Xing, the frail, deaf origami artist who was once friends with Marie Fontaine. Her middle-aged daughter brings her a bowl of soup and sets it directly in front of her. The two converse in sign language as one of the children heads for the hallway and the other chases along.

HIMIRI’s DAUGHTER: Mother, you must eat.

HIMIRI: No appetite.

HIMIRI’s DAUGHTER: Do you want me to let you go to that museum?

Her daughter picks up the envelope on the table and waves it at her.

HIMIRI: You are not my mother. I am yours.

HIMIRI’s DAUGHTER: You should not be going to events at this age.

HIMIRI: If I eat this soup, will you leave me be?

HIMIRI’s DAUGHTER: Eat the soup, and maybe you can go to the museum.

Her daughter then runs off, chasing after the kids, yelling that dinner is ready. Himiri slowly grabs the bowl of soup and lifts it to her mouth, her hands trembling terribly. A few drops of soup splash onto the table. After just one small sip, she sets the bowl down and grabs the letter from Laurent. Rather than read it, she begins folding it into an origami piece, her fingers shaking the whole time.
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THE NIGHT BEFORE


Just outside of the theater room, adjacent to an exquisite fountain, Laurent finalizes setting out a large, round mahogany table on wheels for snack and drink. At this point, Henri is only standing beside him with his hands held behind his back as Laurent has been fiddling with the spread of servings for a few minutes. The selection consists of a large bowl of punch, four bottles of wine that cost north of hundreds of dollars, a crystal container of golden whiskey that shimmers onto the food section of the table, displaying an abundant charcuterie board, an array of different fruits all cut to different shapes, and a platter of coffee cakes. To the side of the food and drink, Laurent has placed one of his many record players. He bends over to tap one of the coffee cakes a few centimeters to the left and then stands up to observe his work.

“There, that should do it,” he claims. “I believe we’re all set for tomorrow. Any questions?”

Henri thinks a moment. “Did you make these yourself?” he asks as he grabs a coffee cake.

Laurent looks at Henri as if he is a child who touched something he wasn’t supposed to. Henri gets the message and goes to put the cake back. “Well, you might as well eat it now, Henri. And no, Marie did,” Laurent answers.

Henri, who almost had a bite taken from the cake, once again lowers it and puts it back. “You’re saying these are ten years old?”

“They’re the last thing she ever made. She loved baking as much as she loved art. She always made a batch of these for every event we held. And then she made two for us,” Laurent reminisces. “The rest of the batch, they were just normal treats, she used to say. But the two that we ate, they were special, made with love she would tell me. Mine always had powdered sugar on it. That’s how I knew I was eating a love-filled coffee cake.”

Henri, trying not to be too disrespectful, is still a tad curious about this particular batch. “And these... you’ve saved them?”

“I put them in the deep freezer after everyone left that night. I wasn’t sure what to do with them or whether they’d go bad. I just knew I couldn’t get rid of them.

“And now you’ll potentially feed her last dish to the person who killed her?”

Laurent is a bit taken aback by this statement, both because he didn’t think of it this way and because he somewhat loves the symbolism of this sentiment. “She would probably make a meal for the person who killed her if she could. Plus, they are ten years old. If we’re lucky, these cakes will take care of our problem before we do.”

As Henri lets out a grin at this statement, Laurent begins to pace the entrance of the museum, double and triple-checking his preparations. The museum itself appears as though it has been open all this time with a full crew employed to keep it top-notch. Aside from the scene of the crime, Laurent has not let a speck of dust fall, not a single cobweb form. No gallery appears unattended to. Nothing is out of place.

“Laurent, are we done for the night?” Henri speaks again.

“I suppose so, yes. There isn’t much more to take care of.”

“May I ask where I’ll be sleeping?”

“Oh, right. Of course. But first, some drinks. I can’t let you sleep without a little bit of whiskey. I have some of the finest in my office!” Laurent exclaims as he once again walks forward for Henri to follow.

Henri has no wish to continue on with this night. He’s exhausted from the plane ride. He needs some alone time to digest what has happened, digest what is about to happen, and sleep. However, Laurent is a man who has sat alone in an art museum for the last ten years.

It would make sense if he’d just like to spend some time with a friend. Henri thinks. And so, like most battles with Laurent today—and every day—Henri loses this one too, and to Laurent’s office they go for some drinks.

In his office, Laurent pours whiskey into two glasses and slides one across the desk. It catches some light from a lamp in the room and sends golden glimmers across the walls. Henri stops the glass on the other side of the desk. Laurent is quick to take a large gulp whereas Henri twirls the glass a few times before giving it a taste. Together, they sip silently for a few moments.

Laurent decides to speak first. “Henri.”

“Yes?”

“It has been ten years since I’ve thought about anything else. Anything besides that my wife is dead and that I need to find and prosecute her murderer,” Laurent poignantly states. He takes another large sip of his whiskey and is already running low, so he unscrews the glass cap on the bottle again and gives himself a refill. He motions toward Henri, offering him a refill. Henri, whose glass is practically still full, politely waves him off. “Before we go through with this,” Laurent continues. “I think I’d like to talk about something else.”

“Like what?” Henri replies, expecting some other large piece of information that Laurent has left out.

“I’d like for you to pick.”

Henri is a bit puzzled. “Just anything? You’d like to talk about anything?”

“Yes. Truly, anything else.”

Henri’s thoughts about Laurent needing a friend prove to be true. “How about our time in war together?” he suggests.

“Oh please, two white-haired fellows, drinking whiskey, rambling about some war they fought in years ago. No, Henri. Something else. Anything else.”

Henri laughs off Laurent’s contradiction and suggests another. “When is the last time you’ve given much thought to the arts?”

Laurent nearly spits out his whiskey in disrespect. “Always, Henri. Don’t be ridiculous.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes, I’m sure. In fact, I must tell you about my current favorite contemporary artist.”

Henri smiles and leans back in his chair. This is one topic about which he could listen to Laurent talk all day. There are not many people who wouldn’t take pleasure in listening to Laurent Fontaine talk about the arts. “Tu as mon attention,” Henri replies in rapt attention.

“Her name is Niki de Saint Phalle.”

“A feminist?”

“A little. But, more importantly, a Nouveau Realist, Henri. A group that has gathered some real momentum. She is an impressive woman.” Laurent has finished another glass of whiskey and has now moved on to lighting his pipe.

“Why do you say?”

“Forgive me for this, but I do believe it is because she reminds me of Marie,” Laurent answers after one puff of smoke.

“Why?”

“Why should you forgive me?”

“No. Why does she remind you of Marie?”

“I believe the proper word would have been how then, Henri.”

“Pardon?”

“You are wondering how she reminds me of Marie. Not why. And I will tell you,” Laurent says over another cloud. “Aside from her confident femininity and strong-headedness, she has already begun her life’s work. And she admits it, Henri. That’s the key.” He points his finger as if to prove a point.

Henri nods his head, pretending to understand where Laurent is going with this.

“She admits that the best work of her life is already happening. Not a lot of artists are comfortable saying that,” Laurent further explains.

“And what is it?” Henri continues with the questions, taking pleasure in discussing anything besides what will take place tomorrow.

“I’ll get to that,” Laurent assures him, “but Marie would say the same thing.”

“Say what?”

“That her life’s work was always in progress.”

“The museum?”

“No, no. Marie was above things like this.” Laurent motions his arms around. “She loved this place, but things were much simpler to her.” He continues, “She would say, ‘This life is my magnum opus. You, our adventures, the things I do, the emotions I feel. This is my greatest accomplishment.’ I asked her that question frequently, hoping for a more concrete answer. But each time, she’d say something like that.”

Laurent slumps, smoking his pipe and staring at the desk between them. Henri twirls his glass a few more times before feeling the need to chime in.

“And what about the other woman’s?” he asks.

“What?”

“The other girl. What is her life’s work?”

“Oh, de Saint Phalle. Her name is Niki de Saint Phalle, Henri. You should really memorize that name. Her life’s work is called The Tarot Garden.” Laurent stands up to pace around the room and makes expressive gestures with his hands in an attempt to give Henri a better idea of what this artwork looks like. “It’s a large garden full of surrealist sculptures. A huge chunk of land filled with carefully created figures that she has concocted entirely with her own hands. These pieces are the size of small buildings. Many of them represent womanhood and personal experiences in different ways, but the scale is what intrigues me. I hear rumors that she is developing arthritis because of it, but she won’t stop. Apparently, she claims that when she finishes, she shall die. Though, that might just be myth. I haven’t had the chance to ask her myself.”

Henri nods, genuinely interested in how this garden might look. “Well, you’ll have to take me there one day.”

Laurent circles back to his side of the desk and sits down. He kicks his feet up on the tabletop and takes a long pull from his pipe, slowly releasing it back into the room. “I don’t wish to see it until she is finished,” he states.

The smoke clears. Henri’s glass empties. The two share a few more silent moments together in Laurent’s office.
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THE HOST


At just past midnight, it’s officially December 21st, 1977, a day Laurent has had circled for many years. He had chauffeured Henri to his bed a few moments ago, a nice queen mattress set up in a gallery of the museum dedicated to war and former world leaders. It’s a warm-toned room with some portraits of soldiers—both painted and photographed—some landscapes of the battles, and a few busts of important men throughout the history of conflict. He figured Henri would enjoy browsing the collection for the first night.

After waving Henri goodnight, Laurent slowly makes his way back to his office, where he’s been sleeping pretty much every night since Marie passed. On his way there, he once again looks for any tilted frames or misplaced pedestals. He finds none. The museum is still as perfect as ever.

When he finally opens his office door, he lets himself fall onto his chair, spinning in a half circle in the process. Laurent rotates slowly for a moment, taking a deep, much-needed breath and scratching his gray beard as he so often does. Eventually, he puts his feet down to stop himself with this body pointing directly toward the drawers of his desk. He slowly bends forward and rests his forehead on the wood, looking down at the floor with his fingers intertwined in his lap. His right foot can’t help but bounce with a fraction of anxiety. After sitting in this surrendering position for a moment, he collects himself and sits upright.

He glances around his office. None of the guests will even be entering this room, but still, Laurent looks for something to fix. A light bulb to tighten. A lamp to move. Something, anything to perfect. He finds nothing. This is the room he has been spending the most time in, and, as places where Laurent Fontaine spends time often are, his office is extraordinarily intact. Everything is ready. There is nothing left to do.

In under twenty-four hours, six guests will be arriving at the Fontaine Museum of Art. The first guests in ten years. Ten years of checking the guest list from December 21st, 1967. Ten years of research. Ten years of background checking. Ten years of retracing steps. Ten years of looking for missed bloodstains and fingerprints. Ten years of connecting red yarn to photographs with thumbtacks on the back of a canvas. Ten years of frustration. Ten years of loneliness. Ten years of refusing tears. Ten lamented years of research. Ten years of regret.

In under twenty-four hours, six guests will be arriving at the Fontaine Museum of Art. Thinking about this fact, Laurent tries to sit as upright as possible in his office chair. He has to fake the energy to straighten his posture.

Starting at five o’clock this evening, he’ll have to fake the energy to be the host of a secretive investigation in which he plans to harshly punish one person in attendance. He’ll truly have to put on a show, because, the truth is, Laurent hasn’t gotten this far. He did plan this far ahead. He thought circles around this event. He hand-selected six people who he thought could be guilty of murdering his wife—only four if you don’t count the decoys—and he wrote extensive letters inviting them into his museum. There is no turning back at this point, but there truly never was a way for him to actually prepare for tomorrow. Laurent couldn’t exactly practice having the six of them in one room. He couldn’t consult with the law to ask for advice. And, worst of all, he couldn’t speak with his most favorite collaborator about what is the biggest project of his life. His most favorite collaborator is dead, and that is the very reason that this project exists.

Laurent Fontaine is no detective. He is not a lawyer, and he has no jury. He has had little help, and, quite frankly, Henri has not been very encouraging. By many accounts, Laurent Fontaine is ill-prepared for the event in which he is about to embark. And still, sitting in his office with his posture slowly getting worse and his foot gradually beginning to tap again, there is absolutely nothing more that he can do to prepare. A helpless and unfamiliar position for Laurent.

However, Laurent Fontaine has an obsession with spectacle, and luckily for him, no matter how it ends, this event is going to be quite spectacular. He has been chasing the feeling of spectacle as long as he can remember. It’s the reason he had begun collecting art in his mother’s attic. It’s the reason he moved to Paris at the age of nineteen. In a sadistic kind of way, he thinks it’s the reason he joined the war. Spectacle is the reason he found Marie. It’s the reason he got into curating. It’s the reason he moved across the world and opened the most famous art museum to date.

All of this leads Laurent to believe that spectacle is the reason he is going through with this event tomorrow. Whether there is dust in the corners or crooked frames. Whether his posture is good enough or if he remembers how to host an event. Laurent Fontaine will welcome six guests—no, suspects—into his museum tomorrow, and he will put on one hell of a show.

If not for the other reasons, Laurent Fontaine will pull this off simply because he has an obsession with spectacle.

He stops his foot from bouncing. He sits up straight once again. Laurent reaches for the top right drawer of his desk and slides it open. It is completely empty aside from one folded-up piece of paper with creases so wrinkled it’s obvious it has been opened and refolded many times. He unfolds it once more and reads:

August 20th, 1957

To my passionate Laurent,

Today is the day. My most sincere congratulations for what you have achieved. It has been my greatest joy in life following you here.

There have been many times when I was certain that you were in over your head. To my constant surprise, your head always seems to catch up.

The moment the doors of the museum open tonight, your life will forever change. What will not change is my unwavering love for the life in which we live and my obsession with watching you work.

With you, there is no dream too large and no project too daunting. You are my favorite person, Laurent Fontaine.

p.s I have been working on my French. I hope this is correct: N’arrêtez pas de courir après le moment.

To many more opening nights,

Marie

Laurent holds the note a moment, seemingly staring past it. He folds it back as it was and reaches into the top drawer to put it back, only he pauses. Before he sets it down, he raises the paper close to his face.

“C’est le seul moment qu’il me reste pour chasser, Marie, (This is the only moment I have left to chase, Marie,)” he speaks into the fold of the letter before kissing it and placing it in his coat pocket, rather than the drawer.
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THE LIST


Preston Walker is usually a fairly well-kept man. One cannot be the accountant of a wealthy criminal and not be well-kept. In his personal life, however, he is far looser on the ends. He’s currently single. He currently lives in a small flat in Cambridge. His office space is currently a wreck, shredded paper and documents scattered about. He currently sits shirtless at his desk, which shares a space with his bedroom, and he currently holds a piece of notebook paper tightly. In his handwriting, that piece of paper now reads:

	Me

	?? Felix

	Celia

	William’s daughter

	??



Preston can’t break his eyes from this sheet, shaking his head and clicking his teeth. He is completely unsure who the other guests are—if there are any at all. He throws the sheet down and scratches his chin, then reluctantly picks up the phone again. He contemplates dialing it and eventually does.

It rings. It rings again. He sticks his tongue to his cheek and tries to breathe. The call abruptly ends. Preston’s jaw flexes forward. The person he’s calling has no interest in speaking with him. He slams the phone back down and shoves himself up from his desk.

He reaches for the invitation for what will be at least a dozen times of reading it. Why am I invited? he thinks. What is the event for? What does he mean by “Be prepared for a lengthy affair”? Preston has no idea the answers to any of these questions, and he has no time left to contemplate them.

It is currently half past one o’clock in the afternoon. If he’s going to make it to the museum on time, he must start getting ready now. He is still not one hundred percent sold on attending. Being associated with a man like Mr. Freeman for so long, Preston typically doesn’t go anywhere unless he knows exactly why he’s going.

But what’s the other option? He sits at home while Laurent Fontaine reopens his doors, and all he can do is wonder why? No. He’s too curious. He needs far too many answers. Regardless of the risks, he cannot miss out on an event of this nature. He’s eerily drawn like a magnet to the curiosity of it all. As it goes.

He leaves his office for a shower. Preston lets the water run on his face for a while as it goes from hot to mildly warm. He takes a deep breath until his lungs are completely filled with air and then lets them drain. He turns the water off and wipes his face of any droplets with his hands. As he grabs a towel, he hopes to God that his longing for answers isn’t getting the best of him.
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THE ARRIVAL


December 21st, 1977

All eight individuals—Laurent, Henri, and the six guests—prepare themselves for what is now only a few hours away.
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Celia is dressed in an obnoxious pink, feathered dress with gloves that stop at her forearms. She is decorated in jewels of all colors, and her heels are palpably loud as she walks out of the Freeman Mansion and into the driveway where a sleek, black limo is waiting with an open door.

“Phoebs! Come on, dear! The driver is here!” Celia calls out.

Phoebe follows out of the house soon after, wearing a cream pantsuit with her hair pulled into a bun. Unlike Celia, Phoebe sports no jewelry, her only accessory being a plain white leather wallet, clearly making a point that she is not taking this as seriously as her stepmother. She has, however, applied her red lipstick. They both file into the car as the driver welcomes them and shuts the door behind them.
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Felix has been at the museum for half an hour already and is still about one hour early. He couldn’t wait any longer to make the drive from Brooklyn, and now he’s parked across the street sitting in his car, temporarily hiding from the news crews as he prepares himself. He’d hoped if he got here early enough that, perhaps, he’d catch Laurent come out to address the reporters, and he could stop him for a conversation before any other guests arrived. He’s had no such luck.

While he waits, he pulls out a small sheet of paper from his wallet. It’s a list:

	Thank him frequently for the opportunity

	Don’t talk too much

	Listen to EVERYTHING he says

	Try to ask if he’s seen any of our films



He rereads his own notes and takes a deep breath. Don’t make a fool of yourself, Felix, he kindly reminds himself. He pulls out his handkerchief from the pocket of the tuxedo that he wears and wipes his forehead. He’ll continue glancing at the museum doors hoping to see Laurent for the next hour.
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A cliché black and white wall clock ticks away in Preston’s kitchen. The fridge hums. He sits at his dinner table dressed in a navy blue jacket, a white undershirt, and navy blue pants that don’t perfectly match the jacket. He sips from a glass bottle of beer and listens to the ticks of the clock while he pushes the cap of his bottle back and forth across the table with his finger. With traffic considered, Preston should leave his home soon. He takes a look at the time. He decides he’ll wait until the very last minute.
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It takes roughly fifteen hours to drive from Chicago, where Jimmy McEnroe currently resides, to Boston. Jimmy had been making excellent time until he decided to stop at a small diner in Archbald, Pennsylvania.

The lettering on the windows of the diner said they had the best burgers in town, and so Jimmy ordered three. He’d never dined in Archbald before, though the burgers were quite good.

He’s now somewhere in Connecticut with a large map unfolded across the dashboard. He’s driving rather quickly as paint supplies and canvases bounce around the back of his van. He’ll be lucky if he arrives on time.
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While she moves quite slowly, Himiri Xing is making excellent time. Right after she finished her bowl of soup, her daughter took her to the airport. Laurent had provided her, and only her, with a plane ticket. The San Francisco International Airport is not exactly a welcoming place for the elderly—or the deaf—and so her daughter made sure she was able to board.

Now, Himiri sits on a hard plastic seat traveling via the Boston Subway System only a few minutes from arrival. It’s been a while since she’s been in the city, and she’s looking forward to seeing the magnificent museum again before she dies. She doesn’t assume she has much time left.
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Laurent stands completely still in front of his research that is posted on the back of Marie’s painting. He smokes his pipe. His eyes jolt from one clump of evidence to the next, tracing through the red yarn connections all the suspects share. There’s no reason for him to continue to study his research. He knows it all by heart. Still, he feels the need to cram. He inhales and exhales a cloud before putting out the ember, reminding himself that smoke is no way to welcome guests. They should be arriving any moment now.

Laurent walks across the main hall to peak through the stained windows, revealing seven or eight news trucks parked outside, the most he’s seen since the day Marie died. He shakes his head.

“I’ll have to come up with something to tell them,” Laurent says to Henri who is in position in front of the theater room, his hands holding one another behind him.

“It’s none of their business. Tell them that,” Henri proclaims, trying to convince himself he’s bought into this grand endeavor.

Laurent smiles. “Brilliant.” He approaches Henri and stands face-to-face with him. “You know your role?” he asks. Henri nods, just once, as if to agree but not enthusiastically. Laurent shows a small frown. “Tout cela sera bientôt fini, mon ami, (This will all be over soon, friend,)” he assures Henri.

Henri thinks a moment. “C’est ce que je crains. Pour toi. (That is what I fear. For you.)”

Despite this comment, they share a firm handshake. Laurent checks his watch. One minute until the guests arrive. He hurries to the snack table to double-check everything.

“Shit.”

“What?” Henri asks.

“Powdered sugar. I forgot. I wanted to put powdered sugar on the coffee cakes,” Laurent answers as he heads swiftly toward the museum kitchen.

“Laurent? Laurent!” Henri yells down the hall. “Is that really necessary right now? The guests will be here any moment!”

Laurent looks over his shoulder to reply. “It’s a symbol, Henri! And it’s part of the plan! Every detail matters!”

Henri throws his arms in the air and looks toward the front door. Laurent had specifically told him not to move and especially to only let Laurent welcome the guests in. It’s a large museum, and Henri isn’t even sure where Laurent could possibly keep powdered sugar.

In the next minute, the first knock at the door begins.

Is it a reporter? Henri asks himself. The first guest? Is it all the guests? They were instructed to arrive exactly at the same time.

Another round of knocks.

“Laurent! They’re here!” Henri yells, anxiously maintaining his position.

Another round of knocks.

What if it is a reporter, and they’re simply going to bust down the door if no one responds? Henri wonders.

He can’t possibly show his face to the media. He’d never make it back to France.

“Laurent!”

Another knock.

What if the guests get impatient and decide to leave? They are a pretentious bunch; their patience is probably rather thin. Henri thinks this actually wouldn’t be the worst outcome. Laurent would have to reschedule, and Henri would fly back home first thing tomorrow morning. It’s a ridiculous thought, but it’s a way out.

Just as he imagines how relieving this outcome might be, Laurent comes rushing down the hall with an old bag of powdered sugar.

“Laurent, my God. I believe the guests are here, they’ve been waiting a few moments already.”

“They can wait another then,” Laurent answers as he unravels the bag and begins sprinkling sugar on top of each coffee cake. “This stuff must be a decade old as well. Does powdered sugar go bad?”

Henri’s mind is spinning a million different directions, his heart is racing as he prepares to lie to the faces and change the lives of six individuals in just a few moment’s time. He can’t possibly know the answer to that question.

“I don’t suppose so,” he answers anyway.

Laurent shrugs his shoulders. “Oh well.” He finishes decorating the cakes and throws the bag of sugar in the trash. Another round of knocks. “Did you check to see who’s here?”

Henri’s tongue finds his cheek. “No. No, I did not. I stayed here as you instructed.”

Laurent smiles. “Well done.”

He fixes his hair, swiping one hand through it. He pats down his beard and straightens his jacket. As the finishing touch, he drops the needle of the record player on the snack table and allows the music to play. The song is “You Belong To Me” by Patsy Cline and The Jordanaires.

Laurent closes his eyes and takes a well-rehearsed breath, as if he’s getting into character before finally confronting his suspects.

Henri watches as he walks slowly toward the door. The knocks are getting more aggressive, though this doesn’t make Laurent walk any faster.

He takes one rhythmic step after another, passing a fountain near the entrance as it spews water. He’s talking to himself under his breath as he inches forward. Finally, he stops right in front of the entrance. One last round of knocks shakes the door frame.

Laurent takes another long, slow, deep breath. He exhales.

From Henri’s perspective, his friend appears to hesitate for a second. Just a small pause before twisting the knob.

From Laurent’s perspective, it’s far more than just a second. In the small pause, his entire plan runs through his head once more. His research. His findings. His scripted speeches he will give. His references to art he will make. His brain fires images as he stands at the stained-glass windows.

An entire narrative, one he’s been writing for ten years, finally coming to life.

He sees Marie. The moments they shared. The things they accomplished. The day she died. The moments after her body was found outside his museum.

The pain he felt then. He won’t let himself feel it again.

He snaps to.

Laurent Fontaine puts on a conspicuous, fabricated smile and reaches for the handle, opening the doors of the Fontaine Museum of Art for the first time in exactly one decade.


18
THE INTRODUCTION


The double mahogany doors with stained glass windows swing open, and on the other side are the guests. Felix, Celia, Phoebe, Preston, Himiri, and Jimmy, in that order. Behind the guests is the swarm of reporters and cameras, all pointed directly at Laurent as he stands in the opening of the doorway. For a moment, every person at the entrance freezes, expecting Laurent to address the group. Instead, the cameras keep rolling as Laurent simply stands still. The guests look up at him like a group of school children waiting for orders.

“Mr. Fontaine,” one of the reporters yells out, “what’s all this for, sir?”

“Mr. Fontaine! Can we come in? The people want to see the museum again!” another shouts.

At the front of the line, Felix also chimes in. “Laurent, I’m incredibly honored that—”

“Shush. Come in. The six of you, quickly,” Laurent quietly cuts him off.

Felix is a bit taken aback at the urgency. The guests all share a look before following orders and hurrying inside. Laurent closes the door behind them, leaving himself still outside.

He faces the cameras again. “Good evening. I know many of you, and whomever it is you work for, may be curious about the state of this establishment—”

“Curious? I think we all feel owed an answer!” a cameraman cuts him off.

“Please, let me speak.” Laurent clears his throat. “Yes, perhaps you are owed an answer. And, if you all can respect a few more moments of privacy, perhaps you will get one.” He pauses to see if anyone else would like to interject. No one does. “Now, I have some business to attend to with the specific individuals that were invited via letter in the mail. Have any of you received this letter in the mail?” Again, none of the reporters or cameramen move. “I thought so. That letter specifically requested there be no other guests in attendance. So, if you could all please leave my property, I would greatly appreciate it. Thank you.” Laurent finishes and begins to head inside when one more question is thrown at him.

“When can we expect answers?” the same cameraman from earlier shouts.

Laurent turns back around. “I assure you that when my matters here are finished, you will hear answers fairly quickly.” He gives the protestors no chance to chime in again, sliding inside the doors to finally join his guests, the news crews once again left with nothing more than crumbs.

The guests have already begun sightseeing around the historic building. Felix walks slowly in circles around the grand entrance fountain, admiring the angel at the top that spits out water.

Phoebe’s found a painting to admire away from the group; Justice by Pierre Subleyras hangs on a wall in the closest hallway. The work features a portrait of the character “Lady Justice” holding a perfectly balanced scale. It’s typical for art students to pretend like they know every painting ever created, but Phoebe actually does recognize this one. There was an essay question about Subleyras on an exam she had taken last semester.

Celia roams the room to observe what each guest has decided to wear, concluding that she is by far the most well-presented of the evening. As she wanders, she locks eyes with Preston Walker, who is standing mostly still. The two quickly and mutually break the eye contact, and Preston continues to individually study each of the people in the room.

Nearest to the snack table, Jimmy attempts to introduce himself to Himiri. “Jimmy McEnroe, painter,” he says in a booming voice. Himiri is without her wheelchair for the evening, struggling to stand even with the aid of a cane. She doesn’t bat an eye, and so Jimmy waves his hand near her face to get her attention. “Jimmy McEnroe, painter,” he says again, extending his sturdy hand. Himiri slowly raises her hand, and Jimmy’s engulfs hers. She finally joins the conversation in sign language.

HIMIRI: I am sorry. I am deaf.

Jimmy raises his eyebrows and smiles.

JIMMY: That is okay. I know ASL. I can help you tonight.

This information gives Himiri a slow, bright smile.

HIMIRI: Himiri Xing.

JIMMY: Jimmy McEnroe.

As the two are silently getting to know each other, Felix has made a full loop around the fountain and is the first to realize that Laurent has been standing at the front of it for a few moments now. It’s not long before the others feel his presence. They form an unprompted arc around him, waiting for him to explain what the night will entail.

Instead, Laurent continues staring into the fountain a moment, seemingly not even acknowledging that the guests exist. They all share a look, confirming with one another that Laurent is indeed frozen. Phoebe looks to Celia with raised eyebrows, who shrugs her shoulders.

Finally, Felix builds the courage to speak. “Um, Laurent?”

“Welcome!” Laurent snaps to rather loudly, causing a few of the guests to jump. “Hello. Hello, everyone. I do apologize for that. The news channels want to know everything these days.” He pauses and smiles brightly, looking around the room. Each attendee intently stares at him. Preston with a straight face, Felix with a grin, Phoebe and Celia intrigued and somewhat frightened respectively.

“That’s quite all right, sir,” Felix replies.

Laurent coughs slightly to clear his throat again. “I greatly thank you all for your attendance today. The introduction and answers to your many questions that I presume you all have will take place in the theater room.” He gestures toward the door where Henri is standing, who gives a slight nod toward the group. “There are snacks and drink located on that table there. Please, help yourself.”

Celia begins to raise her hand.

“No, no, Mrs. Hamilton-Freeman. As I said, questions will be answered shortly,” Laurent tells her.

“Oh, no, sir. I just wanted to say, it’s an honor to be here since I did create the dress your wife wore those years ago!” Celia says. Everyone in the room looks to her as if she’s a student in a classroom who has spoken without permission.

“Terrific,” Laurent simply replies. Celia sheepishly lowers her hand after not getting the response she craved. “Oh, and one more thing,” he continues. “Does anyone here know American Sign Language? Our guest, Mrs. Xing, will need some assistance.”

After a moment, Jimmy raises his hand.

“Excellent. Thank you, Mr. McEnroe. If you could keep her up to speed, that would be much appreciated,” Laurent explains. “Okay. See you all in a moment.” He pulls his hair back with his hand and swiftly walks away, entering a door that reads STAFF ONLY, leaving the guests again to themselves.

“Jesus. I guess ten years go by, and he forgets how to host,” Preston says aloud, cracking a small laugh out of Celia.

The rest of the guests look at each other uncomfortably, still unsure of the reason for their attendance.

“Well, ladies first I suppose,” says Felix as he motions toward the snack table. After Celia and Phoebe go, Preston passes Felix as well.

“Kind of crazy finally being back in this place,” Preston says to Felix, attempting to break through in person rather than over the phone.

“Quite so,” Felix simply replies in a tone much different than his usual, refusing any sort of eye contact. “After you,” he signals, forcing Preston to head toward the snack table.

Preston puts his tongue in his cheek and shakes his head, settling in line behind Celia. Behind them, Jimmy ushers Himiri to the back of the line, none of the other guests selfless enough to allow the old, deaf woman to be first.

In the line, with music of cycling genres still playing at the table, Phoebe skips over the food without a thought, fills a glass of wine, takes a large sip, refills the glass, and continues to the theater door where she waits for her stepmother to join her.

Celia, a woman who is always watching her figure, reaches for just a few cubes of cheese at the charcuterie board when she accidentally grabs Preston’s hand, coincidentally, also reaching for cubes of cheese.

“Oh, goodness. My apologies,” Celia exclaims with blush rushing her cheeks.

“That’s quite all right, Celia,” Preston answers. Celia, a flirtatious woman at heart, is a little bit lost for words. Her eyelashes bat a few times at Preston, who is grinning the way men grin when they know a woman is looking at them. “You still look gorgeous by the way,” he adds, not even looking at her.

Celia can’t keep a wide smile off her face. “I appreciate that, Preston.”

She quickly continues down the line to not embarrass herself any longer, leaving just two cubes of cheese on her plate. From the entrance of the door, Phoebe observed this interaction with a peculiar eye.

“Who’s that?” she asks Celia as they search for the right seat in the empty theater, a room only being lit by the sentence “WELCOME BACK TO THE FONTAINE MUSEUM OF ART, THE MOST PRESTIGIOUS CURATION OF ART IN THE WORLD” projected on a black screen.

“Who?” Celia coyly retorts, placing one of her two cheese cubes on her tongue.

“That guy you almost just fucked on the charcuterie board.”

Celia nearly spits out the cheese. “Phoebe Freeman! Watch your mouth in an establishment like this! You’ll get us both kicked out. Now, come on, right in front. The front row is where impressions are made,” she instructs Phoebe, signaling toward the row of seats and completely ignoring the initial question of this conversation.

As they sit, Phoebe looks back to get another look at Preston, who now has a full plate of various cheeses and meats and a glass of wine and is taking a seat in the row behind them. She feels as though she recognizes him and assumes he was probably an employee of her father’s, but her father had introduced her to many wealthy-looking Caucasian men, so she can’t be sure. She chugs the rest of her wine, wipes the red stain from her lips, and sets the glass down between her feet, crossing them afterward.

Felix, too nervous to eat, simply pours himself a glass of punch and heads to Henri near the door, the first guest to acknowledge him.

“Felix Hughes,” he says, extending his hand, “ecstatic to be here. Do you know Laurent quite well?” Henri, not moving his hands from behind him, simply gives Felix one nod. Felix slowly lowers his hand. “Well, it’s good meeting you,” he says as he follows the others into the theater.

And, trailing behind, of course, are Jimmy and Himiri, still conversing with their hands.

JIMMY: I will make your plate. What would you like?

The frail woman takes a gaze at the spread.

HIMIRI: A cake, please.

With a smile, Jimmy nods his head and gathers two plates and two coffee cakes, deciding he’ll try one too. Himiri signals for her plate, taking a large, joyful bite as soon as Jimmy hands it over. Powdered sugar covers her lips. They slowly walk into the theater while giving a friendly nod to Henri.

Henri sees them in and follows closely behind. Once the guests have all found their seats, he shuts and quietly locks the door behind him, just as Laurent had instructed. The light from the hallway is no longer able to seep in, making the theater nearly pitch black. Laurent is still nowhere to be seen.

As the group chews their snacks and sips their drinks, the theater stays dark and the screen stays frozen on the same message. Henri finds a seat nearest to Felix.

“Where has he gone?” Celia leans over and whispers to Phoebe.

“No clue. Maybe he left for another ten years.”

Celia rolls her eyes to express her disapproval of Phoebe’s unwillingness to take tonight seriously. “He has something extravagant planned. I’m sure of it. This is exciting, Phoebe.”

Some of the guests shift in their seats. Others clear their throats to fill the silence.

Felix notices Henri has sat by him in the darkness. “Do you... do you know if this is everyone?” he asks Henri quietly. “A rather small group as of now.”

Again, Henri says nothing. He simply stares forward at the screen. Felix curiously curls his eyebrows, now somewhat offended by the treatment of silence he is receiving. Nonetheless, he moves on.

“This guy loves to disappear, huh?” Preston spews out. He gets a few quiet laughs from the crowd, and the noise quickly settles once again.

Finally, the screen changes from the welcome message. All of the guests quickly become silent spectators, their heads angled to the projections as a series of new messages begin to appear:

FOR ONE REASON OR ANOTHER, YOU HAVE BEEN INVITED TO THIS EXCLUSIVE EVENT

THANK YOU FOR YOUR ATTENDANCE TODAY

NOW, FOR THE FIRST TIME IN A DECADE, A WORD FROM LAURENT FONTAINE: HEAD CURATOR & CO-FOUNDER OF THE FONTAINE MUSEUM OF ART

The words fade to black, and there’s an applause from the crowd, Felix clapping the loudest and Celia giving one whistle through her fingers. Phoebe gives her stepmother a side-eye.

An image of Laurent fades onto the screen. He’s standing in an all-white gallery, which sheds a lot more light on the room. The video on screen plays, and Laurent speaks.

“Mesdames et Messieurs, greetings and welcome. I have long awaited your arrival, each and every one of you.” The guests look around, each of them having no clue exactly why, out of everyone in the world, only the six of them have been invited. The recording of Laurent continues. “It has been ten years—the longest ten years of my life—since the doors of this museum have been open to people like you. I am relieved to finally allow you in.”

“I’ve got goosebumps,” Felix says under his breath through a beaming grin.

“I anticipate, with utmost certainty, that you all have many questions. Why has it been ten years? Why has this museum gone to waste? Why did I go silent? Where have I been? Why are you invited, and what is this taking place tonight? You may even be asking yourself ‘Is that poor bastard Laurent Fontaine okay?’” A few more soft chuckles fall from the mouths of the guests. “In which case, I appreciate the concern, and I promise those questions will be answered in due time. However, in order to begin the event, I must inform you about the most important detail about what our future endeavors entail.”

The group is now paying sharp attention, hoping to finally understand more about this all. Even Phoebe begins to lean closer to the screen, her chin on her fist.

“You have all been lied to,” Laurent says on the screen, pausing for a moment afterward.

A slight confusion sets in on the room, though with faint optimism that some fortunate surprise is ahead. After all, every person in attendance, in his or her own way, feels as though they are important. Perhaps Laurent has something important to share.

“Well, what is it then?” Felix excitedly shouts.

Coincidentally, the video continues after he asks. “You have all been horribly misled to be present in this room for intentions far beyond what you might have imagined upon coming here tonight.”

Celia uncrosses her legs, perking upwards with a slight look of worry. Phoebe still leans forward intently. Felix, his smile still present but fading, takes a quick glance to both ends of the room, looking for any hints. Preston’s face becomes superbly curious. Jimmy and Himiri remain seemingly unfazed.

“Again, I thank you for your attendance. I will enter the room shortly with more information and to field your questions.” The video finishes as Laurent walks off screen.

“What the fuck?” Preston spurts, but with more curiosity than anger. For now.

The screen fades to black, darkening the room. Celia can’t help but let out a scream resembling that of an abandoned child. Nobody moves.

“Everyone relax! He said he’ll explain. This is probably some brilliant performance.” Felix continues to attempt to maintain levelheadedness. In a way, he’s correct about this claim.

“I don’t like being confused!” Celia yells into the darkness.

A few seconds later, the lights fade back on. Laurent, having snuck in during the brief chaos like a magic trick, is now standing behind a podium in front of the screen. Also in the darkness, Preston had stood up with clenched fists, and Celia had folded into herself on her chair. Both quickly collect themselves and assume a normal sitting position again. Felix notices that Henri, on the other hand, has left his seat and is now guarding the door.

Laurent taps the microphone that extends near his mouth, getting the group’s attention with a few echoing booms. The whispers and confusion simmer down. The host clears his throat and stares into the crowd’s eyes, all of them similarly locked to the podium, clenching their jaws as they wait for anything that might clear this night up.

One of the most important men of the century has invited them into the most infamous museum in art and is seemingly playing a game with their evening. This group is already not a group that appreciates their time being wasted. They cannot wait any longer to learn the thesis of their endeavors.

“Hello again, everyone,” Laurent finally speaks. “Mr. McEnroe, will you?”

Jimmy looks down at himself to ensure that he is indeed the Mr. McEnroe Laurent is referring to before realizing he’s being asked to translate for Himiri. Jimmy looks up and gives a slight nod of his head to comply.

“With all due respect, what the hell is going on?” Preston asks Laurent. “You sent us a letter with no real information. We’ve been here fifteen minutes already, and I still don’t know what I’m doing here.” The group whip their heads to Preston, then back to Laurent for a response.

Only Laurent doesn’t answer right away; he simply smirks and waits for a respectful silence in the auditorium of restless listeners.

Felix again looks to Henri, who unmistakably looks like a bodyguard preventing people from leaving the room, and for the first time, he feels a little unnerved about the situation as well. “Is this some sort of performance? Because bravo, sir,” he chimes in and starts a slow clap that doesn’t catch on.

Laurent still does not speak. He holds his smile steady, clearing his throat once again, tapping the tips of his fingers on the edges of the podium. A palpable tension is held in the air.

The guests eventually get the memo and allow him to have the stage. “Ladies and gentlemen, welcome to my ongoing investigation that I intend to complete with you all before you leave,” he finally announces.

Henri stays steady, observing the reactions of the guests. They don’t seem to quite get it yet.

“Like... like a case study, you mean? Is this research?” Felix asks.

“Sure. You could say that. Now, please, let me speak, Mr. Hughes,” Laurent replies. Felix sinks in his seat a tad. “Not one of you has put it together? Nothing? Why each of you has been invited? What you all share?” Laurent asks the group. While the guests all hope for someone else to answer, none of them speak. “Very well. I suppose I’ll take it from the top.” He clears his throat again as if to reset the scene. “Including me, there are three women and four men in this room. While many of us share many things in common, such as we all are associated with the arts, we all also share another thing. By a show of—” Laurent gets cut off by Phoebe’s hand being raised. He’s a bit thrown off by this. “Yes, Ms. Freeman?”

“There are five.”

“Pardon?”

“There are five men.” Phoebe iterates.

“Oh, right. Apologies, the man over by the door does not count. I will get to him in a moment. Now, where was I?"

“I believe you were about to ask for a show of hands,” Felix answers.

“Right. By a show of hands, who remembers the last time you were here?”

In sequence, the guests eventually all have their hands raised, Himiri being last after Jimmy translates for her.

“Good,” Laurent continues on, “now who can answer what went on that night?”

Again, the guests wait for one another to say something.

“Your wife committed suicide,” Preston finally says. “She jumped off the balcony or something.”

Felix cringes at the audacity of Preston, and the guests anticipate a reaction from Laurent in regard to the insensitive statement, but Laurent stays steady.

“Ah, ah. You’re getting ahead,” he quickly replies. “What did we all gather for?”

“Pop Art. It was a Pop Art exhibition,” Phoebe reservedly answers because she knows the answer. She still has a Pop Art pin from that night somewhere in the top drawer of her dresser.

“Excellent, Ms. Freeman! Your memory does serve you. Now, Mr. Walker graciously mentioned my late wife. Can anyone guess what her favorite art movement at the time was?” Nobody responds. Felix thinks he knows the answer, but he can’t stop biting his nails long enough to speak. The overwhelming aggressiveness of Laurent’s tone has made him more nervous than he planned to be. “Really, it’s a simple answer,” Laurent exclaims.

“Pop Art?” Felix guesses rhetorically.

“Precisely,” Laurent says slowly while pointing at Felix. “And the night of our Pop Art opening was December 21st, 1967. How long ago was that?”

The guests are getting the hang of these back-and-forth questions, and Celia jumps in immediately. “About ten years, Mr. Fontaine.”

“Oh, no. Not just about ten years, dear. Ten years to the day. And, Mr. Walker,” he calls out, motioning his hand toward Preston, “can you again disdainfully exclaim what else you believe happened on that night?”

Preston loosens his tie and looks around the room to find every set of eyes awaiting his response. He swallows. “I said that—” he clears his throat. “From what I can remember, your wife jumped off a balcony, and she died.”

The entire group sways to Laurent, again expecting a tempestuous response. However, again, Laurent remains perfectly calm. He’s rehearsed this part of his plan many times.

“Do you all remember the same?” he asks the rest of the room. None of them want to speak on the topic as outwardly as Preston did, so instead they collectively nod their heads. “Very well. Now, as an exercise, let’s ponder this assumption.” Laurent begins to pace the room as he speaks, ditching the microphone but speaking plenty loud enough to be heard. “I knew my wife better than anyone, as husbands often do. We fell in love during the war. We had nothing. We moved across the world and built everything you see here today. Eventually, and I typically do not like to brag about this, we were a wealthy couple. Generally speaking, based on our reputation and finances, we had the freedom to do whatever we pleased. We climbed ourselves to a much higher point in life than we could have ever imagined.” He’s making long strides in front of the screen now, gazing upon the six suspects like a tenured professor at a lecture hall.

Felix recognizes this version of the world-famous curator quite well. He even feels the same excitement in his stomach that he felt each time he attended a Laurent Fontaine seminar years ago. However, this time, many more nerves are involved.

“I could always tell by the way that she loved me that she truly loved me,” Laurent continues. “She did and said things to me that only soulmates do and say. And, I truly loved her. I made sure to love her every day that she was here. Despite how busy our lives were. And, most of all, she loved this museum. She loved that it was ours to share. She loved being a part of it. She told me every day.”

He takes a pause in his presentation to look directly at Celia, Felix, Phoebe, and Preston. Only these specific guests individually get a stare. Felix nearly shivers when it’s his turn for the eye contract.

Laurent skips Jimmy and Himiri.

Preston’s mouth is getting quite dry, so he takes a sip of his wine.

“She loved the 17th century paintings section.” Laurent pushes forward with his makeshift eulogy. “She loved the Renaissance sculptures. She loved the newer, abstract expressionist work. And, by God, did she love Pop Art. For a short time, to her, those neon paintings of cereal boxes and soda cans, they may as well have been the Mona Lisa. I never knew why,” Laurent explains as he pauses to wet his throat with a glass of whiskey on the podium, a glass that the guests were previously unaware was there. “But, when you run an establishment of such prestige alongside your partner, you stop asking those questions. You just trust her artistic objectivity. She likes a piece; you buy the piece.” He pauses again to finish off the rest of his drink, slamming the glass against the wood of the podium. Nobody else dares to speak again until Laurent finally gets to his point. “On that night, exactly ten years ago, a variety of Pop paintings by a variety of Pop artists that Marie adored were in our museum. It was the first show that was completely curated by her. She contacted the artists. She collected the work. She designed the space. All I did was oversee. She was so incredibly proud of herself. She was so excited to see what people thought of her work, to see who showed up. To share love and laughs with the guests. To share those moments with you.” Laurent extends two open hands to the many rows of seats in front of him.

Jimmy’s hands lag a bit behind, but after he finishes translating to Himiri, she smiles and signs the phrase I miss her to Laurent.

“I don’t mean to interject,” Jimmy cuts in with his deep, throaty voice. “But she says that she misses your wife.”

Laurent smiles at Himiri and mouths, I miss her too.

“On that night,” Laurent moves on, “about forty-seven minutes before the opening officially kicked off, more and more guests began pouring in, asking to be greeted by Marie Evans-Fontaine. Only they couldn’t be. Because Marie happened to be dead on the ground behind the museum. Supposedly, on that night, of all nights, my wife killed herself.”

Laurent takes yet another pause to observe the reactions of the group. There are none. They all sit as still as the statues that rest in plenty of the galleries in the museum.

Phoebe is most relaxed, now somewhat happy to be present for this dramatic turn of events. The girl can’t help but be intrigued by the growing animosity and fear within the theater. As it goes.

The majority of the suspects do feel some amount of empathy for Laurent. However, they are more so still painfully yearning to learn why the hell they have been invited to this evening.

As Laurent starts to pace again, the group will soon find out the truth.

“Now, I ask you all, does that sound like a woman, specifically on that night, who would heave herself off of a balcony?” Laurent questions them.

Yet again, nothing from the group. Only sounds of shifting in the fabric of Jimmy’s sleeves as he signs to Himiri.

“Right. I did not think so either. The police, though? They investigated it for three days.” Laurent moves forward with a slight chuckle from his nose. “Seventy-two hours. That’s it. ‘She killed herself, Mr. Fontaine. People of her stature can feel immense pressure. We’re sorry for your loss.’ That’s what they told me,” he poignantly recalls. “Despite my array of calls, they never chose to look further into it. And so, I’ve taken it upon myself to conduct my own investigation. So, again, welcome!” Laurent punctuates this sentence with his arms held wide holding a smile, as if he had just told the guests they won an award rather than revealing they are now suspects of an investigation.

Slowly, the guests begin to take in what he means by this. They shuffle in their chairs and look around to confirm with one another that the world-renowned art curator in front of them did indeed just accuse them of murder.

“I’m— I’m sorry, what? Can you just explain exactly what the hell you mean by that?” Preston stands up to ask Laurent.

“I sure can, Mr. Walker,” Laurent assures. “For the last ten years, I have looked at every possible scenario that could have taken place that night. Studied the lives of every guest. Who they were. Why they were invited. Who they knew. I won’t bore you with the details, but I have come to the decision that you six, in front of me tonight, are the most likely suspects.”

Jimmy stops signing halfway through this sentence, having to listen closely for himself. His facial expression doesn’t change much, though. He just listens.

Celia’s bony hands slap her mouth as she makes a squeaking noise and begins to let out tears. “Mr. Fontaine! You cannot be serious!” she weeps.

“I’m quite serious, Mrs. Hamilton-Freeman. A lot of time spent studying the six of you has led me here. I’ll reveal more—”

He’s promptly cut off by Felix, whose demeanor has completely shifted. He’s ironically more confident in the way he speaks now. “Laurent, with all due respect, this all seems a bit radical. Wouldn’t you agree?”

Laurent thinks a moment. “No,” he simply replies.

Felix submissively nods, puts his tongue in his cheek, and leans back again, staring at the ground.

Preston’s temper is beginning to flare. “What a bunch of fucking bullshit,” he exclaims, pointing a direct finger toward Laurent. “This isn’t an investigation. This is... this is a goddamn abduction. We’re being held hostage. Who the fuck are you to think you can get away with this?”

“My endeavors after this event are not for you to worry about, Mr. Walker.”

Preston wants to keep pressing him but is a little tripped up over the sturdiness in which Laurent is carrying himself throughout such an absurd situation. “Then who the fuck is the guy by the door?” He settles with questioning Henri’s position in all of this.

“Oh, of course. How rude of me. Henri, you can step up now, friend.” Henri, with his hands still behind his back, stares straight and assumes a position beside Laurent. “This is Henri,” Laurent declares. “He is my best friend and, coincidentally, happens to be a detective by trade. He will be helping to solve this case and with anything else we may need him for. Bless his heart.” He warmly rubs Henri on the shoulder.

Finally, Felix again speaks up. “I’m— I’m... apologies, Laurent. I’m just having a hard time processing all of this. Let’s say you do determine one of us to be… well... guilty. What happens in that case?”

“Yeah, what the fuck happens then?” Preston bounces off Felix. “You can’t turn us in. You said it yourself; the cops are ignoring your calls. If anything, they’d put you behind bars for this shit!”

“That is probably true!” Celia backs up Preston, a little more excitedly than she meant, and so she retraces her steps a bit. “It... it is probably true. Everybody’s already wondering why you have us here. I even did a few interviews about it.”

Preston nods his head emphatically. “Exactly! And it’s been ten fucking years, man. Even if one of these people did push your wife off a ledge, you can’t put anyone through some makeshift trial. There are all sorts of laws against it. You’re the criminal here!”

Laurent, having expected—and being quite used to—an outpouring of critique, allows the guests to speak their minds.

Phoebe has simply been following along, not having many thoughts to give. This somewhat reminds her of her father’s phone calls she’d often eavesdropped on. A group of rich people yelling at each other. She does have one, major question for Laurent. Though, she’ll wait her turn to speak.

Jimmy realizes he has not been relaying this information to Himiri for some time, but when he turns to start again, he sees her eyes have closed. He gives a half smile at this, appreciating the unbothered nature of the old woman, and continues observing the conversation.

“It’s— it’s quite simply very much against the law, Laurent. And, I don’t think it’s your intention to break the law,” Felix claims, attempting to keep the peace between the group of suspects and Laurent.

“That’s precisely why we won’t be utilizing the law, Mr. Hughes.”

“Pardon?”

“We will not be asking the help of any law enforcement. This investigation, and its results, will take place entirely inside of my museum. The decision will be made by me. The punishment will be determined by me. Everything will be done by me,” Laurent states. “And Henri, of course,” he adds.

“So, so what then? Is there a fucking dungeon in the basement of this place? You just gonna keep somebody here forever if you find us guilty?” Preston spurts.

“If I find one of you guilty, which is my intention, a decision on where to go from there,” Laurent stops himself and takes a glance at Henri, who just barely glances back. “A decision on the type of justice is yet to be made.”

Celia and Preston lock eyes, attempting to communicate with body language. Felix can’t take his gaze off the floor. Phoebe thinks for a moment.

“Are you going to kill one of us?” Phoebe challenges with genuine interest, breaking her silence.

This question forces another childish yelp out of Celia, and more tears flow. “No! You can’t do that!”

Preston’s eyebrows cartoonishly curl to the middle of his forehead.

“That cannot possibly be what you intend to do, Laurent.” Felix continues to be as optimistic as possible, though it’s fading with each statement Laurent makes.

“As I said, a decision will be made,” Laurent reiterates.

“Oh, fuck you!” Preston screams, nearly jumping rows. “What— what happens if we all jump on you right now? Beat you both half to death and walk out of here? It’s what? Six against two?”

Celia nods her head, hoping for others to join. No one else does.

“Well, for one, I don’t think dear Himiri plans on moving. So that’s five against two.” Himiri stays motionless as Laurent cracks this joke. Jimmy unapologetically lets out a loud laugh that other guests are not very fond of. “And for two,” Laurent continues, “both Henri and I are armed with weaponry, and every door in the building is bolted shut. You would not have much luck.”

Laurent pulls back his jacket to reveal a revolver at his waistband. Again, Celia gasps as her fists clench the small arms of the theater seat. She can’t seem to stop being shocked.

Laurent bumps Henri with his elbow to signal that he, too, should show his firearm. Reluctantly, Henri does so. Preston grabs his hips with both hands and bites his lip. He’s run out of things to say for now.

For a moment, everyone has. Perhaps the weapons have a way of shutting people up.

“Please, just tell us what it is you actually want, sir! Anything!” Celia breaks the silence with a plea, hoping that Laurent could be bought out.

“Mrs. Hamilton-Freeman, with respect, that is the thing about the people gathered in this room.” Laurent looks around. “Many of you are wealthy or are people of some kind of power. Oftentimes, I’d guess that wealth and power have gotten you out of some unfavorable situations. In this museum, that power means nothing,” he says potently. “Aside from your cooperation, I need nothing from you people. I want to know who killed my wife, and I want to act accordingly. There are no bargains to be made here.”

Celia, who isn’t spoken to like this often, cannot stop the tears from rolling down her face. The other guests are beginning to understand the severity of Laurent’s intentions.

Now that he is clearly in control of the room, Laurent pulls his pipe and lights it.

After allowing him to take a pull, Phoebe raises her hand.

“Yes, Ms. Freeman?” Laurent points to her with his pipe.

“Ten years ago?” she questions.

“Pardon?”

“You said it was ten years ago that your wife was killed, correct?”

“Correct.”

“Okay, well,” Phoebe clears her throat, “you do realize that means I was nine goddamn years old? Are you proposing a nine-year-old killed your wife?”

Celia extends both hands to Laurent in plea. “Exactly! This whole theory is absurd!”

“Right, forgive me, dear.” He blows smoke in the air, clouding Henri, who still does not budge. “Your situation is rather peculiar. You see, your father, I’m sure you know, was an important man. As many would put it, an infamous man. He and his company were rather large parts of this investigation.”

Celia cuts him off. “Are you implying that my husband killed your wife, sir? My poor, deceased husband!” She gives a quick look of distress to Preston after she says this. Preston doesn’t look back.

Laurent takes a deep breath, getting quite annoyed by the dramatic woman’s interjections. He ignores her statement and continues. “However, as your dearest stepmother informed me, and I do apologize for your loss, he is now deceased, correct?”

Phoebe simply nods in response as Celia, nodding faster, wraps her arm around Phoebe to comfort her. Phoebe pushes her away, not needing comfort.

“Right,” Laurent resumes, “so, in this unfortunate instance, how you Americans say: the son must pay for the sin of the father.”

Another shocking noise escapes from Celia’s mouth. “How dare you, Mr. Fontaine! How dare you say that to my daughter!”

“That is incredibly fucked up,” Preston chimes in.

Phoebe, who remains quite calm still, responds. “I’ve hated my father since I was little. He was never anything to me besides a man with money and no time for his daughter. And now you’re going to kill me because of him?”

Celia’s jaw hits the floor in disbelief at how crude Phoebe has just been.

“Only if he is guilty, Ms. Freeman, will we have to answer that question,” Laurent replies.

Phoebe slowly nods her head. “What a fucking wonderful parting gift he left me,” she says into the air, leaning all the way back in her chair and resting her head against it to look at the ceiling.

She can’t help but notice that the floral designs painted into the theater ceiling—a surface usually too dark to see—are quite beautiful.

The group is now completely silent. Laurent has had an answer to every question and a pro for every con. Not in their wildest imaginations could they have predicted finding themselves here, at the Fontaine Museum of Art in 1977, in this situation. They all sit in shock, absorbing what the next hours of their lives might be like. Aside from Himiri, of course, who still has her eyes closed.

Laurent continues to fill the room with smoke one breath at a time.

Eventually, Felix stands and appears to be preparing a last effort speech in hopes of persuading Laurent’s morals.

“Sit, Felix.” Laurent stops him before he can get a word out.

Felix apologetically nods and surrenders to his seat.

“Mr. Fontaine,” Celia chirps, “I swear to the good Heavens that my lawyers are the best in the world. I’d greatly pre—prefer—” She takes a broken breath like a toddler who’s sobbing. “I’d greatly prefer to not use them against a man like you!”

“I appreciate the warning,” Laurent says with his pipe between his smiling teeth. “I assure you I am very familiar with your dead husband’s people, Mrs. Hamilton-Freeman. I do not fear them.”

Celia looks at Phoebe, who is still lying backward in her chair. She then looks down with her lip quivering. She tucks her hands between her legs.

Laurent finishes a few more hits and puts out the ember in the bowl, nobody else moving a muscle.

“We will begin the investigation process with one-on-one interrogations. One of you will come see me in the back theater closet.” He motions toward a door behind him. “And the rest will stay here with Henri. Any questions?”

“Interrogations? With the bright fuckin’ lights and all of that, huh?” Preston questions.

“Yes, those interrogations, Mr. Walker.”

“That word kind of frightens me,” Celia says softly, still with her head down like a kicked puppy.

Laurent rolls his eyes. Jimmy smiles at this. “Okay, I will be conducting interviews then,” Laurent amends.

Celia nods her head in appreciation of the change.

“Now, who’s first?” Laurent asks the group.

There’s a brief pause before Felix raises his hand, just as Laurent had anticipated.

“Very well. Come, Felix. Henri, keep a good eye on the rest.”

Henri singularly nods.

Felix swiftly gets up and follows Laurent to the closet, who opens the door for him and shuts it behind them.

The rest of the group remain lifeless. Preston’s right leg bouncing up and down impatiently is the only movement in the room. Henri remains upright with his hands behind his back.

The uncomfortable silence lasts a few seconds that feel like hours.

“Hey, uh... shit. I don’t remember your name,” Preston eventually calls out.

Henri makes eye contact with him. “It’s Henri.”

“Look, Henri. Could, uh, could we at least get the snack table back in here if we’re gonna be a while?”

This question makes Celia look up again. She could use some wine.

Henri glances toward the door, considering dragging the table in for a moment. He doesn’t want the guests to feel like animals. But, then again, he remembers Laurent’s instructions. Only Laurent is to make any decisions.

“No,” he simply answers. It doesn’t feel good, but the last thing Henri wants to do is cause any of this to go wrong.

Preston throws his arms halfway into the air and shakes his head. “All right, yeah. Fuckin’ thanks anyways, I guess. You’re a real good guy, Henri.”

Henri resumes staring forward.


19
THE INTERVIEW WITH MR. HUGHES


Inside the theater closet, Laurent clears some rolls of film off a stool for Felix to sit on. He slides the stool near a desk.

Laurent didn’t plan it, but the theater closet kind of does resemble an interrogation room, if the interrogation was taking place in an art hoarder’s garage. Shelves of more film stock, both used and unused, line the walls. A few movie posters are hung perfectly behind the desk, including a framed copy of the poster for A Matter of Life and Death directed by Emeric Pressburger and Michael Powell.

In the near corner is the only thing that Laurent has added to the museum since Marie died: a large cassette player that he’s hooked to the speakers on either side of the theater. Together, Marie and he collected hundreds of records and made hundreds of personalized tracks. He’s done his best to convert some of the collection to tapes.

Laurent had made a habit of playing the music quite loudly as he was connecting the dots of the investigation in attempt to keep some part of her close. Plus, music has always helped him work.

Occasionally, when Laurent grew tired of the business side of the museum—which was most of it—he’d come to the theater closet to try to feel like an artist again. It was here that he’d draw now and then, and so there’s a singular desk that barely fits between the walls and a singular dim, yellow light hanging over it.

Scattered across the desk are some of Laurent’s old drawing utensils. Charcoals and wooden pencils ground down to a nub. Two white erasers and even some eraser shavings as if they’d just been used moments ago. A few sheets of thin paper with miscellaneous sketches also lay scattered about the desk.

As Laurent takes his seat behind the desk, he swiftly wipes it clear, the art supplies hitting the wall and dropping to the floor as if they mean nothing to him. He replaces the drawings with his empty glass from before and a bottle of whiskey next to it.

Before sitting down himself, Felix notices a few film cameras resting at the top of one of the shelves near the ceiling, extremely expensive devices that are now caked with dust. If he wasn’t about to be interrogated as a murder suspect, he’d be thrilled to ask Laurent if he could try one out. Instead, he quietly sits across from him.

Laurent pours himself a full glass of whiskey and raises it to his lips before pausing. “Apologies, Felix. I’d offer you a glass, but I need you sober for this part,” he says, punctuating it with a smile and resuming the sip he was taking.

Felix gives a small, fake laugh in return.

Laurent removes his jacket, now just dressed in a vest, white shirt, and bowtie. He throws the jacket over his shoulder and onto his chair. He takes a deep breath and bounces a little when he breathes it out. “Okay! Welcome to your so-called interview. Mr. Felix Hughes, how are you?” he begins.

Felix takes a brief moment to reply because, quite frankly, the question seems like a rhetorical one in context. “Um... well, I believe I’ve been better, to be honest. But fine I suppose.” He flashes a quick, toothless grin.

“An understandable answer, Felix, but we’ll do our best to make this as easy as possible. Won’t we?”

Felix slowly nods his head. “Look, Mr. Fontaine, I—”

“Oh! Hold that thought.” Laurent cuts him off as he turns around and reaches back into his jacket pocket. He pulls out a small composition notebook and spreads it across the table. “Felix, would you do me a favor and grab one of those pencils on the floor there?”

If it wasn’t Laurent Fontaine asking, Felix would be offended. “Oh, sure. Yes,” he complies, getting down to a knee, finding a pencil that Laurent had just knocked to the ground, and handing it to him.

Laurent scribbles a few times to test it out, but the lead quickly breaks. “Oh, dammit. Maybe there’s one more down there?”

Felix again gets to a knee and sifts through a few pencils, this time grabbing the one that looks the most usable and setting it on the desk.

Laurent scribbles again, and this lead withstands the test. “Perfect. Okay, please, where were you?” he asks as he looks toward Felix with his wrist on the paper, ready to take notes.

Felix swallows. “Um... I was just going to ask now that we’re... alone. Are you truly being serious? About all of this?” he lowers his voice to a whisper. Laurent says nothing and writes nothing down; he just looks at Felix quite condescendingly. “Because you can trust me, sir.” Felix moves forward. “If this is some performance, or... or a research study. I won’t tell the rest of the group. I’ll play along. I just have to know... sir.” He feels the need to add the second sir when Laurent continues staring at him, doing nothing but blinking a few times. The electric buzz of the lightbulb slowly swaying above them fills the momentary silence. “Really, you can tell me the truth, Mr. Fontaine.” He again decides to continue after he gets no response. “You can trust me. We— we’ve met before. I’m not sure if you remember, but we have. I love all your writings. Your speeches. I can be trusted.” He’s rambling now.

Laurent puts down his pencil and lets the notebook close. “Felix—” Laurent tries to speak before being cut off by more words coming from Felix’s mouth.

“I mean, at the very least, some of it must be hyperbole, right? You wouldn’t really consider killing someone, would you? Especially that poor girl in there.” As he keeps going, Laurent leans his head back and throws the rest of the remaining whiskey in his glass down the hatch, pouring another glass after swallowing. Felix doesn’t stop talking. His hands are endlessly rubbing his thighs, and he’s making steady eye contact. Laurent notices that he’s a rare combination of an anxious, yet confident man. A smart man. “And I’m truly, truly sorry about your wife, sir. I don’t mean any disrespect to what has happened to you or her. It is all awfully tragic. Seriously, you have my utmost condolences. This is just... I just am uneasy, I suppose. I was expecting something totally different from this night. I was quite excited. I look up to you. I have a list of questions—”

“Mr. Hughes!” Laurent chimes in aggressively, finally succeeding in interrupting Felix’s digressions. “Please. May I speak now?” Laurent adds, re-equipping his composure.

Felix nods his head while looking downward. “Of course. Apologies, sir,” he says softly.

Before he speaks, Laurent crosses his legs and sits back further in his chair. He allows the notebook to close in front of him, which was only there to make Felix nervous, to make him think more about what he was saying. It’s now obvious the notebook isn’t needed for Felix to feel this way. Though, Felix doesn’t seem to catch onto this fact.

“You can correct me if I’m wrong,” Laurent finally tells him, “but you have always seen me as some sort of far-fetched mentor?” Felix stares forward at him, apprehensive to let himself speak again. “That was a question, Felix,” Laurent assures him.

“Oh, I’m sorry. Yes. Yes, I would certainly say that you are an idol. An idol to me. How did you know?”

Laurent chuckles slightly at this. “After about the twelfth time you stopped me at an exhibition or after a seminar, I had some sort of idea you might be a fan.”

Felix, somewhat embarrassed and somewhat proud that Laurent had noticed him, fights off a smile. He feels kind of guilty about wanting to smile in a moment like this, but he can’t help it.

“When I told Marie about a boy who kept holding me for conversation, she made me invite you to her opening.” Laurent pauses for a moment before continuing. “She made sure your name was on the list. Marie is the reason you were there the night she was killed. And, ironically, she is again the reason you are here tonight.” Felix swallows, and it unintentionally makes a loud enough gulp to be heard. “Out of all the famous men and women in attendance that night, you were the first to RSVP. The actors and actresses. The artists and other curators. The professors and doctors. From Los Angeles to Paris to New York. Many of them have agents and servants who answer their mail for them. And yet, the orphan boy from the streets of London was the first to respond,” Laurent explains as he uncrosses his legs and leans his elbows onto the desk. “What is it about me, Mr. Hughes?”

“How do you know I’m an orphan?” Felix blurts, answering more quickly than Laurent had anticipated. His past being brought up seems to change something about his demeanor.

“I told you; I’ve studied you all for a decade. If there is record, evidence, certificates, or newspaper articles written about an event in your life—If anything exists to prove something happened to you—I know what happened and when it happened,” Laurent tells him. Felix again stares forward, not knowing how to respond. “Now, what is it that makes you idolize me?” Laurent asks again.

Felix clears his throat. He speaks only after wiping away a drop of sweat attempting to trickle down his forehead. “Your work, of course. As a curator. As a speaker for the arts. The way you carry yourself in this field. This whole place.” He opens his arms. “It’s all quite admirable. There’s a lot to learn from.”

Laurent sniffs and nods his head. He takes another sip of whiskey. “You’re a smart man, Mr. Hughes. A sharp, annoyingly ambitious character,” Laurent remarks with a raise in his eyebrows. “I’ve seen some of your company’s films—”

“You have?” Felix can’t help but cut him off with excitement.

“Indeed. You’re a solid storyteller, Felix, which, frankly, in this instance, doesn’t help your case.”

“What do you mean by that?”

Intentionally putting pressure on the boy, Laurent traces the rim of his glass with his index finger and explains. “Imaginative minds have every right to be imaginative liars.”

“You— you can trust me, sir. You can’t base my reliability off works of fiction,” Felix pleads before Laurent can continue to frame him as a liar.

“I’d like to take your word on that,” Laurent replies, “and I’ll entertain you; I’d love to be your mentor.”

Felix needs a moment to digest the sudden turn in tempo. “Pardon?”

“I would be willing to take you under my wing, so to speak.”

“Is... is there some sort of catch, sir? I would adore the opportunity, really. I just... I’m not following. Is this an interrogation or not?”

“An interview, Felix. Keep up,” Laurent jokes. “And sure. Of course, there’s a catch. The catch being that, as of right now, you are potentially just as guilty as our five other participants out in the theater.” Felix shrinks lower. Chills race down his spine. He understands the circumstances, but each time Laurent reiterates them, the situation becomes much more terrifying. “You and Mr. Walker leading some sort of moral charge. Trying to convince me, during my introduction that I’ve prepared for years, that Marie doesn’t deserve a proper investigation. That didn’t help your case either,” Laurent adds.

“I— that’s not what I meant by it, sir,” Felix defends. “I was just trying to keep everyone’s heads level. You must understand that. Of course, you—by all means—deserve to look into it.”

Laurent waves his hand once to signal it isn’t Felix’s turn to speak. “All I’m saying is, I’d much rather be a mentor to a man who I do not think murdered my wife than a man who did. Otherwise, you’d be quite the horrid understudy. Don’t you agree?” Felix sheepishly nods his head once more. “So, I suggest you start playing along, Mr. Hughes. For your own good, stop pretending this isn’t happening, and start convincing me you didn’t kill my wife,” Laurent mutters, and the words land hard on Felix’s chest.

Felix’s lower lip slightly quivers, his eyes locked onto Laurent’s as if a taut string connects them. He understands now. There is no getting out of this.

“Very well,” he responds.
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Meanwhile, back in the theater, the guests are already growing impatient as they wait for their turn to speak to Laurent.

Naturally, Preston is the one who presses this issue onto Henri.

“So what? We’ll do a couple interrogations, he’ll pop one of us in the head, and then we get out of here?” he asks in Henri’s direction. The guests all look to Henri. Henri doesn’t respond. “Hey man, what the fuck’s your problem?” Preston continues. “Obviously we’re all pretty freaked out right now. The least you could do is answer our questions.” Again, no answer.

With a look of only slight displeasure, Phoebe watches this interaction play out, glancing back and forth from Preston’s outburst to Henri’s straight face.

“Some fuckin’ detective you are. What would your chief say about you wrapped up in all this? Or, is this just how they do it in France? I’ve heard law enforcement isn’t worth two shits over there.”

“That is true, sir,” Celia chimes in. “You are just as much the criminal Mr. Fontaine is if you let him go through with this. He said you’re a friend. Have you tried talking to him?” she suggests with an endearing tone in her timid voice. This time, Henri just sniffs.

Phoebe softly chuckles while shaking her head.

“Or…” Preston perks up, “or you’re not working for him either. Maybe he’s got you trapped here just like us.”

Celia gasps. “Sir! You can tell us! We can help! We can all work together to get out of this mess!”

“You are, aren’t you? You’re just like us,” Preston sneers. “One of that sick bastard’s prisoners.” He walks closer to Henri down the theater aisle, his feet finding the steps, his finger in the air as if he’s onto something. “My guess? He needed help, and no one else would agree to do such a fucked-up thing. So, now he’s got you here against your will.” The other guests track Preston as he passes by the rows of seats. “Am I right?” Henri still doesn’t entertain him; he only hopes Laurent is almost done with Felix. “Hey!” Preston yells. He’s only a few feet away from Henri now. “What, are you fucking deaf too? I asked you a question, Henri. Are you working for this prick or not?” He stops walking. “You know what? I bet that gun on your waist isn’t even loaded.”

Phoebe shifts in her seat to get a better view as Preston encroaches into Henri’s personal space.

“Show us the bullets,” Preston continues to antagonize. Henri stares right into his eyes, not backing away a single inch. “You hear me? I’m calling your bluff! Show us the fucking bullets or I’ll make you prove it!”

Celia leans over, tightly gripping Phoebe’s wrist as she watches the events unfold. Amid all this, Phoebe mentally takes note that whoever Preston is to Celia, he’s clearly important.

“All right you fuckin’ mute! You got one chance! Three! Two! One—”

Before Preston can finish, Henri slams an open palm into Preston’s chest, knocking him back onto the first row of chairs, coincidentally landing right next to the sleeping Himiri Xing and the thoroughly entertained Jimmy McEnroe. Before Preston can collect himself, Henri pulls back his jacket to reveal his revolver, twirls it out of his waistband, pops open the cylinder with his thumb, and lets all six bullets fall into his other hand, leaving it open toward Preston to show him the bullets that he asked for.

Preston remains in the seat in defeat. Henri continues to flash the bullets in his face. Not another sound is made in the room. All keep eyes on Henri’s palm, cradling the ammunition.

Celia’s never seen a bullet before. For the fifth time tonight, she’s fighting back tears. Preston pulls back his hair and straightens his tie. He looks at Henri, who still hasn’t said a word, in the eye for a moment. Eventually, he quietly gets up and heads back to the third row where he was initially seated.

Celia realizes that she’s been squeezing Phoebe’s wrist rather tightly, and she releases her grip and loosens her body. “Sorry, Phoebs.” She half smiles. “Just very jumpy right now.”

Phoebe twists her wrist to stretch it out. “Yeah, so glad we came,” she says, observing Preston staring at the both of them as he passes by.

Henri reloads his weapon and readjusts himself to how he stood before the outburst. The group resumes waiting on Laurent and Felix.
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Back in the closet, Laurent has started the interrogation aspect of this interview.

“If you don’t mind, with the remaining time I’ve set aside, I’d like to ask you some more specific questions,” Laurent states. Felix compliantly nods his head, as he thinks even if he did mind, he’s not sure Laurent would care. “Please do your best to answer as honestly as you can,” Laurent instructs. “Do you know of Mr. William Freeman?”

Felix swallows quickly and silently, yet still gives himself enough time to pause. “The, um... the auctions guy, yeah? I know of him, yes.”

“And did you know of him the night my wife was killed?”

“Back then? Sixty-seven? I don’t believe so, no. I was quite young then.”

“You don’t believe so? Or, you know for sure that you did not know of him then?”

Felix shifts in his seat. “It was a long while ago. I can’t exactly say when I had heard of him first. But I’ve been constantly hearing about him since I started my company,” Felix answers. “Well, that is until he passed.”

“And, do you know what he did, Felix?” Laurent presses on.

“Like... like for a living?”

“Yes.”

“Well, I know he ran auctions.”

“And what kind?” asks Laurent placidly.

“Um, just Fine Art Auctions, I suppose. Large ones. The expensive auctions with the sought-after pieces.” Felix again shifts in his chair, this time crossing his legs and placing his hands on his knee.

Laurent is visibly displeased with his answer, clicking his lips, but nonetheless, he moves on. “Did you ever know your father, Felix?”

Immediately, Felix’s posture shifts, and his facial expressions sharpen. “Why does that matter?” he retorts quite swiftly.

“These are just questions, Felix. That’s all.”

Despite the disrespect Felix feels in this instance, he can’t help but continue to cooperate in the presence of a man he so greatly looks up to. “Well... again, I knew of him. Just about as much as I did Mr. Freeman, honestly. By the time I found out who my father was, it was too late. Never spoke a word to him.”

“Are you aware that he and Mr. Freeman were partners at one point?” Laurent inquires.

Felix takes a breath and tilts his head downward. “I am aware, yes. I was told where he worked and what he did when I tried finding him. I was able to track down his place of employment after I received a letter in the mail.” Felix is reluctant to mention the money attached to the letter.

“But you said you don’t exactly know the nature of the auctions they ran?” says Laurent with a brief pause. “Was that part conveniently left out of your research?”

Felix doesn’t know how to respond for a moment. He pretends to pick something off his pant leg, and then he scratches his lower thigh. “I, um... I suppose I haven’t done as much poking around as you,” he replies with a light laugh. “I’d greatly prefer not to talk about my family life. I’m not sure exactly what the auctions did, but I can tell you aren’t happy with the man my father was. I assure you I had no association with my father because I did not know my father.”

Laurent looks at him for a moment, somewhat admiring the tenacity of his last statement. “Funny, I’d bet Ms. Freeman out there would say much of the same,” Laurent quips. “Would you bring her in? Thank you for your time, Mr. Hughes.”

Felix looks around a moment. “That’s it? That was the whole interrogation?”

“Mhm,” chirps Laurent, pulling out his pipe once again.

“You— you got all you needed?” Felix reluctantly asks as he stands up and pushes the stool in.

“Oh, no. Not at all. But it’s a good start.”

“A good start? As in, there will be more of these?”

Laurent inhales and smiles. “Well, I certainly didn’t solve a murder by asking you a few questions about your family life,” he says as he exhales.

Felix watches the smoke expand, clouding the dim, yellow light and creating quite the ambiance in the closet. He’s not sure what to think. But, as he opens the door and alerts Phoebe that she’s next, one thought does cross his mind: Damn, I forgot to ask which films of mine he’s seen.
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Laurent sits alone in the theatre closet, basking in the tobacco-ridden air. His eyes fade, and his body doesn’t move. He bites his lip.

The curator grabs his temple as if there’s a sharp pain within his head. There isn’t a sharp pain within his head.

“I’m trying, my love,” Laurent mumbles under his breath.


20
THE INTERVIEW WITH MS. FREEMAN


Phoebe enters and gently shuts the door behind her. She waves her hand in front of her face, shooing away some leftover smoke from Laurent’s last exhale as she slowly walks to the stool that Felix left empty. She takes the seat and sits on her hands with her feet hanging just off the ground.

“Ms. Freeman, thank you for coming, dear,” Laurent tells her as he warmly smiles toward her through the fog.

Phoebe stares at him blankly for a moment. “You… you mean here? Like this room?” She moves her hands out and points at the floor with both pointer fingers. “Or just today in general? In that case, sure, I’m honored to have been invited. But, if you mean ‘thanks for coming to this closet,’ where the fuck else could I go?”

As she finishes this aggressive statement, her jaw lays slightly open and crooked, like the disbelief of Laurent’s audacity won’t allow her to close it.

Laurent puts his pipe back in his mouth and nods his head to and fro, as if he’s taking a moment to think about the answer to her rhetorical question. “Art student, correct? Where from?” he inquires, shifting subjects.

“What happened to you knowing every detail about my life?” she whips back at him with a small quiver in her nose.

Laurent chuckles at this, and some more smoke falls from his nostrils. “You are already much more fun than Mr. Hughes was,” he replies, “and pardon, you got me. Pratt Institute. Sophomore.” He answers his own question.

“Then, why did you ask?”

“Small talk, I suppose,” Laurent returns as he finally puts out the flame in his pipe, and the room clears. He lays the pipe on the table next to the composition notebook that he hasn’t yet used.

“There is no small talk,” Phoebe is quick to aggressively retort. “And, excuse my raised voice, but I can imagine you understand why I’m raising it and why I don’t give a single fuck about small talk at the moment.”

Laurent gives a gentle frown and nods his head forward, showing respect to her statement.

For a moment, Phoebe thinks it might be nice if the notebook catches fire from the pipe lying next to it. Not because she wants to burn to death, but, at the very least, she thinks she might enjoy seeing this museum set ablaze.

The world’s most expensive bonfire, she jokes in her head. Regardless, she has no luck with this wish.

There’s a moment of silence between the two. During this, Phoebe again recognizes that she’s not particularly upset about the situation Laurent is putting the guests in. At least not as upset as the others. She’s discretely quite entertained by it.

However, she does find herself enraged that yet another rich man has completely determined the way her night will go. Her life has always been controlled by rich men.

Phoebe looks around the room, checking her surroundings now that the visibility is higher in the closet with the smoke settling.

“Relax, I don’t have a gun pointed at you or something. We’re just here to talk,” Laurent tells her.

Phoebe clenches her jaw. She sits on her hands again. Beneath her annoyance and lack of sympathy she’s been displaying, Laurent does notice a slight fear in her eyes. Just the slightest amount that she’s hiding well. Though he knows it’s investigative malpractice to feel sympathy for suspects, the girl is one of the only guests he is prepared to possibly feel bad for.

“Look, Phoebe— may I call you Phoebe?” he begins again.

“No,” she responds without a flinch.

Laurent clears his throat. “Very well, Ms. Freeman, did you not say it yourself?”

“Did I not say what?”

“Say the fact that you were merely nine years old the day my wife was murdered.”

“I did. And yet I’m still here. If I repeat it one more time, will you miraculously come to your senses and let me go?”

“And, therefore, you realistically cannot be responsible for the death of my wife,” he continues and puts his hands in the air as if to surrender. “Or, even if you somehow were responsible for the death of my wife, it couldn’t possibly have been your intention.”

Again, Phoebe stares at Laurent sharply. “Are you implying that someone told me to hurl your wife over a ledge, and so I, at nine years old, hurled your wife off a ledge?” she retaliates.

“I’m implying that I’m looking in every direction among the six of you as of now.”

Phoebe lets out a laugh through her nose. “Look, no offense, clearly you’ve gone insane—and I’m sorry for your loss—but I’ve written papers about you and your museum. I, for one, think I would remember if I was a part of some elaborate plot to murder Marie Fontaine.”

“One would think, Ms. Freeman,” Laurent rhetorically states. “However, there are two important details in which to remember about children in these situations. For one, children are ignorant. We must keep in mind that in 1967, you as well were more than likely ignorant.” Phoebe sits still, not amused, blinking very intentionally as if each blink is another hint to Laurent that she wishes he’d let her leave. “And, secondly, trauma.” Laurent carries on. “Children don’t react to trauma well.”

“And you did?” Phoebe jabs.

Laurent smiles. “Perhaps I did not. But when something traumatic happens to us as children, we often write it off completely. Forget it until a later date. Store it in the very depths of our minds until something happens that triggers it back to the front. The tricky part is, we can’t exactly just remember those childhood traumas ourselves. Our conscience is far too conditioned to never bring it up again.”

“So, again, how am I supposed to help then?”

Laurent leans in closer to her from across the desk. “If we’re lucky, Ms. Freeman, you have a dark corner of your closet that you haven’t looked at in quite some time,” he whispers. “I think it’s time we turn the lights on. Just as precaution. Just to give those corners a look.”

Phoebe allows Laurent to have his moment before she too leans close and lowers her voice. “You knew my father quite well?” she asks him. Laurent nods. “Then you’ll know I have a lot of fucking closets with a lot of dark corners.” The girl backs away from Laurent slightly, loosening some of the tension that’s been created. “But, none of my closets will be of any help to you. By all means, go raid my father’s.”

Laurent, on the other hand, does not back away. He’s still leaning in, still staring at her, smiling.

Admittedly, he’s having quite a good time conversing with Phoebe. In all the times he practiced this, he didn’t imagine anyone would match his flair for good, natural dialogue. He takes a great liking to good, natural dialogue. As it goes. He again has to remind himself not to take a great liking to the girl.

He picks up his pipe from the table. “I’m sorry; I should have done this earlier,” he says as he extends the pipe to her in offering.

She contemplates a moment. “Do you have cigarettes?”

“I do not.”

“No thanks, then.”

He puts the pipe back down.

“Ms. Freeman, within you, there is a child—”

“So, you’re going this route?” she grumbles. “Old, wise man makes young girl cry as he unravels her fucked up home life?”

Laurent lets her simmer, ignoring her insults again. “Within you, there is a child holding onto something. Perhaps, holding onto many things. I mean this with no offense, but I don’t have any quarrel with anything else that has happened in your life,” Laurent tells her quite honestly. “However, maybe that child in you is holding onto one thing that I dearly need. The more I push, the further that child will run.”

Phoebe finally looks up to acknowledge him again. Laurent’s tone has changed. It’s softer and gentler. And, what he’s saying no longer sounds completely sociopathic.

“I am relying on you being back in this building for the first time to be enough to push that trauma back to the forefront of your brain,” Laurent further explains. “I’m not saying it’s a guarantee, but if something does come to you, I need to trust that you will tell me immediately. The faster you might share your memories, the faster you can leave.” As Laurent continues to speak, Phoebe notes an endearing look in his eyes, the first time all night he seems trustworthy to her. “Genuinely, Ms. Freeman, I do apologize for the requirement of your attendance.” He keeps going. “But you must understand, you might be a crucial piece to this puzzle.”

Phoebe continues to observe his body language for a moment. Although he’s trying to make her more comfortable, she’s still wary. “What about ‘the daughter pays for the father’? What about that whole bit?” she presses.

“Well, between you and me, perhaps that was just for show.” Laurent is now breaking simple investigative rules, and he knows it. “Or, perhaps information revealed will force me to double down on that statement. Who’s to say?” he adds with a smile.

“Well, if you do decide to punish me based on the morals of my father, you might as well shoot me dead in this closet,” Phoebe jokes.

“Oh, don’t we all know that. I did know your father. More than I ever would have cared to. I didn’t bring you here to slap you on the wrist for how he treated me or anybody else in my field. I brought you here to help me find who killed Marie.”

Phoebe nods. “Yeah, you’ve made yourself clear.”

Laurent sits back again in his chair and crosses his legs. “Now, I am genuinely curious about your interest in the arts. Care to indulge me?” he asks.

“Like what?”

“What medium do you study?” Phoebe doesn’t answer and instead stares at Laurent quite dismissively. “Right, I’m sorry. I know that one too. Graphic design,” he chirps with sarcastic enthusiasm.

Phoebe’s eyebrows draw together. “Why’d you say it like that?”

“Well, it is the medium of the future, isn’t it?” Laurent replies.

She crosses her legs on the stool. “Oh, I get it,” she spurts.

“Get what?”

“It’s a growing medium. There are no prints in the Louvre, no designers have received the patented Laurent Fontaine seal of approval,” she challenges. “So— so the whole medium is just a joke then, right?”

“I said no such thing,” Laurent defends. “But it is intended to be more of a marketable art form, is it not?”

“I mean, sure. The same way painting some housewife’s portrait was the only way painters made money before Pollock became an alcoholic or Picasso went insane.”

Laurent chuckles at this. “There are many successful painters, or artists of any medium for that matter, who capitalized on their own, original ideas before those two, Ms. Freeman. For as long as art has been around, it has been conceptual. Sadly, here in America, creativity often follows wherever the money goes.”

“Yeah, says the guy who bought up all the art here.”

“Says the girl whose father made all of those prices much higher,” Laurent snaps back. Phoebe looks to the floor again, tilting her head sideways as if to signal truce. They’re both silent for a moment. “And Picasso was not insane, by the way. Those are rumors. He was a very intelligent man when I had the privilege to speak to him. Even in his late life,” Laurent tells her. Phoebe remains silent and only looks up when the hanging light above them flickers. “What is your favorite movement?” Laurent inquires.

Phoebe rolls her eyes. I can’t tell if he’s a pretentious prick trying to make me feel stupid or genuinely enjoys talking about art, she thinks.

“Surrealism,” she answers. Laurent doesn’t yet reply to this, and Phoebe quickly gets the message that he was hoping for more and so she explains herself. “Even if most of them are berserk, it’s what I’ve found most fun to study so far. The way they paint almost like a child would... only a child wouldn’t paint the way they do because they’re an adult thinking like a child. Like some kind of paradox or something, if that makes sense.”

Laurent smiles warmly at this. “I would happily agree with you in your explanation, Ms. Freeman. Marie loved surrealism. Though, she loved just about any art form that came through these doors,” he recalls. “Fun fact, surrealist painters, in this industry, are like an uncle who did one too many drugs.” He gets a small smile from Phoebe. “But they’re dreamers,” he continues with a pointed finger, “dreamers who paint their own dreams to make them more tangible. And that is something to be respected. I was once a poor French boy fighting in a war I didn’t quite understand. And this?” He opens his arms toward the walls. “This was just a dream.”

“I imagine you mean the museum and not the current situation we’re in?”

Laurent allows himself to laugh at this. “Do you know of the Nouveau Realists?” He again flips the subject.

“Don’t think so. Should I?”

“Perhaps not, they haven’t been mentioned in many books quite yet. They’re fairly new. But, one artist in particular I think you should know: Niki de Saint Phalle. Have you heard of her?”

Phoebe takes a contemplative breath. “If she’s a woman, probably not. Most women I’ve learned about so far had to sign their husband’s name on their paintings.”

“Exactly. De Saint Phalle is a woman making work as a true woman. Marie would have absolutely adored her. I wish I had heard of her sooner.”

“She’s a feminist? Groundbreaking stuff,” Phoebe retorts.

Laurent is getting better at ignoring the sharp tonality of Phoebe’s disposition. “There’s a certain work of hers I think you should look into. A series of canvases titled Shooting Paintings.” He begins acting out the process with his hands. “What she did was hang bags of paint above a canvas, and then she took a few steps back, loaded a rifle, and fired it at the bags so that paint exploded and coated the surface. There was some sculpting to it as well, some objects molded into the canvas. But, the act of the shooting is what interests me.”

Phoebe waits for more. There isn’t more. “That’s it?”

“Oh, Ms. Freeman. You are a student of the arts! ‘That’s it?’ is the most ignorant question you could ever ask!” Laurent exclaims. “Everything has a reason. Everything is connected, dear.”

“Right, of course. The clear message being women can shoot guns, too,” she states with an animated tone of body language. “It’s just much harder to get your hands on one if you don’t have a penis is all.”

Laurent again ignores her. “The canvas, of course, looked like a crime scene. But it was about the performance. The act of it all. Women are often deemed far lesser than men—”

“Thanks,” Phoebe interjects.

“But, why is that? Inarguably, women are more presentable than men in many areas. They are sharper, typically more intelligent. More thoughtful. Less selfish. More caring. And, by God, they are more beautiful. So, why do men still rule the world?”

Phoebe again waits for Laurent to keep going with his point. Laurent stares at her for some sort of answer. “Um... they’re bigger?”

“Precisely!” Laurent slaps the desk. He doesn’t slap it very hard, but given the circumstances, it’s enough to make Phoebe jump ever-so-slightly. “Men are stronger. More likely to resort to violence. Always have been, always will be. And so, nothing’s changed despite how many other areas women thrive. Do you think I built this place by myself?”

“I’m gonna guess your wife helped.”

“Of course, she did. More than anyone knows. Yet, she still insisted I call it the Laurent Fontaine Museum of Art. She wanted to leave herself out of it. Do you know why?”

Phoebe shakes her head no.

“‘When a woman owns an important building or makes an important piece of art, it then becomes something entirely different until the viewer is able to erase their prejudice,’” he speaks slowly as he quotes his wife. “She wrote that in an essay a few years before she was killed. She never published that essay. Regardless, I insisted we simply use our last name for the museum. And yet still, the public always pretended as if she had nothing to do with it. Because she was right in her assumptions.” He takes a brief pause, and he leans slightly over the table again. “The point is this: women will always be women, and men will always be men. Just as a museum is a museum and a splattered canvas is simply a splattered canvas. Unless it’s been splattered by a rifle that was fired by a woman. Then, it is something entirely different.”

The girl is actively listening now as her posture is naturally leaning in with interest.

Laurent keeps going with his point. “A woman is often smarter, better looking, and more careful. A man is just bigger, louder, and therefore more likely to win. To lead. To be heard.” Laurent leans in as close as he can and lowers his voice to a sturdy whisper. “But a woman with a gun? She is dangerous.”

Laurent’s final statement thickens the air in the closet, and the two bask in it for a moment.

Phoebe, as much as she did find herself enjoying Laurent’s speech, finds extended silence uncomfortable. “You picked a terrible typeface for your invitations, by the way,” she cuts in.

“Pardon?”

“The invites you sent us. You used Futura. A German design. It’s nice enough, but letters should always be Serif fonts. The feet on serif characters make them easier to read when printed small like on your invite.”

Laurent can’t help but be highly impressed with her attention to detail. “I will keep that in mind for the next time we do this then.” Phoebe laughs at this. Laurent stands to chauffeur her out the door. “All right, that’s all the time we have. Thank you for your cooperation, Ms. Freeman,” he states. “Truly, I hope to have you out of here shortly so long as you did not kill my wife when you were nine.”

In all honestly, Phoebe is quite content staying in this closet. She can’t stand the thought of going back into the theater and being forced to converse with the others. Nonetheless, she gives Laurent a nod and pushes in the stool. As she reaches for the door, she pauses a moment and looks back.

“I’d like a hit now,” she says.

“Pardon?”

“A hit. Of the pipe.”

“Oh! Of course. Here you are,” Laurent mutters as he hands her the pipe and a match to light it.

Phoebe takes one hit and considerately blows the smoke away from Laurent’s face and hands the pipe back to him. She coughs slightly.

“Phoebe’s okay,” she says once her lungs clear.

“Pardon?”

“Phoebe. You can call me Phoebe. If we’re gonna be here a while, I’m not going by Ms. Freeman.”

Laurent grins. “Very well, Phoebe. It was a pleasure. Please bring me your stepmother.”


21
THE CLOSET AFFAIR


As Phoebe finds her seat again, Celia is quick to grab her by the shoulders. “Phoebs! Are you okay, sweetheart? What did he do to you in there? Tell me everything!” she urgently whispers.

“Relax, I’m fine,” Phoebe scoffs. “He wants you next.”

“Me? For— for what?”

Phoebe peers at her, completely flabbergasted by her stepmother’s obliviousness. “For a fucking interrogation, Celia. Do you pay any attention at all?”

The breath from Celia’s lungs dissipates. She looks to Preston as if she’s asking for help. Preston was already looking back at her. He puts his tongue in his cheek. “Well... I’m— I’m not quite ready yet,” Celia says.

“I seriously doubt that he cares,” Phoebe retorts.

Celia begins to breathe quite heavily, her dress expanding and retracting over her chest in rhythm.

Then, Laurent opens the door to reveal himself to the theater for the first time since his introduction, just poking his head out. “Mrs. Hamilton-Freeman? Are you coming?” he calls out.

Celia again glances at Preston. “Sir... perhaps someone else could go before me?” she responds to Laurent.

“Oh, no. This is all scheduled, madam. You’re next,” he reiterates with a quick smirk.

As Celia’s lanky fingers again grip the arms of her theater chair and she prepares to stand, Preston jumps to interject. “Mr. Fontaine,” he exclaims, “I’d like a moment of privacy with Ms. Hamilton first.”

“Pardon?” Laurent looks to him in confusion.

“I said I’d like a word with Ms. Hamilton before anything else happens.”

Laurent looks perplexed for a moment, scanning the room. “Oh, you mean Mrs. Hamilton-Freeman?”

“Mr. Freeman is dead, right? So, it’s just Hamilton now.”

Celia stays silent as she observes the men discussing the status of her name.

“Oh, I’m deeply sorry, dear,” Laurent apologizes to Celia. “I was unaware you dropped the Freeman.”

“I... I haven’t. Hamilton-Freeman is fine,” Celia explains to Laurent with her head down.

Preston eyes her despondently and then turns back to Laurent. “Look, whatever the fuck her last name is, I need to speak with her,” he reaffirms his position.

“Well, that request is denied,” Laurent quickly spits.

Preston scratches the back of his head, the kind of head scratch only men do when they’re about to give someone a piece of their mind. “You treat us like fucking criminals. You hold us hostage. At best, there’s one of us who’s guilty and deserves some of this. At worst, we’re all completely innocent, and you have us locked in here against our will for some makeshift, low-budget investigation unbeknownst to any sort of actual law enforcement. The least you can do is give me one goddamn moment of privacy with an old friend.”

Without picking up her head, Celia shoots her eyes to Laurent to observe his reaction, her eyebrows raising to clear her view.

Laurent looks at Henri in hopes of some advice on how to handle this. Henri simply shrugs his shoulders. Laurent shrugs his shoulders back. He huffs.

Every instinct that Laurent has built for himself over the last decade is telling him that this is a horrendous idea. However, despite his many efforts to pretend otherwise, Laurent still has some morals remaining. And, even though he understands the magnitude of what he is doing tonight, Laurent would like to look back on this event with a few morals remaining. So, he decides to let the moment of privacy happen. “Very well. I suppose you two can have a moment in the closet. Just once. Henri, please search them.”

Preston triumphantly heads for the closet door while Celia is a tad slower getting up.

Felix intently watches the two as Henri pats them down. Part of him wonders what Preston could possibly want to say in privacy to the dainty and ditzy-looking woman. The other part of Felix doesn’t care a bit about Preston’s doings.

While Henri’s hands are investigating her hips, Celia looks at Phoebe who is gazing back at her. She gives a light smile to which Phoebe responds with only a short nodding of her head. This doesn’t make Celia feel very nice.

“Just a few minutes. I’ll come get you when your time is up,” Laurent instructs as he opens the door for them.
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The door closes behind them. They both stroll around the space for a moment. Preston takes a look at the movie poster on the wall. He’s never seen the film. Celia finds herself in a corner, nervously fiddling with a few rolls of film. She has no idea what she’s fiddling with. She’s waiting for Preston to say something.

Preston strokes his chin, allowing himself a few moments to think. It remains silent in the closet as he does so.
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On the other side of the door, Henri and Laurent stay close in hopes of hearing what might be said.

“Is this wrong? Is it wrong of me to eavesdrop?” Laurent asks Henri quietly.

Henri curls his eyebrows at Laurent. “No. No, Laurent. You’re fine.” The detective already thinks granting them permission was stupid enough.
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Back in the closet, Preston pulls the stool close to him and takes a half seat on the edge.

He finally speaks. “All right look, I imagine the bastard is listening to whatever we’re saying in here. So, keep quiet,” he demands with a whisper. “Who knows?”

Celia finally puts down the film on Laurent’s desk, which she had accidentally released from the roll and tangled every which way in her hands. It crinkles quite loudly as it reshapes on the wooden surface.

“No one, Preston. I promise!” Celia exclaims as quietly as she can.

“Not even Phoebe?”

“No...” she turns her head to avoid him. “But—”

“But what?”

“But she’s getting awfully curious is all,” she answers, rubbing her palms. She notices they’re quite sweaty. Celia hates sweating.

“It doesn’t matter how curious she is. You need to keep her out of the loop.” He gets up from the stool and steps closer to her. “And every single person in that room as well. No one can know. Or we’re both fucked as soon as we get out of here. Understood?”

“Understood, Preston. I promise. I won’t say a thing.”
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Laurent and Henri still stand just outside the closet while the others remain seated. He can’t hear much from outside the door. Still, he stands with his ear relatively close, wondering how long is a respectable amount of privacy to give.

Felix’s foot has been tapping since they entered the closet, his fingers intertwined in his lap, paying close attention to every move Laurent makes. He considers now asking Laurent which of his films he’s seen but thinks it might be an inappropriate time. He’ll wait.

Phoebe just now notices the sound that Felix’s tapping foot is making, and it’s quite annoying. She elects not to say anything to him in fear of it striking a conversation. Instead, she again looks around at the design of the theater. It’s similar to the home theater that her dad had built for her. Technically, he hired people to build it for her tenth birthday while he was on a year-long business trip. They didn’t finish the theater until after her twelfth birthday. She still hasn’t used it.

While Himiri is still motionless in her chair, Jimmy sits straight up. His posture is nearly perfect. He’s only moved to wipe his nose once or twice in the same nature as a man who dabbles in cocaine. He does dabble in cocaine, but only on occasion.

Henri takes note of the man’s strange actions.

“He’s quite odd,” Henri leans in to whisper to Laurent while continuing to study Mr. McEnroe.

“Who?”

“The tall one.”

“Jimmy? I told you, he’s schizophrenic.”

“Is he schizophrenic all the time? Or just in spurts?”

Laurent finally looks away from the closet and peers at Henri with ironic curiosity. “What? Do you think it has some sort of fucking off switch?”

“He’s just stranger than I imagined, is all.”

They keep their voices low so as not to offend Mr. McEnroe.

Still, Jimmy hears everything Henri and Laurent are saying. He acts as though he does not.
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Preston has much more he’d like to say to Celia; he’s just unsure how to further break the ice on the conversation.

While he thinks of a starter, he notices tears running down her cheek. He quickly moves in to wipe them away. At first, Celia flinches. Once she realizes what he’s doing, she allows it to happen. Preston’s thumb brushes away a tear, and some of Celia’s makeup comes off onto his finger with it. This is a familiar act for the two.

“It’s incredibly important we keep our composure. Both of us,” he tells her, remembering he needs to reduce his intensity when communicating with this woman. That was one of her traits that always bothered him; she couldn’t handle serious situations. Celia nods her head. “We have to be professionals about all of this,” he presses on. Celia again nods her head, but this time a few more tears drop, and her bottom lip quivers a bit. “Celia. Come on. You need to pull yourself together.” Despite his efforts, he can’t help but get urgent with her.

Celia sniffs. “I’m just— I’m scared, Preston. This is all incredibly scary. I didn’t do anything!”

Preston firmly grabs her shoulders and looks directly into her eyes. Celia has to look slightly upward to match his eye contact which she only holds for a brief second.

“Listen to me. There’s a psychopath threatening our lives, and the only way we make it out is if we tell him what he wants to hear.” He pauses to give her a chance to finish his sentence. She doesn’t. “Which is?” he rhetorically asks. Celia can’t get her eyes to clear up or lip to stop shaking long enough to answer. “That we have nothing to do with the auctions anymore,” he answers for her. “Right?”

Celia nods. “Right,” she repeats with no strength behind the word.

“Everyone else out there is fending for themselves. You and I, we’ll be a team. We’ll look out for each other.”

“What about Phoebe?” Celia gets herself to speak.

Preston shakes his head. “She’s just a kid. He won’t hurt her,” he claims. “I don’t think.”

Celia’s face looks unsure, like she can’t decide whether she’s fully bought into this team Preston is proposing.

“I know things were complicated between us,” Preston moves forward, “but we still know each other. We know each other well. You sold me the company. You have to trust me.” He’s gently shaking Celia’s upper body now as he speaks. “If you can do that, we’ll make it out of here.” Celia gently nods her head once more. “And then, who knows.... who knows what we could be,” he adds, knowingly tapping into Celia’s emotions. This makes her look into his eyes again. “How does that sound? You and I, a team again?” Preston pushes one more time.

Celia waits a moment to answer. “I suppose that sounds quite nice,” she quietly tells him.

Preston senses that she might still be having doubts about his character. He decides he needs to do a little bit more to ensure she’s on his side.

He releases her shoulders and wipes away her tears again. He gently uses a bent finger to push away some loose, blonde locks from her face, making a point to look directly, deeply into Celia’s glassy eyes. “You always were a pretty crier,” he compliments her with an added grumble to his voice.

Celia tries to keep her composure, but she’s always been quick to blush. She’s especially been quick to blush for Preston Walker.

“Well, perhaps it’s only because you made me cry a lot,” she playfully retorts.

“Oh, come on, don’t be like that. Things change. People change. I was at a much different point then.”

“Is that so?”

“Yeah, it is so.” He grins, again leaning closer to her, possessing a more inviting demeanor this time.

Celia’s seen this face before. She knows what he’s about to do. More, she knows he’s more than likely only doing so for another reason besides physical attraction. A reason that benefits him. While she enjoys her ditzy personality and frail appearance, Celia is not an idiot. Still, she can’t tell if she cares about Preston’s intentions or not. It’s been so long since she’s felt him. She’s missed him.

“How much have you changed, Preston Walker?” Celia replies, she, too, adding a note of enticement to her voice.

“I could show you. Right now,” he whispers to her ear through his teeth as he moves a fluid hand over the cloth of her dress. He’s pinned Celia up against the shelf that carries the same expensive cameras that Felix had noticed. The bottom half of her body rests perfectly on a tripod. Preston’s other hand grazes her chest and moves to her neck. For a moment, she lets it happen. Then, she grabs the hand that’s nearing the top of her thigh.

“You’re insane. Not here. It can wait,” she breathes into his ear, her chin brushing the stubble on his cheek. “Like you said, who knows what we could be when we leave.”

Preston freezes and thinks for a moment. He needs this to work out for him. He needs Celia to rely on him. He needs Celia to need him. “Oh, come on. Is thee Celia Hamilton not as crazy as she used to be?” he pokes.

“We’re being investigated for murder, Preston. Is this entire night not crazy enough?” Celia insists.

“All the more reason to keep going, then.”

“He’ll come fetch us any moment.”

“Then let him pull me off you,” he counters.

Celia looks into his eyes one last time. She can’t fend him off any longer. She had figured she’d be unsuccessful. As insane as it is to be doing this here, she had kind of hoped she’d be unsuccessful. She’s craved the sensation of this man since he left her years ago. She releases his hand, and Preston continues up her leg, lifting her dress to her waist.
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As some shuffled noises are now heard from the other side of the door, Laurent checks his watch in a small amount of distress.

“All right, it’s been long enough,” he announces.

He reaches for the door handle and quickly turns it, turning the door halfway open at an angle in which only he can see inside the closet.

To his utter surprise, he sees the image of a half-pantless Preston thrusting himself into Celia whose head is lightly banging up against the metal shelves that she’s holding onto. They seemingly don’t notice Laurent in the doorway. He quickly shuts the door before they do, clears his throat, and resumes his previous position.

“Laurent?” Henri questions.

“Yes, Henri?”

“What— what happened?”

“Well,” Laurent nearly chokes, “it appears as though they’re having sexual intercourse in my theater closet. That’s what’s happened.”

Henri does choke. “They— what?”

“I said Mr. Walker and Mrs. Hamilton-Freeman are having sexual intercourse in my fucking closet, Henri,” Laurent reiterates in a low, aggressive whisper.

Henri takes a moment to glance at Laurent to double-check if he’s being serious. He is. “Aren’t you... aren’t you going to stop them?”

“I, for one, did not prepare to pull the penis of a man out of a woman today. Much less in my own theater closet. Did you?”

Henri’s unsure how to reply to such an absurd proposition. “No— No, I did not.”

“Then, we’ll wait.”

“Until they’re finished?”

“I don’t care if they finish, Henri,” Laurent quips. “Just until whatever they’re doing is through.”

Henri’s jaw remains slightly open in astonishment.

Felix notices the visible unease between the two men. “Is everything all right in there?” He prods.

Laurent looks to Henri for an answer. Henri doesn’t have one. “Yes. Everything is fine. I’ve given them a little more time—”

Before Laurent can finish his explanation, a loud, ringing static begins to play over the speakers. It’s enough to cause Jimmy McEnroe to jump quite high out of his seat and nearly cover his ears. It’s the most he’s moved all night.

After a few seconds, the noise fades into something more understandable. The ending of a song. Before anyone can comprehend which song it is, the lyrics fade out, and it ends.

“What was that?” Felix inquires in the brief silence.

“Well, I’ll be honest with you all,” Laurent responds. “The two guests in the closet are currently having sexual intercourse. I presume they must have bumped into my cassette player during their actions, which I happen to have connected to the theater speakers.”

Felix blinks away some confusion a few times. “That’s a joke. I assume you’re joking, correct?”

“I am not joking, Mr. Hughes.”

Phoebe lets out an audible cackle through her nose as she traces her eyebrows with her thumb and pointer finger. She flops backward into her seat. Jimmy also chuckles quite loudly.

Felix is at a loss for words. “I— are you... are you going to stop them, then?”

“No. As a matter of fact, I was just telling Henri, I had no plans on pulling the penis of a man out of a woman today,” Laurent restates. “If you’d like to do the honors, by all means.” He motions to the door.

Felix stays seated. “I’m uh… I’m good. I’ll pass.”

Then, another song begins to play. The melody escalates and fills the room. This one turns out to be “Then He Kissed Me” by the Crystals. Now, all the guests look up to the speakers and then back to Laurent.

“I have a wide collection of music on the one tape.” Laurent shrugs. “Marie and I took a great liking to modern, American music.”

“Can they not fucking hear this?” Phoebe yells over the music.

“One would assume they can,” Laurent simply answers. “I suppose maybe they enjoy it.”

“Oh my God,” Phoebe says to herself in disbelief both at her stepmother having sex in a closet and at how Laurent is handling it.

They all sit in the music for quite some time as muffled noises of the sex Celia and Preston are having begin to slip through the cracks of the door.

“Dear Lord.” Felix also mutters.

Phoebe lowers her head into her palms, fully covering her face from the embarrassment of being associated with the woman making the noises. To distract from the situation and keep the guests’ attention toward him, Laurent steps forward.

“I suppose there’s no reason we can’t enjoy some music while we wait,” he tells the guests as he begins to tap his foot.

Nobody knows exactly how to respond. They assume he must be joking, that he’s not actually going to dance right now. And then, against their hopes, he starts to dance.

He slides his leather shoes across the floor in front of the screen, and his hands bounce near his waist. His fingers snap, and his hips twist to the melody of the song blasting over the speakers.

As he so often does, even if it happens to be completely unrehearsed, Laurent is putting on a show.

Henri is as thrown off by Laurent’s dancing as the other guests. Sure, Laurent said they might have to improvise a few things, but dancing while sexual intercourse is happening in the room behind them was never mentioned as a possibility.

As the others stare, Laurent gets more into it. He throws his whole body around; his feet lift off the ground.

“Come on, folks. Don’t be shy! Just because I’ve trapped you here doesn’t mean you can’t have some fun,” he proclaims.

Felix cannot stop himself from letting out a small snort at this statement. He’s beginning to question the man that he thought Laurent to be, but he also might be starting to like him more. It’s as if he’s getting to know a close friend.

Phoebe is locked in a jagged position in her chair, having to flex every muscle in her body to not convulse from the embarrassment festering in the room. Her stepmother is fucking a man—who she assumes worked for her dead father—in the most famous art museum in the world, and yet it’s probably only the third most preposterous thing that has happened tonight. Nonetheless, she can’t take her eyes off the way Laurent is neatly cavorting across the stage.

“What the fuck was I invited to?” she asks herself aloud.

“Come on, friend! This is the Fontaine Museum of Art, after all. Enjoy yourself!” Laurent yells to Henri as he scoots closer to him.

Henri feels unavoidably obligated to join in. For a moment he considers entering the closet and, as Laurent puts it, pulling Preston’s penis out. But then he imagines the visuals inside the closet and decides dancing does seem like the better option. And so, his foot begins to tap.

“Maybe he has gone completely insane,” Felix says into the air, just loud enough for the other guests to hear.

In actuality, he briefly considers joining the dancing. It would certainly make a good impression, he thinks.

With the guests as audience and the intercourse still happening in the closet, Henri continues to tap and Laurent continues to move about. Phoebe considers trying to leave. She also wonders if she pulls on the locked door hard enough if maybe Henri or Laurent would shoot her. She thinks that might be the best option at this point.

As she looks for other ways out of this horribly awkward performance, she notices that—seemingly in an instant—Jimmy has become quite restless. Maybe it’s the volume of the music or maybe it’s the absurdity of Laurent’s rhythm, but it appears as though he’s sweating through the white shirt that he wears, and he’s adjusting his large glasses over and over again. His demeanor has completely shifted.

And, somehow, Himiri is still asleep.

For the next minute, every few seconds another strained moan can be heard from Celia. This makes Phoebe want to be shot even more. Though, she doesn’t focus on the groans much as she can’t stop inspecting Mr. McEnroe. He swipes through his hair and itches his chin on repeat. Droplets fall from the back of his neck.

His shoulders begin to twitch, and he starts to scan the theater, looking around at the other guests through his large, wired glasses. In doing so, he briefly makes unwelcome eye contact with Phoebe. She breaks it as quickly as it was created. Still, chills run down her spine at the cold, empty nature in which his eyes met hers, even for just the second.

Then, as Laurent does a charming twirl and faces the audience, Jimmy McEnroe stands for the first time. He simply rises and looks down upon the dancing men, not saying a word.

“Mr. McEnroe!” Laurent excitedly yells over the tunes as he spins back. “I figured you might be a man who wouldn’t mind a dance! Come down!”

Jimmy stays perfectly still, his large, hunched body looming over the row of seats in front of him as his moisture-laden fingertips spasm by his sides. Stains from his sweat lather his shirt. He loudly clears his throat.

“Truly, Mr. McEnroe!” Laurent tells him with an encouraging wave. “I assume they’ll be done any minute, and we’ll get back on schedule. Show us what you can do—”

At this moment, with no second thought, Jimmy moves his hand swiftly down his leg, reaching toward his ankle. He slides his fingers into his sock, pulling out a handgun. He immediately draws the weapon and points it directly at Laurent, who has no time to react aside from the drastic change in his facial expression. Jimmy fires the weapon with an audible click of the trigger, grazing the top of Laurent’s right shoulder, knocking him to the ground, and sending a stream of blood spewing onto the theater screen behind him. With the sound of the gun going off, a screech jumps from Phoebe’s mouth, and she freezes with her hands tightly gripped to the row of seats in front of her. She can do nothing but observe.

Felix initially ducks his head underneath the back of his chair at the sight of the gun but quickly peeks out his head to check on Laurent. “Bloody hell! Laurent!” he yells. He looks back to Jimmy, who is taking aim for another shot. “Mr. Fontaine, look out!”

Laurent is quite unsuccessfully crawling backward, leaving a trail of smeared blood on the floor. He’s trying to make it to Henri, who has taken shelter behind the podium with his gun gripped in a fist, his natural reaction to gunshot kicking in from war experience. Before Laurent can crawl behind cover, the trigger of Jimmy’s gun clicks again, and Laurent braces for another bullet, but another bullet never hits him.

Jimmy’s gun is jammed. The schizophrenic painter smacks the revolver with his off-hand in hopes of unjamming it and accidentally pops open the cylinder, spilling the remaining five bullets onto the ground, making a clamorous, metallic, ringing noise. Jimmy quickly bends down to collect the mess and rapidly attempts to reload his weapon.

Henri recognizes the sound of spilled bullets and sees an opportunity to stand. He rises from the podium and takes aim while Mr. McEnroe is still gathering the ammunition, so when Jimmy finally does stand to shoot Laurent for a second time, Henri is quite prepared. With the melody of music still bouncing about the room, he fires his revolver just as the tall painter’s head pops above the seats, his bullet striking just above Mr. McEnroe’s left eyebrow. It exits out the back of Jimmy’s skull, sending a larger, more plentiful spout of blood all over the theater seats, and an array of the bright red fluid coats Phoebe’s face, prompting a second skin-crawling scream.

Phoebe hysterically wipes her eyes from the blood and gags several times once she can see again. The liquid has doused her cream pantsuit, staining quite brightly on her chest and abdomen.

As she comes to terms with just how much fluid has rained upon her—along with what can only be a small amount of Jimmy’s brain—she vehemently vomits over the next row of chairs.

“Fuck! Fucking fuck!” she wails, completely out of breath from the act of throwing up, wiping her eyes and the corners of her mouth.
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Back in the closet, Celia and Preston still have not a clue about the events transpiring in the other room, only hearing their own lustful grunts and the extraordinarily loud music that they remain completely unaware of having turned on.

“Fuck! Fucking fuck!” murmurs Celia into Preston’s neck, in a much different vein than in which Phoebe had exclaimed the same words seconds ago.
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Jimmy’s body completely turns itself backward, flipping over his chair and tumbling lifelessly onto the ground. His glasses have shattered into dozens of pieces all over the room. The firearm remains locked in his hand. Only as Jimmy’s large, leather shoes fold over his head and flop back below his waist does the music on the speakers finally turn off.

Somehow, the blood and brains avoided landing on Himiri, who still lies motionless.

After ducking the second bullet, Felix observes Mr. McEnroe’s death and with a rush of adrenaline finds it safe to hop over the seats to check on Laurent.

“Sir! Sir! Are you hurt?” he begs as he rushes to Laurent’s side.

He’s met with the cautious, sturdy hand of Henri to his chest, knocking the wind out of him and blocking him from getting too close to Laurent.

“Yes, I’m hurt, Felix. He fucking shot me!” Laurent aggressively retorts as he finally scoots all the way back to the wall and lets his head rest on the theater screen.

Henri again quickly relies on his army experience and rips off the sleeve of his undershirt, promptly tying it around Laurent’s injured arm and pulling tight at the ends.

As the three men huddle around the fractured mess of Laurent’s shoulder, through her bloodstained eyes, Phoebe notices Himiri has still not moved. Her body shakes as she crawls over a few rows of seats, stumbling many times through her still blurred vision. She reaches out, extending her hand and shaking the old woman’s shoulder, staining Himiri’s dress with blood.

“Hey! Hey, lady!” Phoebe shouts to no success, her throat still burning from the puke.

She shakes her a little harder, and with it, Himiri’s head lifelessly rolls onto her other shoulder toward Phoebe, the old woman’s eyes rolling back in her head, causing Phoebe to yelp yet again.

Phoebe checks for a pulse, leaving a crimson fingerprint just below Himiri’s wrinkled jaw.

She feels nothing.

Himiri is also dead.

Finally, from the corner, the closet door opens. Amidst the blood lusted pandemonium, the remaining people alive in the room whip their heads to Celia and Preston.

Naturally, once she’s taken in the scenes of the theater, Celia lets out a scream that rings the ears of everyone in the room and slaps both hands onto her mouth. Tears instantly start flowing. She goes rigid.

“Mr. McEnroe!” she screams as if Jimmy was her lover.

Jimmy was not her lover. Celia just has a fixation on the attention that comes with spectacle, dramatic situations—such as a shooting—that she cannot help. As it goes.

Preston, too, freezes in complete shock. His pants, which he was still buttoning and buckling when he re-entered the room, fall to his ankles.
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22
THE FIRST INTERLUDE (OR “THE AUCTIONS, THE SCAMS, THE CRIMES, AND THE MAN BEHIND THEM”)


William Henry Freeman was the son of an American-born woman and an American-born man. His grandparents, on both sides, were also American-born.

He was always a large boy, one equally as round as he was tall.

When young William was in the second grade, his father was a car salesman at a time in the country where each family owning a car was still a relatively novel idea. Occasionally, his father would bring him along to show him an “honest day’s work,” or so he called it. What actually occurred when William sat in the lot with his father was this:

A customer would approach a vehicle. Before he could formulate an opinion on the product, William’s father would jump in the passenger seat, raving about how much more space that year’s model had when juxtaposed to the last. The customer would then typically reply with something such as, “Oh, we’re just looking right now,” in hopes of getting William’s father out of his hair. It never worked.

William’s father was as persistent and dubious a salesman as they come. The boy watched his dad change mileage on used vehicles’ dashboards, bump up prices depending on the way the customer spoke to him, and even place a nail under a few tires of purchased vehicles, so new buyers would return for a fix-up in short time.

William learned a lot from his father. He also learned a lot from the financial situation of the United States in these years.

However, with the Great Depression absorbing much of William’s early life, there were days, weeks, even months where no cars were sold. Thus, no food was on the table.

Birthdays were celebrated with a piece of toast for breakfast covered in cinnamon butter rather than the usual unsalted butter. Christmases went by when Santa did not exist in the Freeman household, which, by the time William had eaten his ninth piece of cinnamon-buttered toast, was constricted to a measly apartment with a community bathroom in the outskirts of Chicago.

After he attended school, William’s evenings were full of child labor. However, even his father knew there were only so many cars to sell, and so instead of working for his father, poor William was sent to work at the nearest factory where the same cars were manufactured.

William stood on an assembly line until nightfall before stumbling home with a level of exhaustion a young boy should never feel. To avoid attracting the attention of any committees, William was paid fifty cents per day completely under the table for his “honest work”.

His mother would take the two quarters from him as soon as he got in the door before yelling at him to take his filthy shoes off. He never did.

There were many bugs in that cheap and filthy Chicago apartment. Young William had a hard time sleeping without imagining the sensation of a beetle crawling on his leg. He grew to despise bugs. He grew to despise most things, frankly.

But bugs, he especially hated. Eventually, he picked up a routine to counteract the insects.

Each night, he’d prowl around his room as if he were a starving crow, his eyes locked onto the dusty floors looking for the next sorrowful bug to show itself. Once he found one, William would stand over it for a second or two, taking in how small it was and how large he was in comparison. This made him smile. After this, he took great joy in crushing the insect beneath his filthy shoe, the ones he never took off until he was ready for bed.

One morning before school, while William was eating his fourteenth piece of cinnamon-buttered toast and his dad was out unsuccessfully selling cars, William made a decision. He decided that he’d have his own place to live soon. He decided he would have his own money, too.

He didn’t know—and he didn’t care—how he was going to get the money. In fact, he knew he didn’t care about the money.

He cared about feeling like more than a boy cooped up in a dirty apartment working for fifty cents a day. He cared about feeling the kind of power he imagined men felt when buying convertible cars from his father. He wanted to feel like the world was a bug beneath his filthy shoe, and he knew making money was the only way to feel as such.

By the time he was sixteen, William Freeman had taught himself how to paint portraits. Technically, he started out with photographic portraits via camera—a relatively new device at the time—that he stole from a news reporter who once came into the car factory to expose child labor rings.

Portrait photography was supposed to be the next big thing in documentation of family lineage and such, though he quickly discovered that wealthy families hated the cheap, quickness of snapping a photo, and they would much rather pay more for a talented painter.

So, paint he did.

His initial years in business were slow and relatively moral. He didn’t have the money to move out quite yet, so, for the time being, he kept squashing bugs on his bedroom floor. Though, his mother was dead now, so no one was telling him to take off his filthy shoes as he did so.

At seventeen, however, William had begun to think of new ways to accumulate more money from his painting transactions. One tactic was simply painting random citizens as they ate lunch at outdoor restaurants and guilting them into compensation.

The culprits were usually women, since they complied quicker when he asked them for money in exchange for their unsolicited portraits.

Another tactic, specifically for the few wealthy families he found, involved building custom frames in combination with his paintings. He taught himself woodwork and ripped two-by-fours off fences of foreclosed homes for supplies. He insisted, however, to the wealthy families that the frames were built from only the finest of woods imported from Europe.

When money still wasn’t coming in quickly enough, William simply and blatantly turned to theft.

He had heard rumors of how much wealthy folk were willing to pay for certain works of art. He began taking buses to different museums and browsing their collection for potential candidates. In his first attempt at theft at the Museum of Modern Art in Chicago, he was quickly nabbed by a security guard before he even got the frame off the wall. Luckily, William appeared young enough for the guard to just slap him on the wrist and throw him out the doors.

Albeit wildly unsuccessful, this situation gave William a better idea; he could recreate the famous works of art and sell the replications as the real thing. Obviously, this plan would be much more extensive than robbery. However, with the right ignorant, superfluous rich men on the other end of the transaction, it would prove highly profitable.

William had already taught himself a variety of art techniques while painting the helpless women he preyed on; he’d just need to get a handle on the famous, historic styles. He already knew how to build replica frames; he’d just need to keep a supply of wood.

So, he continued going to museums, this time with a journal, where he would write down the names of famous paintings and the artists who made them. Then, one by one, he’d go back with his stolen camera and photograph the work, noting what colors were used and any other information that might be lost when the photograph developed.

Photographing then was a lengthy process, and so again he was thrown out of museums from time to time. But he got away with it enough to have an archive of valuable paintings to copy.

William would sit in his bedroom perfecting the paintings down to the direction of the brush strokes and the exact size of the canvas they appeared on. When he was ready to begin selling these replicas, he went back to the nearest museum and snuck in the employee closet where he stole a uniform and a blank name tag that only read Curator. He carefully painted his name above it.

When he traveled back to the wealthy families’ homes he had once painted for, he explained he recently got a job at a museum as head curator and traveling salesman and that he had brought some paintings for them to browse.

“Historical paintings brought to me to display in my own home. Well, I must be extraordinarily special,” one of the rich men told him. “What’s your price?”

William knew it wasn’t about a price. He knew the rich man was already hooked on the power and respect that comes with owning such a valuable, material object. As it goes.

And so, William told his first victim a ludicrous price. And so, the man asked for five hundred dollars lower than said price. And so, William agreed.

His first sale was intoxicating. He had more than enough money to move out now. At least for a few months, and that’s all he cared about.

But more than that, he finally had a taste of his own power. William finally was more than a boy squashing bugs beneath a filthy shoe. He was squashing the egos of rich folks. He was crushing on the integrity of museums. He was stomping on the names of artists from hundreds of years ago. And he loved every minute of it.

At eighteen, William had already settled into his own cleaner, larger apartment in the inner city. This apartment had no bugs on the floors.

The day he left home, he wrote a note for his dad that read as follows.

Dear Father,

I’ve left. I won’t be returning.

p.s You should look into a new line of work.

William had been selling fake paintings for about a year and a half by then and, unfortunately, had done so enough to begin attracting the attention of authorities. This wasn’t some simple shoplifting crime. It was a crime costing art collectors and curators thousands of dollars. Soon, artists in the Chicago area took an extreme disliking to the boy calling himself the traveling salesman.

One day, when he was attempting to sell an early Henri Matisse painting, he stumbled upon a sketch of himself in a newspaper. The description under the portrait of him—which, ironically, was unsolicited—read:

WILLIAM FREEMAN

APPROX. EIGHTEEN YEARS OF AGE

APPROX. SIX FOOT FOUR INCHES

APPROX. TWO HUNDRED AND FORTY POUNDS

WANTED BY LAW FOR ART THEFT AND FORGERY

IF SEEN, PLEASE CONTACT THE CHICAGO POLICE DEPARTMENT.

And so, after tearing his picture out of the paper, he slipped it into his wallet and packed his things once again. He took the first train out of town and headed east, his art supplies and stolen camera in the seat beside him. He considered New York City as a new destination, but that seemed too big, too unpredictable, too much could go wrong. So, he settled on the next best option: Boston.

When William started his first operation, he was desperate for any amount of success. Now, he knew what it took. And in a new city, he’d have a new plan.

He needed to be more careful about which paintings he recreated. They couldn’t be in any museums nearby otherwise the rich folks who bought them might recognize a painting from their living room in an art gallery.

The prices needed to be a match. Back in Chicago, he’d often been willing to negotiate prices way downward. It enticed people to buy the work, and each sale was still more money than William had ever seen in his life. In Boston, he would ask around about how much specific paintings might be worth, and he’d sell them for that exact amount. This way, if word got around of a painting being sold to a wealthy man in the city, at least the price of the sale made sense.

Lastly, he’d be more private this time. He could no longer use his name and could no longer show his face.

So, he hired kids. Teens, just like him, who needed money badly. A handful of fifteen and sixteen-year-old boys were now his traveling salesmen. He stitched custom museum uniforms for each of them, all different colors and styles, so that their “place of employment” could never be traced.

William would delicately copy specific paintings, hand them out to the crew, and send them off. They’d return with tens of thousands of dollars per week, and each traveling salesman received roughly ten percent commission.

Some received less than others when William felt like keeping more of the money for himself.

Once, one of his traveling salesmen informed his parents how he was bringing home money. The boy’s parents were not thrilled and sent a letter of discontentment to William, threatening to report his “business” to the authorities and ordering him to stop contacting their son.

The next time this employee came to pick up some canvases to sell, William beat the boy to a pulp. William then stripped the boy of the custom, fake museum uniform so that he could wash the blood off and reuse it for his next hire. He threw a wad of five-hundred dollars in cash at the boy, told him to inform his parents to never speak of this again, and sent the boy walking home in only his underwear.

At twenty-one, still living in Boston, William’s business was booming. If he could have been public about any of it, he’d certainly have been one of the wealthiest men in the city.

However, as expected, the art community around him was beginning to catch on. While his name and likeness remained anonymous, a few of his salesmen’s portraits started to appear in the papers. One of his salesmen was eventually prosecuted on multiple counts of art forgery and spent six months in prison. William never spoke to the boy again.

As the Boston Police Department came closer to cornering the operation, a vividly upset traveling salesman requested a meeting with William. A tall, lanky, dark-skinned immigrant from England named Alexander Hughes. At twenty-eight, he was the only salesman of the bunch who was older than William. Honestly, William didn’t recall hiring him.

“You’re fucking us. You’re fucking all of us, and you know it. And I’m not dumb enough to keep working for you like the children you employ— especially with the bloody police after us now,” Alexander aggressively expressed to William.

“But you’re dumb enough to work for me in the first place? At your ripe age?” William retorted back.

Eventually, Alexander simmered down a bit, and, rather than fighting with William, he proposed a new business plan: auctions in Europe.

He explained that obviously William would need to relocate soon and that museums and the art world were even more prestigious overseas. Rich Europeans were willing to pay more money, and they’d do anything to outbid each other.

“Especially now that the war is over. I hear all the wealthy blokes are searching for a new purpose after watching their children die. A little existentialism, a lot of money… that’s your demographic, mate.”

“No. Auctions are loud. Too much attention,” William replied.

“Doesn’t matter. Auctions are fair game and, if my math is right from the sales only I’ve done, you have the money to buy the artwork yourself and run them now.”

“You’re saying it would be legal, then?”

“It would be to start,” Alexander said. “We’d have to take our profits where they fall at first. But, we could build the trust of the buyers. Hell, we could build the trust of the museums and other curators. Then, that’s when we start to twist things in our favor. Real profit lies in the immorality of this business. As I’m sure you’re very much aware.”

William was incredibly intrigued. “So, we build a relationship with the same folks that we’re scamming. Then with that trust, we scam them harder?”

“Exactly.” Alexander nodded. “The museums might fund us. We could still sell replicas too—if we’re smart. We could sell the same piece twice, three times even if we traveled to different cities across the continent. The elite art bastards would think we’re doing them a favor, but in reality, we’d be in control.”

“Like a filthy shoe squashing a wealthy bug,” William stated with a certain glimmer in his eyes.

“Well, I don’t quite get the comparison. But sure, if you’d like to put it like that.”

William had one more question. “Why’d you leave Europe if this life’s so easy over there?”

“Police caught on to some things I had done. Had to get them off my trail for a while. I’m sure you understand that.” Alexander responded. “Plus, I’m fairly certain I knocked up a girl. I’m a decent man, but I’m no father,” he added with a cackle.

This answer was good enough for William.

And so they went. A new partnership, a new business plan, on a new side of the world.

Only, things did not start as slow or as moral as Alexander explained they would. William’s pure, persistent need for power had their auctions at the top of the European art economy food chain after only a few months.

The group became known as the F&A Auctions. Not only did they form relations with museums and famous collectors, they blackmailed them.

William would do the dirty work for large-scale museums, digging up the location of famous paintings and negotiating horrendous deals with the owners by using the same ploys that his father once used in the car shop parking lots. Occasionally, if the owner wouldn’t budge, he’d have new hires steal the artwork instead and deliver it back to whichever museum requested it. And, if the painting was too difficult to steal, then William would be forced to insert himself. He had always been a large man, and he grew larger as he grew richer. So, when he walked into a wealthy home and violently demanded the owner hand over a canvas for a fraction of the price it was worth, very rarely did the owner decline.

Alexander, on the other hand, was in charge of what they called T.S.O, or the Traveling Salesman Operations. William intentionally did not let Alexander communicate too closely with the important people. They still fabricated artwork; though, Alexander oversaw hired painters to do it rather than William doing it himself. They sold these fabrications across the continent to avoid any suspicion and, with their growing relationships, their traveling salesmen now “officially” worked for about half of all museums across Europe. If concerned buyers called to report they might have purchased a fake, the museum assured them it was real and had documentation of employment for every salesman under William and Alexander’s umbrella.

The two men had formed an immoral, unbreakable bond with the largest art institutions in Europe.

And then, of course, they were both in charge of the auctions. F&A Auctions typically went one of three ways:

	The artwork up for bidding was already owned by William, usually via theft or bad business deal. This was the cleanest type of auction. The bidders bid, the winner handed over money, and the money went to the F&A Auction Group. In this scenario, the auctions would oftentimes hire fake bidders to stand in and drive prices higher than initially expected.

	The artwork up for bidding was owned by a museum. In this case, they sold the artwork to an individual buyer, split the money with the museum, and then stole the artwork back a few weeks later, returning it to the museum. There were some cases where they could not get the artwork back, but William was still more than happy with the money in those cases.

	The artwork up for bidding belonged to an individual. In these cases, unbeknownst to the seller, the auctions were completely fabricated. Everyone in attendance worked for the auctions. Thus, the seller would get far below what he was expecting. Sometimes the sellers would take their piece and walk, but this was rare. When they did successfully attain the art, William would immediately sell the piece back to a museum or auction it back off, making a large profit.



As he turned thirty and his power continued to grow, William eventually bought stakes, partial ownership, or full ownership in some of the most famous museums in Europe, using them like trustworthy puppets to rake in more dirty money than ever before. Things moved quickly, and Alexander was often left out of important decisions. To William, Alexander was his employee, not his equal. This operation was his and his alone.

Art curating and collecting was not a game of integrity. It was not a game of fairness. Against popular belief, it was very much not a game of aesthetics or creativity.

It was a game of money and power, and William had been playing it all his life: selling unsolicited portraits, ripping off historical paintings, fixing auctions, leaving his “business partner” in the dust, and stepping on bugs.

However, as became tradition, it was not long before William and Alexander’s actions were being followed by law. The few moral museums left in the continent, many that had previously declined offers to work with the F&A Auctions, began reporting unlawful behaviors they were noticing. William had handled these kinds of situations before. Only this time, two things were different:

One, his business was the largest it had ever been and now included even larger corporations—which were now also being questioned by authorities. William knew it was only a matter of time before things were traced back to him.

Two, there was now another man involved who knew just as much as he. It was this part that came back to bite him.

In 1958, Alexander was tracked down by the French government while at an auction in Paris. They knew everything. He was offered a deal. Either spend the next fifty years in a French institution or spill the details of everything the auctions did, and he’d walk away scot-free. He used some legal leverage to return to London before he spoke but agreed to eventually talk to authorities there.

William caught wind of this plea deal and made it to Alexander’s home before Alexander could. There, William was waiting in the bathroom, latex gloves on his hands and his filthy shoes completely wrapped in plastic. He put one bullet in the back of Alexander’s head as he was urinating. Later that night, William carefully escorted the body and dumped it in the sea.

As Alexander’s lifeless body floated downward to the sand, William realized that he had no choice but to move once again.

Around the same time, he heard word of a booming new museum back in Boston gaining serious traction: the Fontaine Museum of Art. In fact, before this museum had opened, William previously had an encounter with the owner over a Claude Monet piece. He recalled the man, Laurent Fontaine, being a pest to sell to.

“No other museum has achieved such immediate success, especially in America,” he heard one pretentious art critic proclaim.

And so, like many times before, William restarted. None of the museums in Europe could reveal details about their partnership as most of the institutions he either now owned or partially funded. They relied on him. And the individual art curators he worked with? He had just as much dirt on them as they had on him. It was an infinite stalemate that allowed William to find success again overseas.

William was correct in his thoughts all those years ago while eating cinnamon-buttered toast in a filthy Chicago apartment next to bugs: money did equal power, and he had more of both than he ever dreamed of.

With much of European art still in his back pocket, he was set to move back to America and begin plans to replant his immoral seeds in Boston. He’d need some time to build things up again, but once settled, he’d have a word with the owner of the Fontaine Museum of Art. An unprecedentedly successful museum, growing at a rapid rate, in a town he knew like the back of his hand? It was too perfect. It could finally be William’s permanent headquarters. He was already preparing an irrefutable offer. He would not take no for an answer.

Just as he was ready to leave London for the last time, a box showed up on his front porch. In the box was a blanket, a small child, and a letter. The letter read:

William,

This is your daughter. Her name is Phoebe. I cannot care for her. She is your responsibility now.

William had been married and divorced to a few women by then and had sex with many others. He was never sure who the letter came from. He didn’t have time to situate this before leaving the country, and so he took the girl to Boston. Once his feet were on the ground, he had a large mansion built in a private community. He hired a few women to look after the girl.

He began remaking connections in the American art world, many of whom had already caught wind of who he was. He renamed his endeavors, simply, the Freeman Auctions. He gave himself a new official title: William Freeman, Curator/Entrepreneur. With income still coming in from nearly every country in Europe, he didn’t need to do any dirty work himself anymore. He could buy whatever he pleased. He could auction off any artwork he wanted, real or fake.

Of the many minions he hired in his first months back in America, he made a point to hire Preston Walker as his right-hand man.

Preston, an eager finance student, was to handle any and all financial situations and not ask any further questions. Preston was great at his job.

As William Freeman’s poisonous roots spread throughout American art quickly and efficiently, he rarely had to move a fingertip anymore. Though, he still found himself itching to step on bugs from time to time.

Luckily, there was one more that needed squashing: Laurent Fontaine.

Over the next while, William and Preston continuously and thoroughly pestered the Fontaines about business ventures and the possibilities that came with working alongside the Freeman Auctions.

They showed up at the museum countless times. They sent letters to the personal address of Laurent and Marie. At openings and public events, William often held Laurent for conversation while Preston cornered Marie in negotiations. She never cracked.

Ultimately, to his extreme frustration, William failed repeatedly to win over the opinion of Laurent Fontaine. While William prepared his last efforts on the matter, Mr. Fontaine shut down his highly coveted museum, suddenly and immediately, after his wife’s untimely and unsolved death.

This was certainly not according to William’s plans.

Regardless of the failure, he did enjoy some business benefits of Laurent Fontaine not being around anymore.

Shortly after Laurent disappeared, William died in a car accident while traveling to an airport to visit some museums he owned in Europe.

His wife at the time, Celia Hamilton-Freeman—whom he had only married out of pity—would assume the role of Owner of the Freeman Auctions due to the newly drafted contract she had signed a few months prior.
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THE SECOND GUN


Preston Walker remains pant-less ’til his ankles. Celia Hamilton-Freeman’s mouth remains agape. Laurent Fontaine’s arm remains bleeding, but only a little, the helpful sleeve of Henri Archambeau’s ripped shirt stopping most of it. Felix Hughes remains abhorrently concerned about Laurent’s well-being, repeatedly suggesting he go to a hospital. There’s no phone in sight to call 911. Phoebe Freeman remains violently revolted as she gags again into her hands, still attempting to clean herself of bloodstains. Himiri Xing remains seemingly dead. Jimmy McEnroe remains decidedly dead, bits and pieces of him scattered across the floor.

“What… the fuck?” Preston exclaims as he finally pulls his pants up. “What the fuck happened in here?”

Laurent, despite his rigorous pain, stands up with the unwanted help of Felix. “Well, as it so happens,” he groans, “while you two were engaging in sexual intercourse in my theater room closet, there has been some drama.”

The two ignore the comments about their relations in the closet.

Celia’s hands finally move from her mouth as she notices the state of Phoebe and hurries to help. She doesn’t help much, though, as she too is disgusted by the blood.

“Drama?” Felix bursts. “The tall one shot Laurent! Then, this one blew the tall one’s bloody head off!” He motions to Henri.

“Oh, dear God!” Celia yells as if she’s just stumbled upon the scene for the first time.

“Why the hell did he shoot at you?” Preston urgently inquires.

“I’m not quite sure yet, but I do have some theories. Why were you two having sex in my closet?” Laurent inquires back.

Preston and Celia share a look. “We know each other,” Preston quips.

“By God, I’d hope so. Perhaps more than I initially thought,” Laurent replies.

Preston and Celia share another look, a more concerned look than the first. If Phoebe wasn’t hyperventilating and half blind, she’d be nagging Celia about her endeavors with Preston.

“The old lady’s dead too,” Phoebe is able to say as she cleans her face with her sleeve.

Right on cue, Celia gasps.

“Pardon?” Laurent asks, still clutching the hole in his arm.

“The deaf one. She’s dead. You can check,” Phoebe reiterates.

Laurent steps forward and raises his good arm to check Himiri’s pulse. She is, in fact, dead. “Oh, the sweet woman,” he states under his breath with true compassion. “Henri, did you shoot poor Himiri as well?” he turns to say. Henri shakes his head. “Are you sure?”

“Laurent, I shot one bullet. It struck Mr. McEnroe in his face. Is she injured?”

Laurent turns back and briefly examines Himiri’s body. “No,” he replies.

“Then how is she dead?” Felix asks the room.

“She was quite old. She could barely get to her seat,” Henri answers.

Laurent doesn’t comment on this, his eyes darting back and forth about the room in contemplation. There’s a brief moment of silence as the entire room is acting according to Laurent’s actions. He stays quiet for a while longer, pacing to and fro, his left hand still gripping his right shoulder.

“So, if this guy shot at you, don’t we have our answer?” Preston proclaims.

“Pardon?” Laurent replies as he so often does.

“He’s gotta be fucking guilty. Why else would he try to shoot his way out of here if he’s not guilty? I mean, who even brings a gun to an art museum?”

Celia snaps her finger once and points. “That’s exactly right!”

Felix nods his head diagonally as if to reluctantly agree.

Laurent shares a look with Henri, who knows the reality of the situation at hand. Henri shakes his head and looks to the floor in disappointment. “Jimmy did not kill my wife,” admits Laurent.

“What the fuck are you talking about?” Preston asks for elaboration.

“Mr. McEnroe is not guilty.”

Preston throws his hands in the air. “What? You give a whole presentation on how one of us in this room allegedly killed your wife, like we’re looking for fucking Judas at the last supper, and then this guy blows a hole through your arm? For what? For fun?”

Laurent rolls his eyes slightly and takes a deep breath. “They were decoys.”

“Decoys?” Felix mimics in curiosity.

“Yes. Decoys.” Laurent groans. “To avoid suspicion, I invited two people who I believe had nothing to do with my wife’s murder. If I invited six people whom I believed all had an equal amount of potential guilt, I feared you all would catch on. If there was a chance that you all worked together, who was to say that you wouldn’t again work together against me?” The guests all stare at him blankly as he speaks. “So, I enacted decoys,” he continues, “Two people, to throw off the trail, who could not possibly be familiar with anyone else in attendance.”

“Who are the decoys, then?” Felix immediately asks.

Laurent is reluctant to answer for a moment. “The decoys were Himiri and Jimmy.”

Phoebe, who’s finally gaining vision and looking less like a character from a horror film after her persistent wiping of blood, laughs loudly at this.

“So, both of your fucking props are dead now?” Preston presses. “Nice. Good work, detective.”

“Wait, wait,” Felix stops the room. “That doesn’t answer why the man brought a gun in here and shot you,” he shares.

Once more, Laurent takes a deep breath to avoid the explanation of the shooting. After the breath, he has no choice. “Jimmy, as wonderful a painter as he was, suffered from mildly severe schizophrenia.”

Yet again, Phoebe laughs from her gut, this time even louder, combing her red-stained, blonde hair from her face.

“You invited a lunatic to a makeshift murder investigation?” Preston once again inquires.

“To be fair, not all schizophrenics are lunatics. Perhaps Jimmy was, though. Yes,” Laurent retorts. “Also, he was supposed to have an exhibition in the museum right before I shut it down. I don’t think his work ever gained much traction afterward. So, maybe we have a motive.”

“Oh great, we have a motive.” Preston spins slowly to address the guests with his hands held out wide. “Hear that guys? We have a motive! Thank fuck we have a motive for the dead guy! You got a motive for your dead wife yet?” The room softens as Preston speaks. They all look to Laurent, who gives no response. “It’s you, Fontaine. You’re the criminal here!” Preston pours it on with a stern voice. “All of this, all the blood, it’s on your hands. You’re a psychopath with a dead lover. And the police are gonna eat that up when they look for an explanation for some dead bodies in a theater.”

Again, a moment of silence passes. Laurent looks up to the ceiling and grips the bridge of his nose. He takes a deep breath. “Fils de pute,” he says to himself, which roughly translates to son of a bitch. “Okay, everyone stay here. Henri, grab his gun.”

The guests look around helplessly as Laurent heads for the door and Henri heads for Jimmy’s lifeless corpse. Preston is mightily disappointed that, once again, his outburst doesn’t carry much weight.

“What?” Celia screams. “Stay here? With the dead people?”

“Just momentarily,” Laurent explains as he begins to exit the room. “I need to discuss with my partner how we are to move forward with the event. I didn’t exactly plan for violence so quickly.”

He leaves.

Celia whips her head to Phoebe. “What does he mean, so quickly? I hope he didn’t plan for violence at all!”

Phoebe doesn’t reply.

Henri carefully flops Jimmy’s body over, attempting to avoid the blood as much as possible. He takes the gun from his hand, having to pry it out of rigid knuckles. Henri pinches the gun with two fingers and holds it away from his body as if the firearm is going to come to life and attack him. As Henri heads towards the door, Laurent re-enters, pushing the snack table ahead of himself.

“Please, enjoy a snack.” He presents the table. “We will reconvene in a moment.”

They both exit, and the door shuts behind them. The clicking of the lock rings throughout the theater. The guests stare blankly at the snacks and then at one another. Preston aggressively shoves the palm of his hand into the back of one of the chairs in anger, causing Celia to nearly jump out of her skin. Felix’s hands are interlocked, his elbows against his knees and the fingernails on his thumbs picking his teeth.

Phoebe stands and walks toward the table, her heels audible in the quietness. The others watch as she grabs a glass and pours herself some wine, drinks the entire glass, then pours a little more before returning to her seat.
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In the hall, Laurent slowly paces back and forth, still clutching his arm. Henri watches him do so. They’re near a few Mark Rothko paintings and a sculpture of some emperor from the 1400s. After a few laps of thoughtful wandering, Laurent parks near Henri’s side.

“Henri, could you grab my pipe and light it?” he requests.

After a brief hesitation, Henri reaches inside of Laurent’s coat which only hangs over his right shoulder now. He grabs the pipe and a box of matches, lights it, and places it in Laurent’s perked lips that signaled him to do so.

Laurent takes one pull and nods for Henri to take it back, which he does. He holds it for the next time Laurent wants it.

“Fuck!” Laurent shouts as soon as the pipe leaves his lips. He immediately nods again, and Henri complies, holding the pipe for him as he inhales this time. “Who the hell brings a firearm into my museum?” Laurent exclaims rhetorically with smoke leaving his lungs.

“You did mention he was deranged,” Henri responds.

“Schizophrenic, Henri. Not a serial murderer. Sure, maybe he was a little upset with me. But that? That I could have never rehearsed.”

“Laurent, I tried telling you. This isn’t some act of theater with a script. You can’t rehearse any of—”

“And what the hell’s happened to Mrs. Xing?” Laurent stops Henri from going on. “Oh, God, poor Himiri. It’s my fault she’s dead. Not directly, but technically. I suppose,” Laurent mumbles. “Pipe?”

Henri allows him to smoke again.

“Perhaps it could have been natural causes, Laurent. The woman was extremely frail,” Henri attempts to console his friend. “The gunshots, as unfortunate it may be, might have been enough to stop her heart. An extremely mistimed coincidence.”

Laurent snaps his head to look into Henri’s eyes. “Henri, I really need you to understand something that I’ve been trying to explain to you since I visited you in France. Who are we dealing with in there?” He points to the door with his good arm.

Henri stumbles for what answer Laurent is looking for. “The six most likely suspects as to who killed Marie—”

“Artists, Henri.” Laurent stops him. “We’re dealing with artists. Or at least individuals heavily associated with the arts. Are you familiar with the term apophenia? It might help you understand.”

“I can’t say that I am.”

“It’s a theory or maybe an illness. Or maybe a belief, that everything is connected. The idea that every minute detail, every occurrence, has a reason. And artists? We’ve all got a big enough ego to believe that our lives share the same idea.” Laurent leaves his mouth open after this statement, and Henri gets the idea. He smokes one puff and continues. “Everything we do has to matter. It must have some conceptual reason. Admittedly, it’s the same way I looked at Marie’s death. That someone must have wanted her dead, and it must have been for a reason. And, it’s the same way every person in that theater thinks.”

“And this means?” Henri finally is able to ask between Laurent’s rants.

“That Himiri did not just happen to die. She couldn’t have. There are no coincidences within these walls. There hasn’t ever been, and there won’t be moving forward. That is precisely why we are here. Understood?”

Henri submissively nods his head yes.

Then, a knock is heard at the door of the main entrance.

“Shit,” Laurent replies to the knocks.

[image: ]


In the locked theater, Celia does her best to console Phoebe, despite Celia being the one with tears dripping down her cheek and Phoebe not showing an ounce of emotion on her face. She slaps Celia’s hand away from her shoulder.

“Hey, Celia, while I had the brains of a guy raining onto my face, where were you again?” Phoebe asks. Celia opens her mouth to answer but is abruptly cut off. “Oh, right, you were getting fucked. Stop fucking crying,” Phoebe poignantly demands. This makes Celia cry harder. She turns away and tries to do so quietly. “Who actually is he?” Phoebe asks. “Just, you know, in case you feel like you should tell me now.”

“Just an old friend, Phoebe. An old friend is all,” Celia says through tearful breaths.

“Okay, still doing secrets. Got it.”

Phoebe lifts herself from her seat and hops one row forward, moving away from Celia.

Celia loudly blows her nose into a handkerchief from her handbag.

A few rows up, Felix and Preston, standing shoulder to shoulder for the first time all night, look over Jimmy McEnroe’s corpse. Preston glances at Felix a few times in an attempt to gauge his facial expression. It doesn’t look very welcoming. Preston decides he’ll try to strike conversation regardless.

“Did he try to kill anybody else?”

Felix’s shoulders expand with a large breath. “His gun jammed,” he simply replies.

“Christ. He could have killed all of you guys.”

“Probably you too once you were done having sex.”

Preston’s mouth briefly opens to speak but he cannot quickly think of a reply, and so they stand in an uncomfortable pause for a moment. “Uh, listen, Felix. I know we aren’t… on the same page. But clearly what we’ve walked into tonight is a whole new ball game. If we both want to—”

“Don’t. Save your breath.”

“No, no, don’t fucking do that,” Preston quickly retorts. “I get it. You—” He stops to look over his shoulder to make sure Phoebe and Celia aren’t listening. He begins to whisper instead. “You got screwed. But it wasn’t my decision, man. You know I didn’t call any of those shots. I just did what I was told. And, you know… he’s dead now. Maybe you and I could work together again or something.”

“I’m fine on my own now, thanks,” replies Felix, electing not to use a whisper.

“Felix, this could be our only way out of here. Forget whatever else has happened. If we don’t—”

Felix turns his shoulders to now look directly into Preston’s eyes rather than at the corpse they have been standing over. “I said I’m fine. I know Laurent. I can make it out of here on my own. I’m deeply sorry that the king of your art monarchy died. You must be devastated. Best of luck to you.” He looks back at the body on the floor.

Preston doesn’t verbally respond to this, only giving a slow nod.

With it, the conversation concludes, and they both return to examining the bloody mess. It’s egregiously nauseating, but the two men find themselves unable to look away from the spectacle of an exploded head. As it goes.

Preston takes it as far as nudging Jimmy’s shoe with his own, as if he’s kicking a rock to pass the time. As he does this, another handgun tumbles out from the fold of the dead man’s sock.

Apparently, Jimmy brought not only one, but two firearms into the Fontaine Museum of Art. Upon this discovery, Preston immediately looks to Felix. Felix looks to Preston. They both look to the women on the other side of the room, who aren’t paying attention to what has just unfolded. They both look back to the gun.
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Laurent swiftly makes his way over to the main door and presses his cheek against the mahogany wood to peer out the eyehole beneath the stained glass windows. As expected, it’s a reporter and her cameraman knocking, the same bold cameraman from before, persistent as ever. Laurent takes a moment to collect himself and reaches for the doorknob.

“Laurent,” Henri calls out before he twists the knob. “Your arm.”

Laurent looks at the bullet wound covered in cloth that is, of course, still on his shoulder, his arm still limp. He hasn’t felt the pain of it amidst all the brainstorming and had nearly forgot he had been shot.

“Right, thank you, Henri.”

When he does open the door, he’s sure to only reveal his good side to the newswoman.

“Can I help you?” he tells the crew, “you’re interrupting my reopening.”

“I know, and I do apologize, Mr. Fontaine. But, you must understand. For us to be the first to break the news of what’s going on here would be monumental. The world has been waiting!”

“They’ll have no issues waiting some more.”

He begins to shut the door but is interrupted by the newswoman's hand.

“Please, Mr. Fontaine, anything! We’d take anything!”

Laurent growls under his breath. “You will know the details of my event in a few days time. If I give my word—that in a few days time—all the details will be released, will you leave?” he proposes.

“How many days?”

“A few.”

“A few is not a sure number, sir! Could you give a certain day?” she exclaims as she scoots uncomfortably close.

Laurent now notices that she’s holding a microphone at her hip, and the camera is rolling on this encounter. “Rien dans la vie n’est certain (Nothing in life is certain),” he rapidly replies as he shuts the door in the newswoman’s face.

He turns back to see that Henri had inched closer to hear the conversation, still holding the lit pipe in his hand. “Pipe, please.” Again, Laurent takes one drag as Henri holds it for him. He allows his lungs to exhale the smoke completely before speaking. “Okay, the night is over. We shall show them their sleeping quarters and resume tomorrow with a fixed plan.”

Henri doesn’t question this as, mostly, he only wishes the night to be over. He’s still a little shaken up by the emphatic rush of adrenaline that comes with shooting a man in the face. As it goes.

He finally puts out the pipe and returns it to the inside of Laurent’s jacket.

The men reenter the theater and instantly attract the attention of the guests, who all have returned to their seats by now. Laurent reassumes his position behind the podium, giving the guests a moment of brief silence to focus on him.

“Due to the unexpected drama, our night has concluded,” Laurent tells them when he eventually speaks.

Celia lets out an impossibly loud sigh of relief.

“So, we’re leaving?” Preston cautiously asks.

“Follow me, please,” Laurent orders, disregarding Mr. Walker’s curiosity.

Despite the ambiguity, the guests all rise in mild accordance, not sure what’s in store but eager to leave the room full of gore. In single file, they exit the theater and seep into the hallway. With Laurent and Henri in front, the guests remain in a perfect line as they navigate the museum, like students on a field trip guided by chaperones.

Many students have taken field trips through the Fontaine Museum of Art. Not in the last ten years, however.

After winding through many intricate halls, Laurent leads them to gallery two, the gallery he has designated to be the guests’ sleeping quarters.

Celia immediately notices that the walls of gallery two are an awful, chalky white, the kind of bareness only found on the walls of art exhibition spaces. Despite the room still being a functional sculpture gallery, she’s disgusted by the blandness.

Thirteen years ago, an exhibit by Manuel Herrera, a world-renowned Spanish sculptor, opened in gallery two. Herrera designed a dozen custom sculpts specifically for Laurent to keep in the Fontaine Museum of Art indefinitely.

Laurent had requested that Herrera create nude realism figures with off-white marble, a nod to the classical sculptors who worked centuries ago. Standing in this room, there are hyper-realistic, human-scale full bodies, half bodies, and loose body parts propped on pedestals and protruding from the walls. The works remain untouched since the day they were installed.

The title of the custom collection is stamped onto a plaque near the entrance.

Men and Women for the Fontaine Family, Manuel Herrera, 1964.

“Some of the muscle details in their arms and legs still glimmer in the light as you pass them by. Manuel did his best to replicate the longevity of the artists before him. I did my best to preserve that longevity these years,” Laurent tells his suspects as he welcomes them to their new dormitory. “I trust that you all will do your best as well.”

“I’m sorry, sir. Are we doing something with the sculptures?” Felix asks him.

“No. I’d actually request you leave them entirely alone while staying here.”

“Staying here?”

“Mhm,” Laurent confirms with just a hum, “this is where you’ll sleep until we’ve figured things out. I’ve situated the gallery accordingly.”

It’s only now that the guests notice the beds, six of them, scattered among the carved figures of marble. They resemble hospital beds: simple, metal frames with white mattresses and white sheets and white pillows and white pillowcases that all match the white, chalky walls that Celia dislikes.

At the side of each bed sits an empty gallery pedestal that Laurent figured the occupant of the bed could repurpose as a nightstand.

“Excuse me?” Preston requests Laurent to repeat himself.

“I know that there are six beds. Now that two of our guests have left,” Laurent recalls the deaths of Mr. McEnroe and Mrs. Xing without much compassion, “there will be two extras. I suppose you all can pull straws to determine who gets the extras. Other than that, you are free to choose which bed suits you best.”

“What the fuck are you talking about?” Preston once again asks for clarification.

Phoebe, already catching on to their situation, walks forward and claims the bed in the back corner of the room closest to a sculpture of a full-scale woman. The marble lady’s nude form is only covered by a vine that coils around her entire body, maintaining her modesty.

Phoebe lifts her feet, letting her high heels slide off, and crosses her legs in front of her. She takes out her earrings and places them on the white pedestal acting as a nightstand.

“Excellent choice, Phoebe,” Laurent calls to her with a smile.

“Laurent, sir, I think Preston may just be curious about exactly what you mean?” Felix chimes in, being careful not to press Laurent again.

“What I mean about what?”

Felix clears his throat. “Well, what this room is?”

“Your sleeping quarters.”

“As in… we are staying the night here?”

“Potentially more than one, yes.”

“On… on these things?” Celia regretfully asks, pushing her hand on one of the mattresses. The springs squeal under the pressure. She’s horrified at the lack of comfort.

“No. No, fuck that. Absolutely not. We’re not sleeping here. You can’t keep us here overnight,” Preston objects. “People will come looking.”

Laurent looks around with a smug expression. “By a show of hands, how many of you in this room have someone in your life who might come looking for you after tonight?”

Preston, who cannot truthfully raise his own hand, hopes somebody else does.

“Well,” Celia thinks of something, “our maids might! They might call someone if I don’t return!”

Preston points to her. “Exactly. She has maids.”

“They’ll be happy for a fucking day off,” Phoebe declares from the corner, extinguishing Preston and Celia’s efforts.

“You know what else?” Preston goes on. “If I’m staying here overnight, I’m gonna need proof.”

“Pardon?” Laurent replies to him.

“I’m going to need the proof. The research you’ve done on us all. Some papers. The evidence that you have that got us invited to this shit show. I need to see it.”

“That would be nice,” Felix gently chirps. “I mean… just to be more informed on our situation, of course.”

“Don’t be ridiculous, Felix,” Laurent states, neglecting to call out Preston as well in this admonishment. “I can’t show you what I have against you, or you’d know exactly what to say and how to act. Informing you of such information would completely eliminate my leverage. Isn’t that right, Henri?”

Henri nods his head just one time.

“And so, you want us to— to sleep tight as fucking hostages, not even knowing exactly why we’re being held hostage?” Preston pushes.

“No. That would be horrible of me.” Laurent coughs into his fist. “You are being held hostage because I believe you may have killed my wife. There, now you can sleep tight.”

Preston’s fists visibly clench, and Felix doesn’t care to take part in another violent situation, so he interjects. “Um, Mr. Fontaine, if I may? We get it,” he says. “We all understand the… the idea behind this. We all understand that you are after some closure. Correct?” He looks around the room for some support. Only Celia enthusiastically nods her head in agreement. “And yes, we were all there the night your wife passed. We might be good people to speak to. But…” He loses confidence in what he is saying, his voice trailing off.

“Go on, Mr. Hughes,” Laurent encourages with a stern face.

Felix sniffs. “But… is this really the best way to go about this? If there were a different approach, perhaps we could all be of some assistance to you. We could still help!”

“We could! Perhaps we could!” Celia exclaims. “We could be witnesses, not suspects!”

Phoebe can’t help but smirk at her stepmother’s ignorant innocence. She thinks she’s the only one who’s truly grasped that Laurent’s intentions with them are final.

Laurent bites his lip to make it appear as if he’s pondering what Felix is saying. Though, he’s not pondering it at all. He’s only waiting for the guests to simmer down, like putting a group of restless children to sleep, so he can leave them here and reassess the plan with Henri before the day ends.

“And, again, if I may?” Felix starts again. “I hate to repeat myself, but we all understand the notion of your actions. But a woman has died, sir. And a man too. Shot in the head. Now, I like to think that I know you,” he claims endearingly. Preston gives a disgruntled chuckle at this. “I have looked up to you for quite some time. I’ve studied your life and your ideas. I have to assume you did not plan for any violence. For anyone to be hurt. For a man to be shot.” Felix pauses to muster up enough courage to continue in the face of Laurent Fontaine, who appears bored at best. “I suppose what I’m suggesting is, you cannot expect us to spend a night in your museum, being interrogated and such, when a dead body is just down the hall. We’re in no headspace to answer questions.”

After finishing, Felix takes a deep breath and steps backward, sensing he may have bit off more than he could chew with his monologue. He did not mean to undermine the power that Laurent clearly possesses tonight, but he did feel as though he had to say something.

After a brief pause in the room, Celia slowly starts to clap. Her slow applause turns into a well-paced cheer before Preston claps a few times as well. Felix can’t stop a smile from forming on his face. He raises his hand in thanks to the crowd.

Phoebe grows annoyed by their camaraderie.

Laurent allows the claps to settle before he speaks.

“What a speech that was, Mr. Hughes.” Laurent’s tone makes Felix’s stomach uneasy. “But you do not.”

Felix is silent. The room is still. “I beg your pardon?” He replies.

“You do not understand.” Again, for a moment, nobody replies. “You all do not understand—”

“Oh, for Christ’s sake, here we go,” Preston snaps. “Here we fucking go with the ‘you don’t get it’ speech. Wake up, Fontaine! Jesus! Wake up!” His voice would echo off the walls if the white paint wasn’t so thick. “We’ve all lost someone. People die. People get killed. Just because you’re some immortal art genius doesn’t make it any more special for you.”

“Exactly, Mr. Fontaine!” Celia adds. “People are murdered every day, and their families don’t react in such a manner!” She scares herself a bit with her interjection and has to look to the floor.

“A critique of justice is so ironic coming from your lips, madam,” Laurent quips. “Given the man your husband was.”

Celia clutches her chest.

“Oh, fuck you!” Preston jumps in to defend her, stepping closer to where Laurent stands. “As if what you’re doing is supposed to be the textbook definition of justice, huh?”

As Preston escalates the situation, Henri instinctively prepares his hand to draw his revolver again. Just as a precaution.

In the corner, Phoebe now lays down on her back, her hands crossed behind her head, only listening to the tension unfold.

Felix also steps closer to Laurent, asserting himself in the middle of the two men. “Again, sir, we understand—”

“Mr. Hughes, I’d greatly prefer it if you stop saying that,” Laurent sternly cuts him off. “You do not understand. This is not an understandable matter. This is—”

“Really? Not an understandable matter? Because the way I understand it, you’re the only proven criminal in this room right now,” Preston hastily retorts, only about a foot away from Laurent’s face now.

Felix places his palm on Preston’s chest, attempting to push him away, but Preston doesn’t budge. “And I think that most of all,” Felix again looks around as if to indicate he’s speaking for the entire group, “we all want to see the Laurent Fontaine that we’ve heard so much about. That we’ve seen in the papers and read about in the essays. We all were honored to be invited tonight. You’re an icon, sir. Your museum is world renowned. Still, after everything tonight, I’m honored to be standing here.” Felix is doing his best to be the mediator of the room while also taking Laurent’s side.

Preston chuckles. “You’re serious right now? You were just going on about a dead guy being down the hall, and now you’re grooming his ego?”

“The man who is dead pulled the gun first, Preston,” Felix argues. “Laurent didn’t kill anyone, and he has a right to believe the justice system failed him. I’m simply suggesting that if we call it a night here and plan to reconvene at a later date, perhaps this mess can be cleaned up. We can help Laurent get back to who he was. And this gorgeous museum, it could open back up to the public as it was intended. Right, sir?”

“I can fend for myself, Mr. Hughes.” Laurent doesn’t back away from the two men at all; his voice grows sterner, and the details on his face get sharper as he speaks. “This museum is mine. Not the public’s. Not the artists’. The art, the atmosphere, the history that lives within these walls, it all belongs to me. Whatever happens to this museum is my choice. And what has happened inside this museum today has been my choice. For the last decade—”

“Shut up!” Preston yells as he lunges with his hands in the air, floating, tense and shaking, as if he’s grabbing both sides of Laurent’s head without actually touching him. “Shut the fuck up, Laurent! There’s four— shit, maybe five,” he motions toward Henri with a nod of his head, “people here that see you clearly have lost it. We get it! Your wife died! None of us care if this is some project you’ve been working on for ten years! I mean, shit, is this even about her anymore?” He gives Laurent a moment to answer, but Laurent only holds eye contact without a blink, and so Preston continues. “Or, is this about you? Your big, artsy ego. An attempt to prove yourself better than the judicial system of the United States of America. A big fucking performance to let people know how smart you are. People like you are always fucking sociopaths, but somehow, you’re more arrogant than any artist I’ve ever dealt with.”

Preston finishes his outburst and breathes deeply while holding his ground. Laurent is now eerily looking to the floor with no reaction to being bombarded with insults. Phoebe has sat up again to not miss the entertainment. Felix had retreated a few inches as Preston had gotten louder, but now inserts himself back into the mix.

“I think Mr. Walker’s temper is flaring just a tad. However—”

“Oh, fuck that, Felix!” Preston finally shoves him away. “My temper is completely rational. The man who’s holding us hostage, making us sleep in beds meant for poor people in a fucking naked sculpture exhibit is the irrational one.”

Laurent calmly begins walking away now, stopping at one of the sculptures. Rather than showing Preston any attention, he begins to examine the piece he stands in front of, a half-body of a man with a tense arm reaching to the sky. Laurent runs his fingertip along the triceps muscle of the artwork.

“And you know what else, Fontaine?” Preston asserts that he’s not done sharing his thoughts. “You know what we all know is really killing you?” The guests all await Laurent to reply, yet he just continues to trace the sculpture with his fingertip. “We all know there’s a real, real good chance everyone got it right. That the police were right about the suicide. It’s killing you that it’s more than likely that your wife did jump off the balcony that night.”

Preston takes a break from the onslaught. Felix has now removed himself from the middle, observing Laurent as he seemingly remains perfectly, eerily calm.

Tears are once again streaming down Celia’s cheeks as the animosity in the room is beginning to send her into panic.

Henri keeps his hand by his hip.

Without a response, Preston feels the need to continue.

“And you, the great Laurent Fontaine, prestigious owner of this god-forsaken museum, keeper of the most delicate items on the planet, could not keep your most delicate thing safe. You couldn’t save her!” Preston sadistically laughs. “And now suddenly, after ten fucking years of her being dead, that’s our problem? You didn’t see the signs—”

Finally, Preston is cut off from his passionate personal attacks by Laurent lifting the sculpture he was admiring off its pedestal and hurling it in the direction of Mr. Walker, forcing him to duck out of its trajectory. The guests all watch as the sculpture of the nude upper body of a man soars across the air, turning end over end, before eventually smashing against the wall above one of the beds and making an ear-splitting crash. Exploded bits of marble and debris topple onto the pillow and sheets as the once pristine nude figure comes crumbling down into thousands of pieces. A sizable dent is left in the chalky, white wall.

Before the guests can watch the dust settle, the booming voice of Laurent Fontaine snaps their attention from the implosion back to the host of the event.

“You have no idea! Not a single clue what it means to be me!” Laurent’s face is flush with boiling blood, and the veins on his jaw and neck protrude brightly through his snowy beard. He screams with all of his throat, a gravelly texture behind every word. “I sit on a throne! A throne of legacy that has my name engraved on the golden arms! The creation of art is the very essence of human existence, yet it will never again be mentioned without my name attached! I will forever be within the writings of history! The most monumental creations that this world has ever birthed rest in my museum! The modern artist, the wealthy, the general public, the common citizen, the damned ignorant, and people as low as yourselves have the pleasure and privilege to view them simply because I so choose to let you! And, for the last ten fucking years, I have not, and the world could not do a damned thing about it!”

The suspects all remain locked in place, their eyes unable to divert from Laurent’s mouth. He pushes his hair away from his forehead with an aggressive swipe, sweat now dripping from the tips of the grey strands.

His vocal cords continue to rattle. “But if any of the four of you poor souls took one single moment to learn what this museum is willing to teach, you would know it matters not what the world holds close to your name, but what you hold close to yourself! You choose your own identity! You pick a damned thing in your life to love, and by God, you love it until you can’t any longer! But, ten years ago, one of you bastards in this room took that from me, and I will let all of the work in this building burn, along with all of you, until justice is served on the man or woman who killed my wife!” He inhales a breath of air to finish. “Michelangelo, Da Vinci, Caravaggio, Rembrandt, Van Gogh, Munch, Monet, Picasso, Pollock, Warhol, Johns, Duchamp. They will all fall if I so choose to let them!”

He breathes heavily. Droplets drip from his forehead and over his eyebrows, burning his already bloodshot eyes. He puts his hands on his waist and turns away from the group to collect himself, his muscles finally relaxing. He looks to Henri, who is the only person still standing near him.

Henri gives him a nod, a compassionate nod. A nod that silently says I understand your emotion, friend.

Other than this, silence. Preston, Felix, Celia, Phoebe. They are all quiet. They wait for Laurent to face them again, not daring to make another move. No one wishes to speak.

“Just like her, right, Mr. Walker?” Laurent adds as he turns back to them. “Just like I let Marie fall?”

Preston’s mouth doesn’t move. The only noise being made in the room is the faint sniffles of the anxious Celia. And so, taking the dead silence as a long-awaited compliance to their sleeping arrangements, Laurent heads for the door. Henri follows along.

“If you go through with this, none of that will be true,” Preston finally mutters to the air, the rest of the group wincing at his persistence. Laurent and Henri look back. “If you keep going, if you keep us here, maybe a few more of us die… that won’t be your legacy anymore. You won’t be printed next to— to Guggenheim or Greenberg. You’ll be printed next to criminals. Murderers. Sinners.”

Laurent lets out a quiet, breathy laugh. He smirks confidently at Preston’s rebuttal. “Then perhaps we’re looking at this all the wrong way, Mr. Walker. Perhaps those aren’t the people I’d like to be printed next to.” He adjusts his body to present himself to the room as straight as could be. He shifts his feet to open them up, his toes pointing in either direction and his heels touching each other. “From this point forward, you can consider this a performance art piece by the great Laurent Fontaine.” He holds the complete attention of everyone in the room. One of the gallery lights shines down on his face, resembling a spotlight on a stage at a play. “Mesdames et messieurs, bienvenue dans mon magnum opus, (Ladies and gentlemen, welcome to my magnum opus,)” he finishes in French with a poignant, rehearsed bow to the crowd.

These words pierce through the tension in the air and ring through the guests’ ears as if being replayed on an intercom.

He begins to walk away once more but pauses while reaching the door. “Oh, excuse me, Henri. Just a moment.”

Laurent proceeds to walk swiftly over to the bed underneath where the sculpture smashed against the wall. He lifts the comforter and flings the rubble into the air, throwing the pieces of marble onto the floor and smashing them into even smaller pieces. A few land just short of Phoebe sitting in her bed. He lays the comforter back down neatly, tucks it under the pillow, and wipes away any other debris. The bed is good as new.

He then heads back for the door. He opens it and allows Henri to exit first.

“Goodnight,” he tells the guests as he flicks the light switch off, leaving the guests with nothing but darkness, themselves, broken marble, and a few remaining naked bodies sculpted specifically for the Fontaine Museum of Art in 1964.


25
THE RELATIONSHIPS


Thanks to a few small windows near the ceiling of the gallery, there is just enough moonlight shining through for the guests to see one another. One of them could easily flip the light switch back on, yet they don’t.

Celia has claimed the bed right next to Phoebe. On the other side of the room, Felix and Preston have respectfully left an empty bed in between themselves. As they all take a moment to contemplate the events that have occurred thus far—as well as anxiously wonder what is possibly in store for them next—each of the suspects looks more exhausted than the last.

Celia’s outfit is still in shambles, having lost some of her feathers and ripped some of her lace during the intercourse that had taken place in the theater closet. Phoebe’s entire appearance still has a red tint to it, and Felix has a fair amount of blood droplets that are never coming out on his white undershirt.

However, none of them lay down. They all sit upright in their small, white beds, hoping that someone has a thought to share that might make them feel better about their current situation.

“Who is he?” Phoebe finally cracks the quiet with a question to Celia.

It takes Celia a moment to respond. “What?” she whispers back, more quietly than Phoebe’s voice.

“Preston. The guy you fucked. I figure he worked for Dad. But who actually is he?” Phoebe still doesn’t whisper as lowly as Celia would like her to.

Celia breathes slowly, as if to pace herself for the string of lies she’s about to commit. “He’s an old friend,” she simply puts.

“So, he didn’t used to work for dad?”

“He did used to work for William, Phoebe.” She’s getting annoyed at her stepdaughter’s pressing curiosity, mostly because she can see Preston attempting to eavesdrop on their conversation from across the room. “But I didn’t cheat on your father with his employee. I didn’t cheat on him at all, in fact.”

Phoebe laughs through her nose. “I don’t give a shit about that.”

“Then what are you so curious about?”

Phoebe notices Preston peering over as well. “Well, for one, I think many of us are curious why you needed to have sex with him right at that moment.”

Celia looks up to the ceiling and then to Preston. He’s still staring at them; though, there is little to no chance he can actually hear the words they are saying from this distance. “I didn’t really intend to.”

Phoebe sits slightly forward. “He raped you?”

“No!” Celia yells quietly. “No, no. He’s a respectable man, Phoebe. That just… wasn’t my plan upon entering the closet is all I’m saying.”

“I wasn’t planning on watching a man’s head get blown off today, so I suppose we’re both aboard a train of surprises.”

“I dated him. Before I met your father,” Celia tells her, hoping to make up some amount of modesty from her actions earlier this evening.

Phoebe isn’t surprised in the slightest. She’s always imagined Celia had a plentiful love life in her past. “And you kept in touch with him?”

“Not always.”

The conversation halts for a moment. Phoebe knows what she wants to ask next; she’s just contemplating if she should ask it.

She decides she should. “Did you sell my dad’s company to him?”

“What?” Celia exaggeratedly retorts, once again making sure Preston cannot hear what is being said. “No! No, Phoebe.” She lies. “I told you; the auctions are out of our hair. You told me you wanted nothing to do with them, and so you won’t. Neither will I.”

Phoebe again slowly nods her head. She’s fairly certain Celia is lying. Shortly after she married her father, Phoebe noticed that Celia lies quite often. She also noticed that each time she does, her signature, fabricated transatlantic accent goes away.

Typically, with the fake cadence she puts on for the sake of sounding wealthy and important, Celia would pronounce a word such as neither more like nyether. Just now, Celia pronounced it as neether.

“Do you know the other one?” Phoebe asks, changing the subject.

“Hm?”

“The other guy.”

“Oh, the British boy? I recognize him. Perhaps just from the last time we were here.”

Once again, Phoebe nods slowly, attempting to digest all the information she is tediously squeezing out of Celia. She also sees that, on the other side of the room, Preston has made his way over to the bed in between him and Felix.

“Hey. You asleep?” Preston inquires, not quite able to see if Felix’s eyes are open in the darkness. He squeezes past one of the sculptures between the beds and extends his hand to touch Felix. He’s met with Felix’s voice first.

“Don’t touch me.”

Preston relents to sitting back on the bed beside him. He sighs. “For the love of God, Felix. I’m not asking you to make love to me. I just wanna talk.”

“Forgive me. I really can’t be too sure.”

“All I’m proposing is that we help each other get the fuck out of here,” Preston claims, ignoring Felix’s humorous quips.

“And how do you propose we do that? What can you do for me in this situation?” Felix presses him without yet rolling over.

Preston scratches his neck, deciding how much he’s willing to tell Felix. “Look, if we make it out of here, I’m… I’m in a good position to help you now. You got that movie company, right? I can help with funds or something.”

Felix finally turns to face him, adjusting so that his feet hang off the bed toward Preston. “Really? You’re in a position to help me now? That’s real convenient.”

“Well, it’s the truth.”

“What about those years ago, Preston?” He’s leaning forward now, speaking with an aggressive, throaty whisper. “You may as well have been the richest men in the world, and you couldn’t deliver on anything you promised me.”

“He was rich, Felix!” Preston too exclaims under his breath. “I just handled his finances and wiped his fucking ass. He told me where to put his money and where to hide his things if the police came around. He made me empty promises, too.”

Felix chuckles. “Yet, there you always were, holding his prick when he pissed. Did you make a speech at his funeral? Maybe write his eulogy? Tell everyone how big it was?” Preston shakes his head and scoffs as Felix pushes on. “And what’s your position?”

“What do you mean?”

“You said you’re in a position to help me now. How’d you stumble upon that? You put your own name in his will when you organized his affairs?”

Preston takes a breath as these people so often do when keeping secrets. “I just… I just am, Felix. That’s all I can say.”

Felix’s eyebrows shoot up, and he sarcastically grins, his lips pressed tightly together. “Oh, of course, I see. Your lips are sealed, but I’m supposed to trust you, right? We team up, and you keep the secrets. For old times’ sake?”

“It’s not like that—”

“I don’t give a damn what it’s like. I don’t need you or anybody associated with those godforsaken auctions.”

Preston grabs the bridge of his nose, accepting that Felix won’t cave into a truce as quickly as he had manipulated Celia to.

He decides to change course. “We both know the issues you have are more with Freeman and your father than with me.”

“Don’t fucking mention my father,” Felix instantly snaps, jabbing his finger at Preston.

The women on the other end of the room are now observing the men. They, too, cannot quite hear the adjacent conversation.

“Suddenly the man who never said a word to you is worth defending, huh? He was a dickhead, Felix. You don’t have to do that.”

“You didn’t know him any more than I did,” Felix grunts through his teeth, restraining himself from lunging onto Preston and beating him to a pulp.

“I didn’t have to. They built the auctions together. Your father’s just as much an awful man as Freeman. If you’re gonna insult one, you can’t defend the other.”

“And yet, my father died without his name attached and a fraction of the wealth Mr. Freeman had,” Felix retorts. “I guess that was our one thing in common; we both were fucked by the Freemans. I just wasn’t ignorant enough to keep working with them.”

“So, what? You own some clean production company now and hope your dad’s past—or yours for that matter—never comes back to bite you?”

Felix again sets his voice to a low whisper. “I’ve got news for you, Preston. That klutz you slept with? She already sold the auctions. I know because I had my lawyers look into getting the stake I was owed. And better yet? She probably sold it to some more criminals who were always in Mr. Freeman’s back pocket. No records are coming out, and you can stop sleeping with her. The auctions are gone to the next underground kingpin and whatever money you inherited from that bastard will be the last of the money you see.” He’s not as concerned with the privacy of the rest of his statement, and so he sits back in his bed and raises his voice slightly. “When I get out of here, I’m going back to making films. Or, who knows? Maybe I’ll start working with Laurent. Open this place back up. Make more money than that damned family owes me.” He nods to the Freeman women. “And, I can do that all by myself. I can especially handle this by myself. I think Laurent is starting to like me more every time you piss him off,” he ends as he lays down and rolls away from Preston.

For a moment, Preston’s ego nearly convinces him to reveal to Felix that he is, in fact, the new owner of the auctions. But he can’t. If Preston has any chance of making it out of here, nobody here—aside from Celia—can know about his new ownership of the Freeman Auctions. And so, he elects to give Felix one more chance.

“As of this moment, none of that matters. If we don’t come up with a plan to get out of here, that psychopath is clearly willing to let us all die,” Preston tells him. “We’ll be stepping foot in hell before we step foot outside.”

For a second, Felix ignores this, but he can’t resist turning back to face Preston. “Well, when you get there, could you deliver a message to my father and Freeman for me?”

The message is simply Felix holding his middle finger in the air.


26
THE LEVERAGE


In Laurent’s office, he and Henri share yet another glass of whiskey. Though, per usual, it starts off with Laurent having glasses of whiskey and Henri taking sips of one.

The lighting is dim, and Henri notices that the air feels much lighter in this office than it does in the rest of the museum. Perhaps Laurent keeps the air cooler in here, or perhaps the constant tension when around the guests is making normal breathing much more taxing.

Henri walks to the window and peers out the blinds, noticing that the news trucks have indeed given up. This, too, allows Henri to breathe a little easier, even if only for the night.

Laurent is nearly finished with his second glass before he speaks. “Apologies, Henri.” He hopes Henri asks what he’s apologizing for, but instead, Henri simply nods his head in return. “For the whole mess back in the theater. It must have not been easy for you.”

Henri puts his drink to his lips. Strips of moonlight come through the cracks in the blinds and catch the detective’s face. “I know.”

“Obviously, that incident was not planned. But we must move forward—”

“It’s not too late, Laurent.”

“Pardon?”

“It’s not too late.”

Laurent allows Henri a moment to further explain himself, though Henri elects not to. “Don’t be ridiculous, Henri. It is much too late,” Laurent replies.

Henri makes his way back to the leather chair in the corner of the room. He sits and crosses his legs. “It’s not. It’s not, Laurent. Mr. Hughes had a point. If you back out now, maybe there’s a way to navigate this. A way where no one else gets hurt. And then you take all of your investigations and notes to someone who can help.”

Laurent’s nose twitches. “First of all, I find it highly disrespectful that you think I didn’t consider those options before I resorted to this.” He again unscrews the crystal cap on the whiskey bottle and tops off his glass once more. He leaves the lid on the surface of the desk. “And second, I was under the impression that you were the person who could help. Was I mistaken?”

Henri’s jaw tenses, the low opacity of the light makes the shadows on his sunken cheeks deeper than usual. “You didn’t tell me it would be like this.”

“What exactly did you expect it to be like, Henri?” Laurent has his forearms leaning on his desk now. “I told you I had six suspects that I was inviting to be locked into my museum and that I’d be doing everything I could to dwindle them down. Did you expect them all to immediately point at one man and I’d take that man into the police station and say, ‘Hey officers! I got the murderer you refused to look for ten years ago!’?” He raises his eyebrows enthusiastically. “Is that what you expected, Henri?”

“Don’t treat me like one of them, Laurent,” Henri snaps. “I know you’re enjoying yourself in there, but I’m not them.”

Enjoying myself? Laurent briefly wonders how his friend could make such a claim. He thinks about defending himself, but he can’t.

Admittedly, Laurent has found some satisfaction in bringing his own wife’s murder suspects to his museum. Performing for them. Outsmarting them. Even if only the slightest amount, perhaps he is finding some enjoyment by being the host of such a preposterous evening. As it goes.

They both pause the increasingly rigid conversation to sip their glasses.

“When we were off to war, nobody told us what it would be like.”

“Don’t. Don’t do the war thing,” Henri counters.

“Let me speak,” Laurent says with a raised hand. “When we were off to war, nobody told us what it would actually be like. Most were too kind to give us an idea of what real war was before we went. They let us leave still pure. Still hopeful. Our commanders didn’t dare give us emotional advice. They didn’t explain how bad it hurts to watch a fellow soldier, a friend, die in front of you. Do you recall what they instructed us to do?”

“In what instance?”

“When a friend is dying right next to you. Do you remember what they told us? In Belgium?”

Henri puts his tongue in his cheek. He recalls the answer, but he’s reluctant to reveal it. “To leave,” he huffs.

“They told us to leave. To watch our friends suffer, hurt, struggle to breathe, bleed. And then to leave. To turn our backs on them. Because watching a friend die only hinders your mental ability to continue fighting,” Laurent goes on. Henri finishes off his whiskey and sets the glass on the table beside him before looking to the window. He knows where Laurent is going with this and he doesn’t care to look him in the eyes for it. Laurent continues. “Yet, when a piece of debris hit your head so hard that you were knocked unconscious on the battlefield, did I listen?” He’s been waiting for the right time to use this angle on Henri.

The detective continues gazing at the window, not looking at anything in particular, just making a point to not look at Laurent. “You did not.” He takes no pleasure in justifying the lecture.

“Right, I didn’t listen to the rules we were given. I didn’t turn my back on my dear friend who was hurting. Instead, I did what any human would do. I helped that friend. I carried you to safety.” He takes another sip to let his point sink in. “Now, will you be participating in the rest of our endeavors, or shall I find you a plane ticket back to Paris, Henri?”

Henri turns his head back to Laurent. He knows he’s been backed into a corner. The men lock eyes for a few seconds that feel much longer. Henri’s done answering rhetorical questions. “What do we do with the two in the theater?”

Laurent smiles ever-so-briefly, to signal a truce—in his favor—between them. “Leave them for now. I didn’t invite you to be a mortician. I’ll handle them later.”

“Have we completely lost course? Do you think there’s any way to scavenge this?”

“Of course there is, Henri.” Laurent leans back in his chair. “Did I want someone to die in the theater? No. But they’re scared now. They’re vulnerable. Though, I didn’t anticipate how much they’d team up. Mr. Walker and Mrs. Hamilton-Freeman are closer than I initially thought.”

“We definitely think she sold to him then, right? I imagine that’s what they had to discuss in the closet before they—”

“Engaged in intercourse, yes. Yes, that would make sense. I didn’t have much time to process that, with a hole being blown in my arm and whatnot, but that makes perfect sense. Mr. Walker probably wanted to connect with her to ensure his secret is safe. And, of course, he wouldn’t have the money to buy the auctions, but get the new owner to sleep with you, and I’m sure the price goes down.” Laurent bites his lip. “But why be so sure to keep his ownership of the auctions a secret from me? What does new ownership have to do with Marie?”

“Well, it could mean he knows the Freemans had something to do with Marie’s death. He comes here, finds out you’re going to investigate the murder, and he knows he’s now tied directly to the family who committed it. And, of course, he absolutely could have had something to do with it, being Mr. Freeman’s right-hand man.” He stands and walks to Laurent’s desk to slide his glass across the table in request of a refill. “He’s keeping his ownership a secret because even he knows it’s quite simple to connect the Freeman Auctions to the death of your wife. Maybe we already have our guy, Laurent.”

Laurent pours into Henri’s glass as he shakes his head. “I like the way you think, Henri. But no. We can’t guarantee that yet. For one, was Mr. Freeman dumb enough to hire his right-hand man to kill the princess of American art?” He’s proud to call his deceased wife that title. “I don’t know. And I suppose Mr. Walker would be an imbecile to not keep his new purchase a secret. From me, from everyone. Even from Freeman’s daughter. William was able to go public because he had half the industry in his back pocket. Now that it’s under new ownership, now that the power’s been dwindled, if Mr. Walker went public?” He snaps his fingers. “He’d be cut down like that. Museums. The law. More experienced scammers. The folks who were owed money but were too scared of Mr. Freeman to do anything about it. They’d all be after him. His keeping quiet doesn’t necessarily mean he killed Marie; it just means he’s not an idiot.”

“What if he did have a big hand in it? Have you considered the possibility they’ve already killed off the man who did kill your wife, but perhaps Preston was assigned to oversee it?”

“I spent ten years on this, Henri. I didn’t miss any possible suspects; I guarantee you that.” He sips. “But, I’m only one man. I can’t get tied into who was associated, who gave word to whom, and who instructed what. I just need the man who was directly responsible for her death. If Mr. Walker isn’t that man, he has my word that I won’t pursue him.” He faintly smiles. “I suppose I’ll follow rules so long as they are my own. Even if it doesn’t seem so, I am trying to retain some of my morals.”

Henri ignores Laurent’s ironic comment. “And if Mr. Freeman was the man who killed her? I mean, as you said, he’d be dumb for it, but if so? The girl?”

“Oh, don’t be insensible, Henri. I’m not going to hurt the girl.”

“Of course. Just from what you said in there—”

“It’s a performance, Henri. It’s an act. For fear and uncertainty.”

Henri nods slowly and looks to the floor. “Right.” That’s exactly what he’s worried about. He knows Laurent has always had a thing for the spectacle. Henri still can’t quite tell if this is more than just a thing.

“I quite like the girl, actually. Let’s do what we can to keep her safe, shall we?” Laurent requests.

Henri again nods. When Laurent first came to him, he didn’t anticipate it being his job to keep anyone safe, let alone a nineteen-year-old girl. Unlike other forms of the law, his job as a detective seldom requires looking out for the well-being of others. They both take a moment of contemplation and wet their lips with alcohol.

“This is good,” Laurent continues. “It’s good we know Mr. Walker’s the buyer now. And, no one else can know this. Understood?”

“Of course. It’s a leverage game.”

“And how would you use it? The leverage.”

“Well, that brings up another point I wanted to mention,” Henri says. “Have you noticed something between the two men?”

“Who? Mr. Walker and Mr. Hughes?”

“Mhm. The way they speak. The way they glance at one another. They have a rhythm.”

“You think they’re working together, too?” Laurent grooms his beard.

“No. There’s tension there as well,” Henri elaborates. “But I’d bet some coins they’re not strangers. Maybe they had worked together in the past.”

For a moment, Laurent says nothing. He only downs some more alcohol and seems to zone out for a moment, his pupils expanding.

“Laurent?” Henri calls to him when he notices the blank expression on his face.

“Sorry.” Laurent clears his throat as he snaps to. “Perhaps it’s not out of the realm of possibility that Mr. Hughes also worked for the Freemans at some point.” He takes another long pause. “His father was heavily involved. But the orphan boy? Really?”

“Maybe his dad got him the job.”

“I asked if he ever met his father, and he assured me he didn’t. That he only found the man after his death.” Laurent is quick in his response.

“People can lie, Laurent.”

“Is that so? I’ll be quite fucked, Henri. I had no idea,” he sarcastically chirps. “I just didn’t expect Mr. Hughes to be the one to lie to me.” Laurent thinks a moment with his nails between his teeth. “All right, so what do we do with it?”

“With what?”

“The leverage, Henri. Keep up.”

Henri lightly throws his hands in the air. “Well, I think we need to find out how Mr. Hughes and Mr. Walker know each other. I think that moves us in the right direction. They’re both keeping secrets. Mr. Walker is making sure Celia is keeping secrets. Let’s pry them out.”

For a moment, Laurent looks downward, completely silent. He twirls the remaining gold liquid around his glass, making a bright whirlpool in the creases of the cup. He watches as the cubes of ice all follow the same clockwise path in the cylinder. Then, he lifts himself from his seat and stands. “Sauvage, sauvage,” Laurent says.

“Sauvage, sauvage? The primary school game?”

“Precisely. Liar, liar. We make them play it. I’ll play along. I’ll orchestrate the conversation to areas we desire. That’s how we see where their interests lie.”

“Laurent, do you really think a bunch of adults that you are holding hostage are going to be willing to play a children’s game?”

“They don’t have to be willing, Henri.” Laurent smiles. “I’m the host after all. It would be quite rude for them to decline.”

Henri puts his tongue in his cheek and peers back to the window.

“Go get some rest, Henri. Big day tomorrow,” Laurent finishes.


27
THE ITINERARY


December 22nd, 1977

At long last, the sun has risen on the Fontaine Museum of Art on the twenty-second day of December in 1977. Unfortunately for Laurent, his mystery is yet to be solved.

The museum is silent. The news crews—less out of respect and more out of fear—have abided by Laurent’s wishes. The palpable tension stayed overnight, though more quietly, and only now is stress beginning to ring off the gallery walls once more. The blood stains in the theater are set in and dry. Jimmy’s wounds haven’t healed. Himiri Xing hasn’t moved.

Phoebe is awake, and she is fairly certain she hears Laurent’s footsteps shuffling about the floor above her. She looks to her right and is disgusted to find that Preston and Celia wound up pushing two beds together at some point and spent the night inches apart.

We didn’t mean anything by it! I was scared on my own is all! She imagines what Celia will say to her. She decides she won’t even bring it up. Maybe she will. But only later to make Celia feel poor-mannered.

For now, she looks ahead and notices Felix is awake as well. She’s not sure if he’s been awake for long, but she wants to speak with him before the others are.

Felix notices her and sits up. He didn’t use any blankets and slept fully clothed. “Can I help you?”

“You know each other?”

“Pardon?”

“You and the other guy.” She nods toward Celia and Preston’s intertwined bodies.

“Um… yeah, I know him. Not fond of him.”

“I can tell. Did you know my dad?” Phoebe questions.

Felix stares at her a moment, puckering his lips in contemplation of what he wants the girl to know. “Not really, no.”

Phoebe nods confidently, as if she believes what he’s saying. “What did he do?”

“Pardon?”

“That guy. What did he do for my dad?”

“Well, I wasn’t really close to that situation—”

“Yeah, but you know him, right? You don’t know what he does for work?”

Felix chuckles and turns to face her, his legs hanging off the bed now. “He handles finances. Does that suffice?”

“And you?”

“Sorry?”

“I was listening to you guys last night. I heard you say something about my dad. What did you do for him?”

Felix dismisses her admittance to eavesdropping. “I was coming out of school and desperately needed money. It was one job.” He thinks about his wording. “I learned my lesson.”

Phoebe nods. “Yeah. He taught me a few of those, too. Thanks.”

“Sure.” Felix clears his throat.

As Phoebe goes back to her bed, the door bursts open. Celia and Preston spring to consciousness like high schoolers hiding a sleepover from their parents.

Laurent enters, pushing a cart with plates loaded with steam and scents. He sports an entirely new suit with no bullet hole in the right shoulder. His movement is still stiff due to a thick bandage that hides beneath his sleeve, but he appears much more put together than when the night ended. Henri trails behind him.

Still pushing the tray, he glances to his side to see Celia and Preston together. “Bonjour. I am glad to see you’ve made yourselves comfortable.”

Celia’s face fills red with blush. She slides out from under the sheets and stands to straighten out her dress and appear presentable for whatever is about to occur. The guests all direct their attention to Laurent as he parks the spread of food in the center of the room near one of the standing sculptures.

He waits a moment, being sure to give everyone time to collect themselves. “Bonjour. Bonjour, vous les gens riches et compliqués. (Good morning, you wealthy and complicated people.)” He shows a large, fabricated, toothless smile. He opens the platters in front of him to reveal plates of toasted bread and pastries and sunny side eggs. Thermoses of coffee and bright red mugs sit next to the trays. The scent of French breakfast immediately fills the room, loosening the tight grip of tension just a tad. “Breakfast is now available. I do apologize for my outburst last night; it was not my intention for things to start off so aggressively.” The guests all stare blankly at him. Preston, who may normally chime in here, is still attempting to wipe away the morning blur from his eyes. “Right,” Laurent continues, “today should run much more smoothly—relying on all of your cooperation—and, dare I say, perhaps there may be some opportunity for some fun!”

The guests continue to stare. Phoebe hides a smile under her fist.

“Fun?” Felix questions.

“Perhaps, Mr. Hughes. Today’s itinerary is printed on the breakfast cart. Please inform yourself when ready.” He lifts a stack of papers to show the guests. “Henri and I will be back in a few hours to kick things off. Bon Appétit.” He anticipates the guests will pile into a line like wedding guests.

At first, nobody moves a muscle, the suspects all collectively hoping that Laurent will leave, so they can fetch their meals in peace.

Laurent gives a look of displeasure. He prepared this meal himself and can’t help but be a little offended—regardless of the guests’ circumstances—by their unwillingness to try his cuisine. Right before he heads for the door in silent defeat, Phoebe begins to walk toward the cart.

Laurent’s eyes meet hers warmly as she grabs an itinerary and scans it over. Phoebe gives a friendly nod as she holds it. It reads:

ITINERARY

THE FONTAINE MUSEUM OF ART

12.22.77

9 AM - BREAKFAST

1 PM - LIAR, LIAR

5 PM - DINNER

7 PM - ONE-ON-ONE INTERVIEWS

9 PM - BED

Once Laurent is satisfied that at least one person has read the itinerary, he signals to Henri, and they leave the room without another word spoken. The door closes behind them, and the other guests rush to the breakfast cart in hunger and relief for some alone time with food.

Preston makes it to the plates first, having a high enough lack of courtesy to not allow Celia in front him. Celia was half-expecting him to be a gentleman, but won’t say anything. Before making a plate, he picks up a sheet of paper to read it for himself.

“What the hell is Liar, Liar?” Preston asks aloud.

“Sounds like a game,” Phoebe answers back as Felix now reads the document as well.

Celia doesn’t bother. She makes a plate that consists of one single croissant. “Where on earth does he expect us to eat? There’s no table in here,” she wonders outwardly as she paces the room.

“A game? That’s great. Glad to know he slept on it and still thinks of our lives as a game,” Preston replies to Phoebe.

“A performance art piece, actually,” Phoebe quips.

“Excuse me?”

“It’s a performance art piece. He told you that last night.”

Preston’s tongue finds his cheek with aggravation. “Whose fucking side is the girl on, huh?” He looks to Celia who shoves a large portion of her croissant in her mouth to avoid having to answer for Phoebe.

“She’s on the side of survival, Preston,” Felix chimes in with a full plate of eggs and breads in one hand and a coffee leaving a trail of thick steam in the other. “I think it’s time you accept that there’s a man judging us for our sins. You can either go to the confessional or confront him with a closed fist. The choice is yours.”

Preston chuckles half-heartedly. “You fucking kidding me? You’re comparing him to God now? What the hell happened while we were sleeping? Did he come in here and kiss you guys goodnight?”

“It was a loose comparison for sake of a metaphor,” Felix throws back. “Although, I’ve never seen God’s palace. Not even in pictures.” He takes a bite of a cinnamon French muffin and chews for a moment. “But, I just spent the night in Laurent’s.”

Preston spins in a circle with his hands thrown in the air, searching for somebody to reason with. Nobody seems interested. They’ve all, for the time being, turned their attention to simply making it out of this museum in one piece. Celia again takes a bite of her croissant to avoid a confrontation with Preston, who is looking to her for support.

He grins. “All right then, you can all suck him off. Fontaine wants to play games? I’ll play to win.” He crumbles his itinerary into a ball and tosses it across the room. He takes one muffin and promptly shoves it into his mouth, clearing his fingertips of cinnamon residue by wiping his hands together. He returns to his bed, passing the wad of paper he had just thrown, which slowly attempts to unwrinkle itself back to its original form as Preston’s shiny leather shoes stomp by.


28
THE BRAVE WOMEN OF THE WORLD


Some hours pass with nothing but the guests waiting in the damp gallery space full of nude sculptures. They’ve all eaten their attempts at a good breakfast despite the aching pits of anxiety in their stomachs.

Phoebe nibbles on one of the many leftover baked goods just to pass the time.

Felix has resorted to inspecting the works of art by Manuel Herrera in their sleeping space, taking a moment of contemplation in front of each sculpture. He pauses the longest at a sculpture of a woman who’s cut off directly at the bottom of her torso.

The figure is propped up by a metal pipe that injects into the marble and protrudes from the chalky, white pedestal it stands on. The woman portrayed is gorgeous by any beauty standard, so much so that Felix wonders if the woman was ever real or if Herrera simply imagined her. From her features, Felix guesses she is surely of Spanish descent, and so maybe she was real. Maybe Herrera knew her in some way.

She permanently poses in a fluid fashion. Her hair—which appears shockingly airy and realistic considering it’s created from solid matter—caresses her glistening cheeks, and her eyes are gently closed as if she’s taking a moment to meditate. Her arms securely surround herself, and her hands rest on her pregnant stomach, showing a child not yet born. Showing even an imaginary fetus what it means to be held by a mother.

In the corner of her mouth is a smile. A small one. But a present one. Felix mentally notes that a smile this small was surely something Herrera portrayed on purpose.

He looks down at the title of the piece printed on a small notecard:

Las Mujeres Valientes del Mundo, 1965.

The title card is kind enough to translate: The Brave Women of the World.

He looks back to the figure, the gorgeous woman who stands completely still. He stares intently at her. She can’t open her eyes. She can’t acknowledge Felix. But, he still gazes upon her. As he does so, his eyes begin to well with tears.

This is a feeling he is all too familiar with. A feeling he felt frequently as he bounced about orphanages. A feeling he felt every time his prayers were neglected as a child. A feeling he felt when he saw happy families as a young man. A feeling he felt when he discovered his disconnected father had passed. A feeling he felt when he was lied to and betrayed by Freeman.

Tears he cannot dare allow to fall.

“Staring doesn’t work well on women,” Preston calls out to him, snapping the moment between Felix and the sculpted woman. “Ask her to go see one of your movies or something.” He pauses to allow the room to laugh. No one does. “Seriously though, stop. You’re freaking me out.”

Felix shakes his head. “You should have seen this coming.”

“What?”

“You should’ve seen right through Laurent’s plan. If this were a real art event, he would have never invited a fucking pillock like you.”

Phoebe chuckles through her nose from behind the men. Even Celia has to stop herself from smiling.

“Whatever,” Preston dismisses, “he’s got a few more minutes before I push over all these naked things. He can’t just expect us to keep waiting—”

Before Preston can finish his gripes, the door opens, and Laurent and Henri finally rejoin the group, each of them carrying two brown, leather suitcases. They set them down near the breakfast cart.

“Afternoon, Mesdames et messieurs,” Laurent begins. The guests all collect themselves and head over to form an unprompted arc around him to listen. “If you read the itinerary as asked, you will know it is time for our game. The rules will be presented to you in gallery number fourteen, which Henri will lead you to shortly.”

“What’s with the suitcases?” Preston quickly questions.

“I am getting there, Mr. Walker,” Laurent responds. “I have prepared outfits for the remainder of the day that—”

“Outfits? What do you mean outfits?” Celia urgently inquires.

“Well, Mrs. Hamilton-Freeman, if you would be so kind as to allow me to speak, you would know I have hand-selected individual outfits for our game and dinner tonight. I think you all will find them lovely.”

“But, Mr. Fontaine,” Celia anxiously replies, “I only wear fashion that I design myself.”

“Perhaps I took great inspiration from you, madam,” Laurent assures Celia with a grand smile. Celia can’t help but blush. “If you prefer, there is a closet across the hall. You may have some privacy to change.” He places a singular key near the coffee mugs. “I assure you no other door will open; they lock both ways. Please don’t bother. See you all in a moment.”

Laurent promptly exits the room, leaving Henri standing next to the four suitcases. Phoebe is the first to investigate. She finds they are all identical aside from the yellow, plastic labels hanging from each handle. Each label has the name of one guest written in permanent marker. She lifts hers, finding that it is much heavier than anticipated. Before she walks away, she glances at the key, then back to Henri. She’s unsure if the key is some sort of test or if there truly is a private closet to undress in.

Henri notices her contemplation and takes the liberty of grabbing the key and handing it to her.

“Thank you.” She nods warmly, accepting the offer of the key and taking her suitcase to the hallway, not taking a single look back to the other suspects.

Felix approaches the suitcases next and takes it to his hip. “I’ll wait for the key. Thank you, sir.”

“I’m sure she’ll return soon,” Henri replies. He’s grown tired of pretending as if he’s a silent, wax figure when the guests speak to him. Felix grins back, satisfied to finally get a response from the detective.

Celia is right behind Felix, not wanting to wait a second more to see what kind of fashion is hiding in her suitcase. Upon locating her name tag, she pries the case open and finds an emerald green dress and immediately holds it up to her body. It stops at the knees and the shoulders. It possesses a turtleneck, but with a triangular shape cut out near the breasts. Also in the case are a pair of glistening green heels that Celia can see her own reflection in.

And, finally, she is delighted to find that Laurent has provided an entire jewelry set: a thick gold necklace with a large, pure emerald dangling from it wrapped in a golden frame; extravagant, golden earrings with small, emerald rocks; a golden anklet with an emerald charm; and a petite, golden wristwatch with emerald-colored numbers and emerald plated clock hands.

“Frenchmen really are extraordinary,” she proclaims under her breath, which has nearly been taken away. She simply won’t wait another moment to try on her custom wardrobe, and so she undresses immediately and shamelessly: Preston in line behind her, Felix still waiting on Phoebe, and Henri standing right in front as she completely reveals herself to the room, though all three men courteously turn their eyes away.

She takes her time slipping on her dress and putting on every piece of jewelry before inserting her feet into the reflective heels.

Just as Celia props herself back upright, Phoebe reenters the room.

“Oh, Phoebs!” Celia exclaims toward the door, her right hand covering her mouth. “Now that is a respectable woman!”

The entire room turns to look at Phoebe, who cannot stand the attention and looks to the floor. She has been given an eggshell white dress, the shoulder straps connected by bright red buckles. The fabric flows tightly down her body and stops near her ankle, where it splits sightly on both sides. She has on red high heels, just as glossy as Celia’s, and rubies attached to white gold apertures hang from her ears and from her neck.

“Yeah,” she halfheartedly agrees with Celia’s compliments, still looking downward. “Sure. Thanks.”

“And look at me!” Celia demands. She does one elegant spin, her arms extended on both sides with limp wrists and fluent, sinuous hands. “My god, the man is astounding!” She turns to Henri to shake his hand. “Your friend, he really is something, sir.”

Nothing more than an extravagant outfit completed with expensive jewelry has caused Celia to completely forgive Laurent for the stress he has put her through. As it goes.

Henri entertains her handshake. “Certainly is,” he states.

As Felix takes the key from Phoebe, his briefcase still pinned to his hip, he turns back to address the spectacle that is their attire. “If I may?” he calls out. “I’m sure we’ll all look quite put together. But, for the sake of looking out, remember what’s really happening here. We’re going to play a game. A game that’s supposed to help a man solve the murder of his wife.” He pauses. Celia’s excitement fizzles out. “I can just assume that each of us will need to stay sharp. For our own best interest,” he finishes and turns to leave.

“Are you capable of picking a side, Felix?” Preston calls back. Felix turns around. “Are you a part of his act? Do you like that he’s keeping us here? Or, are you a part of us? Because, frankly, I can’t tell.”

Felix takes a moment to answer. “I’d like to consider myself a part of ‘being a good person.’ I’m still trying to figure out which side that is,” he replies and then exits the room.

Henri simply continues to observe.


29
THE FOURTEENTH GALLERY


Gallery fourteen was Laurent’s favorite space in the museum before he closed the doors. It remains Laurent’s favorite space in the museum while the doors are closed.

It’s a permanent and completely immersive exhibition. It was yet another custom order, this time via Marie. Just about a year before she died, she hired Chloé Jacques, a young, French woman who briefly had the pleasure of studying under the wider-known Frank Stella.

Stella, an abstract expressionist who is uniquely famous for his geometric, hard-edged, vibrant paintings in which he often reshaped canvases, introduced Jacques to the Fontaine couple a few years prior.

Sure, Marie could have hired Stella himself to design the space, and he would have almost certainly obliged, and being at the peak of Stella’s fame, the space would have almost certainly been a massive phenomenon.

However, Jacques is a woman. And Marie, when given the chance, was always going to commission women. “The Fontaine Museum of Art will be a feminist museum of art, and soon the rest will follow suit,” she would tell Laurent.

Laurent was happy to support the idea. He was happy to support Marie.

Jacques is also French. That certainly doesn’t hurt Laurent’s opinion of her.

Gallery fourteen, like nearly every gallery space, is a near-perfect cube with the same chalky, white walls. Only in this space, when you enter the room, you enter the artwork.

Perfectly edged bold strokes of paint dart across the walls, morphing around corners and streaking onto the floors. Every line is the same shade of ultramarine. The sharp contrast of the completely desaturated white and the completely oversaturated blue plays tricks on the viewer’s eye, leaving illusional dashes momentarily engraved on their eyelids as they blink.

There isn’t a spot on any surface in the room that isn’t interrupted by bright shapes. It’s a space that Laurent can only describe as, of course, a spectacle. For that reason, and for the reason of who commissioned it, it will always be one of his favorites.

While Jacques was working on the room, she never did give it a title. So, it remains Gallery Fourteen, Chloé Jacques, 1966.

There is a sign hanging on the wall outside the entrance of gallery fourteen that explains much of how it came to fruition. None of the guests read it as they pass by, however. They are too anxious to learn more about the game that awaits them.

Except for Phoebe. She doesn’t need to read the sign. She’s already studied Jacques—and Gallery Fourteen—in her Intro to Contemporary Art course.

As they all shuffle in and begin tracing the bright blue lines with their eyes, Laurent, as he so often sets a scene, has more music playing from his personally curated collection of records. “Blueberry Hill” by Fats Domino twirls around yet another turntable that is placed near the door.

Felix and Preston have now entered the music-filled room as well and changed into their personalized outfits. Felix sports a mustard yellow turtleneck with brown plaid pants and brown leather shoes. He also received a fairly standard wristwatch and black round glasses that seem to be his exact prescription. For a moment, he wonders how Laurent could have possibly known this. Though, by now, he just assumes that Laurent knows everything.

Preston stands tall behind the rest of the guests wearing a simple, black tuxedo. Everything from the jacket to the bowtie to the undershirt, jet black. Aside from his shoes, which are shimmering gold and make audible taps with every step. Preston grows uncomfortable with the attention that the sound of the shoes brings. Laurent had thought he might enjoy it.

Laurent doesn’t face the suspects yet, though he knows they’ve arrived. He simply smokes his pipe and sways with the music, allowing himself to be immersed in the sounds and the sights of the room. He does this for the duration of the song as Henri ushers the guests in. They wait, exchanging looks with each other, and watch as Laurent fills the room with fog.

Turned away from them, he continues to sway. Eyes closed. Pipe in hand. Twisting to and fro. It’s moments like this, a meditative state—typically with music playing—where Laurent finds himself. A specific version of himself. The version that fought in war. The version that moved across the world. The version that performs. The version that gave lectures to thousands of peers. The version that owns the largest spectacle of art the world has ever seen. The version that is privately conducting the most creative murder investigation in American history. The version of himself that is titled Laurent Fontaine.

Finally, as the song settles, before another begins to play, Laurent addresses them. “Bienvenu! Do we like the outfits? They are yours to keep, by the way.”

At this point, the guests are becoming conflicted. They’re being treated like royalty and criminals at the same time. They’re being fed delicious meals and given wonderful gifts while also being interrogated, without warrant, for a murder that is a decade old. Preston is generally livid with the conditions. Felix still only wants to impress Laurent. Phoebe remains, for the most part, entertained. Celia is quite distressed, but also quite satisfied with both the attention she is receiving and the wardrobe selected for her. The performers of Laurent’s project are downright conflicted.

“They were great selections, sir,” Felix tells him.

“Mine is stunning, Mr. Fontaine. You have seriously outdone yourself.” Celia only feels confident enough to speak up after Felix does.

“I thought you might be a fan.” Laurent puts out his pipe and tucks it away. “And what about the exhibition? Chloé Jacques. It’s always been one of my favorites.” He does a twirl with his arms extended, showing off the breathtaking room. None of the guests chime in. “Anyone know what movement Ms. Jacques associates with?”

“Abstract expressionism, right?” Phoebe answers from behind Celia.

Laurent smiles brightly. “Correct, Ms. Freeman! I’m so glad to know they teach contemporary at Pratt. If you ask the average man, he’s convinced the entire history of art is renaissance. Nothing else,” he claims conceitedly.

“It makes more sense to learn about what’s happening now,” Phoebe states. “To me, anyway.”

“Marie used to say much of the same,” Laurent proudly replies to the girl. “Quick lesson!” He points an excited finger to the ceiling. Laurent quite misses sharing his knowledge of the arts. “Does anyone know the two main values of Abstract Expressionism?”

Preston lets out a short sigh loud enough to hear as he turns away from the group.

“Spontaneity?” Felix answers, also attempting to display his extensive background in the arts.

“Correct! That’s one.” Laurent confirms. Felix’s mouth forms into an embarrassingly large grin. Of all the times he has attended Laurent’s seminars and speeches, he’s never received even a hint of acknowledgment from him such as that. “And the other is valuing the form of the work over content,” Laurent answers the rest of his own question. “To them, the look of the art is far more important than the idea it represents. Action over contemplation.” Aside from Preston, the group stares forward as Laurent paces and speaks. He hasn’t lost the ability to hold a room. “Abstract expressionist paintings don’t hang on a wall hoping for some idea to come to fruition. They confront you the moment you see the painting.” He opens his arms to the room. “Or, in this case, the moment you enter it.”

Though they’ve all been in the space for a few moments now, they can’t help but study the walls and take a greater appreciation of the work than when they first entered. Even Henri takes a moment to view it.

“Now,” Laurent halts the admiration, “our game. Please, this way. Gather ‘round,” he instructs, leading them to a canvas that rests on an easel toward the middle of the room. “Have a moment to look over the rules.”

They form yet another arc around the display. The canvas, painted by stencil in Futura typeface, reads:

LIAR, LIAR

	EACH GUEST DELIVERS ONE (1) PROCLAMATION

	THE GUEST WHO DELIVERS IT MUST KNOW WHETHER THE STATEMENT IS TRUE OR FALSE

	OTHER GUESTS ATTEMPT TO GUESS THE VALIDITY OF THE STATEMENT

	A GUEST LOSES A LIFE WHEN HE OR SHE IS UNABLE TO FOOL THE MAJORITY

	EACH GUEST GETS TWO (2) LIVES

	THE LAST PLAYER WITH LIVES REMAINING WINS



“Any questions?” Laurent asks after giving the suspects a moment to read.

“What, um,” Felix struggles with the phrasing of his question. “What exactly do you mean by lives? We’re not actually playing for—”

“Oh, heavens no, Felix!” Laurent cuts in dramatically. “You’re not playing a schoolyard game for life or death. I’m not a monster,” he declares. Felix laughs nervously, relieved at the answer. Phoebe tilts her head diagonally, not yet sure whether to agree with Laurent’s last statement. “We’re simply playing for a bit of fun. Oh, and for a prize!”

“What’s the prize?” Preston interjects, finally inserting his voice again.

“The prize will be announced later in the game. Once we all have the hang of it.”

“We? You’re playing too, sir?” Felix queries.

“Indeed!”

“How do I know if the prize is even worth my time?” Preston again pushes.

Laurent smiles at him. Warmly, but sharply. A smile that digs deeply with confrontational tonality toward the man. “I think you’ll find the prize to be quite worth your while, Mr. Walker.”

Preston’s eyebrows curl, internally investigating what this might mean.

Felix quickly catches on to the curiosity, and he too begins brainstorming the potential of the prize Laurent speaks of.

Everything. The man could give us everything, Felix decides. And so, he’ll play this children’s game like everything is on the line. Because, of course, everything could be on the line. With one glance in his direction, it’s easy for Felix to tell that Preston has also arrived at the same conclusion.

“What happens if you win?” Phoebe inserts, always the one in the room to question things from another angle.

“Then, I take the prize, of course. I’ve no advantage in this game. All is fair,” Laurent answers with strong shoulders and a confident, well-rehearsed grin.

“Except that you’ve stalked us for ten years,” Preston refutes. “Obviously, you’re going to know best who’s lying and who’s not.”

“Well, that is true.” Felix, for once, agrees with Preston while simultaneously attempting not to step on Laurent’s toes. “Not that you shouldn’t play, of course. It’s your game. Just… that is a factor.”

“I guess you all should have studied a little harder then,” Laurent poignantly retorts. Preston shoves his tongue to his cheek and laughs off the remark. “Shall we?” Laurent turns to Celia, who has been admiring the emerald that hangs from her neck for the entirety of the conversation and has barely paid attention enough to know the rules of the game.

It’s not that Celia is utterly ignorant and oblivious to everything around her, as her behavior so often indicates. She chooses to be this way. The exterior details of her life aren’t exactly the way that she planned them as a young girl growing up in a loving family with present parents. It feels nice to focus only on herself—especially in times of extreme distress such as a murder investigation. As it goes.

At the very least, aside from the dead, criminal husband and the broken, complicated love life she has with Preston, she’s gotten to this point in her lustrous, wealthy life by largely thinking of only herself. She’s no reason to stop now.

The group continues to stare at her for a moment until she notices that she’ll be first to go in the game.

“Oh, me?”

“Yes, we’ll go clockwise,” Laurent confirms. This means the order, as it stands, will be Celia, Phoebe, Preston, Felix, and then Laurent. Henri spectates, standing right next to the record player which discretely still spins doo-wop, classical R&B, and rockabilly tunes from the last few decades.

Celia takes a few steps back, as if the distance is going to delay her turn. When all the eyes in the room continue to stare at her, she steps back forward.

“Um, well,” she clears her throat, “I designed the dress that Mr. Fontaine’s wife,” she gives a friendly smile toward Laurent, “God rest her soul, died in.”

“True,” calls out Felix, in less of a questioning tone and more of a pragmatic statement, since Celia did reveal this to be a fact yesterday evening.

“I did. So am I out?” Celia asks Laurent. Preston rolls his eyes and shakes his head. Phoebe covers the slightest humorous smile with her hand.

“No, darling. You get two lives,” Laurent speaks to her with a kind patience that she isn’t used to. “And, Mrs. Hamilton-Freeman, the goal of the game is to confuse your opponents. To try to throw them off. That statement was a well-known fact, as you told us all yesterday. Let’s start again, this time keeping the idea of deception in mind.”

Celia nods her head. “So, I have two lives still?”

“Indeed. Go again.”

“Okay, uh—”

“Apologies,” Laurent interrupts, “just one more thing. For the sake of the game, and perhaps my own self-pleasure, let’s begin each statement with ‘vrai ou faux?’, or ‘true or false?’. It’ll feel more authentic to the game as it’s played back in France.” He smiles once more.

Celia pauses for a moment, making sure Laurent isn’t patronizing her with his new rule. He isn’t. “Okay… vrai ou faux?” she asks in a very poor attempt at French. “I once designed a dress for former First Lady Thelma Nixon.” She feels inclined to add more information. “For a party we both attended.”

The group contemplates for a moment.

“True?” Again, Felix answers, this time with actual curiosity.

“No, that’s not true. I wish it were though. She seems like a kind lady.”

Phoebe again has to hide a smirk. Sometimes she finds Celia’s personality to be adorable.

“Very good, Celia!” Laurent encourages her. “You keep both of your lives. Phoebe, you’re next.”

Phoebe clears her throat. She doesn’t necessarily want to participate as much as she wants to spectate but isn’t sure if she has the choice. “Um, vrai ou faux? I once wrote a paper on this museum for school.”

“That’s true,” Celia claims, avoiding guilty eye contact with Phoebe.

“Is that true, Phoebe?” Laurent asks.

Phoebe simply nods her head.

“Now, since she didn’t fool us, Phoebe is down to one life. Is everyone understanding?”

The group collectively nod their heads.

“I’m so sorry,” Celia softly apologizes to Phoebe for eliminating one of her lives.

“I don’t give a shit,” Phoebe whispers back.

“All right. Mr. Walker, you’re up.”

Preston has his statement ready, and so he speaks immediately. “I once had an intern—”

“Ah, ah,” Laurent stops him. “Please, follow the rules.”

Preston glares at him a moment before deciding to comply. “Vrai ou faux?” he says in an even more American accent than Celia’s. “I once had an internship with the Frank Franklin family.”

“The children’s book author?” Felix questions with genuine interest.

“The very one.”

“Oh, I adored his books!” Celia exclaims. “I’ll never forget the one about the bananas who made fun of the carrots for growing in the ground.”

Henri cracks a smile away from the group.

My fucking stepmom read the same children’s books as me, Phoebe thinks. My life is a joke.

“I’ll bite! I think that’s false, Mr. Walker,” Laurent submits his answer.

“It’s true. Summer of sixty-one,” Preston corrects him, “I helped out with their finances.”

“Interesting! You keep both lives then.”

Instantly, Phoebe’s mind begins to race at this result.

How was he wrong? she wonders. He’s known everything there is to know about everyone in this room. How does he not know Preston’s employment history?

“Felix, next up would be you,” instructs Laurent, but Felix, too, is stuck on the same page as Phoebe, questioning the peculiar instance that just occurred.

He has to know where Preston has worked. That’s practically public information. Anyone could find that out, Felix silently contemplates, holding up the game. Is he lying to us? Does he not know everything? Or, did he want Preston to keep his life? Why would he want Preston to keep his lives—

“Mr. Hughes?” Felix’s moment of thought is interrupted by Laurent’s signature, booming, eloquent voice. “You’re up.”

“Right.” Felix snaps to, having previously thought of a difficult statement to use as his turn. “Right… vrai ou faux? I’ve attended four of Mr. Fontaine’s seminars across the world. When he still used to do them, of course.”

“I can answer that one. True,” says Laurent with total assurance.

“It’s false, actually. I attended nine in total from the years of nineteen sixty-one to nineteen sixty-six.”

Preston laughs loudly.

“Hm,” Laurent chirps, “I don’t recall ever giving nine seminars. But on this topic, I’ll trust you. You’ll keep both lives.”

This takes it to Laurent’s turn. He pauses a moment, as if allowing some drama to swirl about the room. Some music still plays. The striped paint on the walls still streaks across the space infinitely. Laurent remains silent. The guests are too timid to rush him into playing his turn. He takes a deep breath and then sneaks a look to Henri, who gives a simple nod in return.

The leverage, they communicate quietly, their lips not moving once.

Laurent knows what statement to make as his turn. He’s had his statement planned the entire day. He also anticipates what kind of reactions might ensue if he chooses to use the leverage now.

Or maybe, perhaps, he has no idea.

Maybe they’re all in on the auctions. Or maybe none of them are. Maybe none of them will bat an eye at the auctions. Or maybe all of them will.

Or, maybe, the auctions have had nothing to do with Marie’s death all along. Maybe Laurent’s obsession with the Freemans’ operations has led him astray during the last ten years of investigative research.

There is more than enough evidence to support the contrary. However, in this moment, with the people he’s been studying for a decade staring directly at him, potentially so close to an answer he’s been craving each and every night he’s fallen asleep since his wife died, Laurent can’t help but doubt himself for the first time since he started this endeavor.

“Laurent,” Felix finally interposes, “that makes it your turn, sir.”

There’s only one way to find out the truth for certain: confront it.

“Yes, yes, of course. Apologies. I was strategizing.” Laurent brings his fist to his mouth to clear his throat. “Vrai ou faux?” he asks, with obviously the best French of the bunch. “Somebody in this room—” He stops. He surveys their faces. Felix listens with intention, though he always does when Laurent speaks. Preston pretends to not care in the slightest as to what is coming out of Laurent’s mouth. “Now owns the Freeman Auctions,” Laurent finalizes his statement.

Immediately—and not covertly—Celia’s head whips to Preston with her mouth slightly agape. Preston allows one look back to her before keeping his composure.

Phoebe notices both of these actions, and suddenly things between Celia and Preston are beginning to make much more sense to her.

It’s him. She sold to him, Phoebe tells herself as if she’s memorizing a fact on a notecard.

Felix breaks the silence with an oblivious chuckle. “False!” he blurts out. “I mean, that’s false, right? William Freeman died. There’s not a chance in hell he sold to anyone in this room. Unless you pried it out of his hands and turned that ship around, Laurent? In which case, I applaud you.” He sarcastically claps a few times.

“Yeah, Felix is right. It’s false,” Preston lies through his teeth, hoping it smooths out the situation. Celia’s eyes lock to the floor. “If he planned to sell to anyone before he died, I would’ve known about it.”

“Then what did happen to the auctions, Mr. Walker?” Laurent encourages him to explain.

Celia decides she’ll keep her head down for the remainder of this conversation so as not to slip up. Phoebe looks at her as she does it. She notes how pathetic this posture makes Celia look.

“You don’t get to ask questions. That’s not how the game works,” Preston retaliates sternly. “It’s Celia’s turn now.”

“Actually, Preston, I haven’t given my answer as to whether my statement is true or false yet. So, technically, it is still my turn.” Laurent motions back to the canvas where the rules are printed. “Before I reveal the truth, I asked you a question, and I am curious the answer. I know it’s not part of our game. But please, indulge me.”

Preston’s jaw subconsciously tenses to an underbite before he responds. Everyone in the room awaits his answer; not an extra sound is made.

“They dissolved,” Preston finally spurts. “Not a man on the planet liked William Freeman. He controlled the distribution and ownership of art in all of Europe and was beginning to do so here, too. He was a monopoly. There isn’t a museum or institution out there who would have been okay with seeing the auctions continue.” He stops briefly but decides to add a more decisive point. “They’re gone. They’re nothing. They vanished.”

Quite frankly, this is more information about her father and his company than Phoebe has ever cared to digest. She never had a reason to be interested. He made a lot of money, she got a lot of things, and he avoided being a father at all costs. That was that.

But now, she’s intrigued. And so, she is memorizing every word said in this room.

Felix pays close, sharp attention, sensing Laurent isn’t finished.

“Very well,” says Laurent, “though I have to say, I believe you to be telling lies, Mr. Walker.” Felix, Phoebe, Celia, they all turn to Preston who can do nothing but bite his lip. “But like you said, that’s not a part of our game. The answer to my statement is true,” Laurent dismissively states. “I keep both my lives. Celia, your turn, darling.”

As his words linger—for just a moment—the guests don’t quite understand what Laurent has just revealed.

“Now—now, hold on.” Felix is the first to cut into the brief, silent confusion. “You’re saying somebody in this room does own the auctions then?”

“I’m sorry, Mr. Hughes. I simply took one intermission to ask Mr. Walker one question. Can we not stray from our game anymore?” orders Laurent.

Felix backs down and looks to Preston, who won’t dare look his way.

What Laurent has just revealed completely changes things for Felix. This event is no longer just as simple as making it out of the museum in one piece. It’s no longer a mission to impress Laurent Fontaine. The Freeman Auctions owe Felix Hughes everything. And now, allegedly, someone in this room owns them.

Celia’s eyes are frozen on Preston, searching for any bit of advice or instruction he might give her. Their secret is unraveling, and she’s not strong enough to stop it. But, Preston can’t say anything; they can’t step aside to another closet. She has no choice but to continue the game.

“I… Um…” She has no idea what to say. Nothing is coming to mind. Not even some useless, fluffy claim that could pass as her playing along. She’s blank.

“Oh, forgive me. I forgot,” Laurent graciously relieves Celia. “With the end of our first round, I had intended on introducing the prize. Everyone ready?” Nobody says a word. “At the conclusion of our endeavors here, I shall talk with the owner of the auctions, agree on a price, promptly buy the auctions, and then I shall gift them to the winner of our game. So, concentrate! There’s much at stake,” he over-excitedly states.

The entire room is dumbfounded. Even Henri was out of the loop with this part of the game. He can’t help but smirk at his friend’s strategy.

Phoebe searches her mind for answers to whether Laurent could even do such a thing with her father’s company. There’s no way it’s Laurent. He can’t own them, she tells herself.

Regardless, she kind of hopes Laurent is at the liberty to give away the auctions, if for no other reason than the drama of it all. As it goes.

Nobody is quite sure how to continue.

“You—” Preston begins, but he’s not certain what he wants to say yet. “If they do still exist, you have no idea whether they’re for sale. That’s preposterous. It won’t work. There’s no truth to it.”

Laurent smiles brightly, the kind of confident smile he’s given so often over the last twenty-four hours. “Preston, with what I know about the auctions, the new owner may have no choice but to be willing to work with me in a sale.”

Preston’s right fist clenches. He tugs at his pant leg with his fingertips. He says nothing more.

“How about I begin this round? Would that make you feel better?” Laurent asks Celia, acknowledging her clear discomfort that she’s doing poorly at hiding. She sheepishly nods. “Vrai ou faux? My wife committed suicide.”

This statement cuts across the room more viciously than the last. Celia lets out a small, signature gasp at the forwardness of Laurent’s proclamation. Felix clears his throat, which is becoming increasingly dry from a combination of nerves and anger, confused as to what Laurent is trying to accomplish with the tactics he has begun to use in the game. Phoebe, on the other hand, is catching up to his speed. She sees that Laurent is only trying to cause panic with such preposterous conversations, to force everyone in the room to begin spilling information.

He’s prying at a toxic barrel attempting to cause a leak. Directing a tragedy on a stage, and, as director, he’s getting everything he wants from his cast.

But what does she want? What can she get from playing the game?

“True,” she jumps in.

Celia turns to Phoebe in confusion.

To say true to this statement is to blatantly go against Laurent Fontaine, a position nobody in this room should be apt to take.

Felix stands back, still attempting to catch up on the mind games being played. His panic increases as he falls further behind the curve. He no longer feels like the smartest guest in attendance, which he previously always had.

Preston isn’t far behind, now seeing right through Phoebe. Keep Laurent in the game, let him win the auctions, and let him destroy the company. Preston cannot have that.

“False,” he calls out, staring directly at Laurent. The group’s attention turns to him. “False. She was murdered.”

In theory, Preston has just admitted that all his claims of Marie’s suicide thus far were lies. He’s telling Laurent exactly what he wants to hear. But, he’s realizing now, this isn’t just a game being played by the group.

This is a game designed by and for Laurent. And, from Preston’s position, he has no choice but to play.

Celia, with tears crawling around her bottom eyelid and spilling down her cheeks, confronts him. “Do you actually know that, Preston? Can’t you just tell Mr. Fontaine who it was, then?” she full-heartedly requests through minuscule, breathed sobs. “I’d like to go home now.”

“That’s not a part of the game, Celia,” he replies to her without breaking eye contact with Laurent.

Laurent still holds an eerie smile. “I need a final answer from the group!”

“False,” Preston persists.

“True,” Phoebe reiterates her stance.

Preston slyly flicks his stern gaze to Celia, nodding his head, silently instructing her what to do.

She gets the message. “False. I— I vote false.” She sniffs.

Everyone’s stare whips toward Felix. His eyes dart the room, the puzzle still not coming together for him, and his thoughts race.

Does Preston actually own the auctions? That’s the only person it could be. But how? Why would Freeman give them to him? It makes no sense. Why didn’t he tell me? Why didn’t that goddamn bastard tell me?

“Mr. Hughes, you’re the final vote. What’s the consensus?” Laurent presses. “Am I lying or telling the truth?”

Felix can’t yet get his mouth to move. He’s still mentally navigating this complicated maze of deceit.

Slowly but surely, though, he is starting to catch onto the game. Felix considers himself a man of honor, more so than any other guest invited. That’s precisely why he’s been trailing behind the rest of the group. This game is not about honor. It’s not about weeding out the truth in a field full of lies, as the simple instructions imply. Like most games among men of this nature—like this entire event he finds himself in attendance of—this game is solely about winning.

The Freemans owe Felix far too much for him to lose.

“False.” Felix finally gives his answer.

“That is correct; it was a false statement,” Laurent announces. “My wife was killed. I lose a life! And, I do appreciate you all justifying these events by agreeing that Marie did not commit suicide. That will make our future endeavors much easier.”

Laurent has, indeed, backed the guests into a corner, but none of them can even acknowledge it. The tension in the room grows entirely too thick. For the first time, the main event is no longer Marie’s death. All eyes are on the auctions, just as Laurent intended.

A distraction. A diversion. Get the suspects to focus on something else, and they’ll slip up where he needs them to. The leverage.

“Okay, Celia, your turn again,” Laurent instructs.

Celia swallows, and the guests can hear the saliva travel down her throat. “Um… my birthday—”

“Ah, ah!” Laurent simply proclaims.

“Oh, right,” Celia readjusts, “Vrai ou faux? My birthday is the twenty-first day of January, 1948.”

“False,” Preston barely lets Celia finish. Her birthday is, indeed, the twenty-first day of January in 1948. But, a lost life for Celia means a lost life for Preston, and he can’t begin to understand why she’s using such an easy claim.

“True,” Phoebe refutes. She and Preston share an acute stare.

“If I recall any of my paperwork correctly, I do expect that to be the truth, Mrs. Hamilton-Freeman,” Laurent gives his answer. “I suppose we are down to you for majority vote once more, Mr. Hughes.”

“True. My vote is true,” he replies at once, needing no more time for contemplation. He, too, knows what eliminating Celia means for Preston’s chances.

They all turn to Celia.

“Y— yes. It’s true,” she’s able to muster through Preston’s furious gaze.

“Celia, you have lost a life. Phoebe’s next! You’ve only one life remaining, Ms. Hamilton-Freeman, so use it carefully—”

“I’d like to stop, please,” Celia interrupts. “I’d like to forfeit my other life.”

“What? No! She has to play!” Preston demands, throwing his hands toward her.

Laurent’s lips form a contemplative frown. “Are you sure, dear?”

“Mhm,” she squeaks. “I’m— I’m sure. I’d like to be done now.” A black streak of eyeliner slides from her lashes to her throat.

Laurent thinks a moment. He supposes he doesn’t absolutely need Celia to continue the game. “Very well. You are eliminated,” he grants her. “You may join Henri by the door.” He motions to his friend.

Celia’s eyes don’t leave the floor as she shuffles to Henri, her heels dragging across the bold, vigorous lines of the bright paint on the ground beneath her.

Preston watches her the entire time she moves. His jaw locked. His lips completely sealed. His eyes full of a warm betrayal that Celia can feel on the back of her neck.

You’ve always been weak. A sad, desperate woman. No wonder we didn’t work out, he wants to say.

He’s fairly certain that, somehow, Laurent knows he has acquired the auctions. But, maybe there’s a way he can still save this. Win the game, get out of the museum with his life, and go from there.

Henri gives Celia a nod once she finally joins his side, to which she attempts a smile in return. He offers his handkerchief to wipe her tears.

“Thank you,” she kindly whispers to him, accepting the offer and twisting the cloth to a point, dabbing the corners of her eyes so as not to further ruin her now day-old makeup.

Back in the middle of the room, Laurent no longer feels the need to keep the game moving with instruction, and the attention is now on Phoebe.

She pins the inside of her bottom lip between her teeth, wondering if the idea she already has is a good one.

Felix notices the pressure that persists in Preston’s face.

I’m going to get what I’m owed, Felix thinks. I deserve this, he convinces himself.

“Vrai ou faux?” Phoebe readies her claim. “Preston killed Marie.” The words whip off her tongue and pin to the ears of the room like a dart to a board.

Celia repurposes Henri’s handkerchief to cover her gaping mouth.

“Oh, fuck you!” Preston lunges toward her. “That’s not a remotely reasonable claim to make! It’s false, and you can’t prove otherwise!” The others remain still, simply observing Preston’s meltdown. “Hello? Fontaine?” Preston pleads. “You gonna fucking allow that? She clearly doesn’t know the answer to that statement, or we all wouldn’t be here right now! That’s against the rules!”

Laurent slowly nods his head. “He would be correct, Ms. Freeman. You must know the validity of your own statement. Unless, by chance, you have something you’ve been keeping from me?”

The group watches Phoebe shake her head no. Unfortunately, she has, indeed, not solved Marie’s murder.

“Fucking ridiculous. This entire thing is fucking ridiculous,” Preston proclaims to the air, sweat falling off the tip of his pointed nose. His feet feel damp inside the flamboyant golden shoes.

“Do you have a new statement you wish to make, Phoebe?” Laurent asks.

Phoebe looks at Preston, his tense jaw full of stubble. His slicked hairstyle so often worn by the vile men in suits—just like the one Laurent assigned specifically for him tonight—who would walk through the halls of her childhood home without giving her an ounce of acknowledgment. His gleaming, predatory eyes that have condescended her since the moment she entered the museum.

She looks past him, to Celia. Her leaking makeup on her cheekbones. Her bright jewelry that is shining despite resting on a woman who certainly is not. They share brief eye contact. It’s not often she feels sympathy for Celia, but she does now. Despite the secrets, despite the lies, she feels for her.

She then looks to Felix, who looks as though he’s struggling to maintain a calm confidence. His gaze, too, suggests sympathy, as if he relates to Phoebe. A neglected child. A voice begging to be heard. A glimpse of reason in this museum of chaos. A person to trust?

No. She looks to Laurent. He is the person to trust.

She can’t quite explain it, but she wants to understand him. His authenticity. His grief. His reckless willingness to throw his life away for love. She wishes she knew a love of the sort.

But, most of all, his careful plan of action. He is the only person in this room who has any amount of preemptive thought behind his actions. And, as she looks into his eyes, she can’t help but feel as if she is a part of those preemptive plans.

She has no preface, no reason to trust this blind feeling that Laurent will look out for her. She had taught herself to forgo trust by the age of six, especially in men. Especially in wealthy men. Nonetheless, she chooses to believe it’s not a coincidence that, for the first time in her life, she feels faith in somebody.

Amidst the silent rigidity of the room, Laurent notices Phoebe’s expression as she looks at him. A look of companionship: maybe he’s imagining it. Maybe ten years of isolation and avoidance have left him longing for human connection. Maybe their eyes just so happen to lock at the same time.

No.

There are no coincidences within these walls, he reminds himself.

“No,” Phoebe gives her long-awaited answer, snapping the moment of tension like a twig. “No, I don’t have another statement. I forfeit, too.”

Laurent nods, still holding her gaze.

She immediately begins her walk to join Celia near Henri. Celia offers Henri’s handkerchief to her when she arrives.

“I’m not even fucking crying, Celia,” she emphatically snaps in response. Her harsh tone makes another tear drip down Celia’s face.

“All right, gentleman. That leaves us three!” Laurent continues on with the game. “You both have two lives; I have only one.”

Preston knows he is up. He knows he has one dagger to twist into Felix’s chest. He won’t wait to use it. “Vrai ou faux? Felix worked for Mr. Freeman and the auctions.”

This is the only claim thus far that causes even Laurent’s eyebrows to forge together in the center of his forehead. Phoebe and Celia share a look. Neither of them can be sure of the answer to Preston’s statement.

Laurent’s tongue finds his cheek. He doesn’t seem to be in a rush to discover whether this is true or false.

The rest are all intrigued to see Felix’s response, but Felix gives none. He just stares toward Preston, and he begins to further understand. To further peel back the layers of this game.

The epiphany rushes over him, and warm blood fills his face. The realization makes him feel ignorant for not understanding before. He understands why they’re playing. He understands why Laurent wanted to protect Preston’s lives.

Leverage. Laurent hasn’t lost focus at all. He’s simply investigating from another angle.

And, though Felix still feels as though the Freeman Auctions are deeply indebted to him, he realizes he can no longer play Laurent’s game. He cannot play Preston’s game, either. He can’t have his life and secrets peeled away in this gallery. He must play his own game.

“Your call, Felix. What do you answer?” Preston edges.

“I forfeit,” Felix abruptly states, avoiding having to surely answer for Preston’s claim.

Another silence falls over the room. They all watch to see if Laurent will grant him permission to forfeit as well.

Laurent says nothing for quite some time. He’s seemingly lost in himself. His strong, gray eyes are locked onto one of the bold strokes of blue on the floor, his fingers are combing his beard, and his jaw remains tight. For just a moment, he seems to lose his commanding demeanor as the guests await his lead.

But, Laurent stays lost in realization. The realization of what must be true if Preston Walker is able to so confidently announce such a proclamation about Felix.

“Are you—” Uncharacteristically, Laurent stumbles over his words as he finally tries to speak. “Are you sure, Felix? You still have two lives left.”

“I’m sure. I’m out,” Felix assures, quickly breaking off from the center of the room and joining the other eliminated guests, nestling himself in a safe space of privacy.

Preston watches, victorious. He’s one step closer to winning. “So, just you and me then?” he questions Laurent.

“Yes. Just you and me,” Laurent acknowledges, but he can’t focus on the game any longer. He needs time to digest what he’s learned. He wipes his teeth with his tongue and pulls out his pipe. Before he lights it, he speaks again. “And, I suppose nobody wants to see the referee win a competition, do they? So, let’s say the prize is yours, Mr. Walker.” He approaches Preston and extends his hand that isn’t holding the not-yet-lit pipe. Preston accepts the handshake, and Laurent forces him to uncomfortably embrace with a hug. “I’m sure this must be very surprising for you. I do hope you’re prepared for what this job entails,” he whispers in Preston’s ear with a performative smile before placing the pipe between his lips and striking a match to light it.

Sure, Laurent allowed Preston to win the company that he already owns. But the real games at hand are far from over.

Preston stares back at Laurent, only mere inches away from him, turned away from the others. He’s now certain that Laurent already knows about his recent purchase. “I sure do have my work cut out for me, don’t I?” he quietly retaliates.

Laurent takes a puff of his pipe through a grin, courteously blowing the smoke away from Preston’s face. “Heavy is the head that wears the crown, son.” These whispered words linger through the thick air like a threat.

Preston can do nothing but nod.

“Mesdames et messieurs,” Laurent turns to address the rest of the room, one hand extended and the other holding his pipe. “Your new owner of the Freeman Auctions!” He displays Preston standing beside him. Though it feels as though a round of applause should follow, not one person claps. “As mentioned before, dinner will begin promptly at five o’clock,” Laurent continues and peacefully marches forward, opening the doors of gallery fourteen. The air from the halls, no fresher than the air in the gallery, rushes in. “Please, take some time to yourselves back in your sleeping quarters. Henri and I will fetch you when it’s time.”

The guests, one by one, shuffle out and into the halls. Henri follows behind them. Laurent allows the doors to swing shut.

Behind the doors, in the now empty room, the ultramarine stripes still dance about the space. Though, before, it was a space of nothing else besides those stripes, the chalky, white walls, and the hot gallery lights. Now, however, the vivid blue marks painted by Chloé Jaques—commissioned by Marie Evans-Fontaine—viciously rip through a gallery full of excavated secrets.
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THE SECOND CLOSET AFFAIR


As the dust settles in gallery fourteen and the guests walk back to their sleeping quarters, none of them say a word. The game was indeed unraveling, just as Laurent intended it to be. He had forced the guests to pick one another apart, using them like puppets, prying secrets out of their mouths by string. Perhaps even more so than Laurent had hoped.

That is, of course, until they caught on and forfeited their lives.

They walk in a single file line: Celia, still wiping tears, Phoebe, Felix, then Preston.

They travel the winding halls of the museum for some time, no longer impressed by the marble floors, or the breathtaking architecture, or the high-hanging ceilings striped in shimmering silver and gold paints. No longer moved by the historical works of art that mock them on the walls. No longer intrigued by what project could possibly be displayed in the next room. No longer enamored by the spectacle of the Fontaine Museum of Art. They are prisoners of gorgeous galleries, hostages of the artists who created them.

Or, as the curator himself had said in the sleeping quarters, they are props in Laurent Fontaine’s performance art piece. His grand finale. His magnum opus.

As they continue on, Felix uncharacteristically breaks the line and walks toward a random door in the wall. He tries the handle and, to his surprise, the door actually opens. Before Preston is aware of what’s happening, Felix yanks him into the dark room and slams the door shut, locking it behind them.

Phoebe and Celia turn with the boom of the slam. Phoebe takes a few steps toward the door and intends to put her ear to it, not wanting anything more to slip by her.

“Phoebs?” Celia calls to her, teary-eyed. “Can we please just go back to our room? Can we please take a break?”

Phoebe looks back. She doesn’t want to miss any crucial information, but she trusts she can pry it out of Felix if needed. Plus, she does have some questions for Celia as well. “Sure. Let’s go.”

The women continue down the hall.
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In the closet, Felix flicks the light switch on, and the illumination reveals they are in a relatively bland storage closet, nothing but some empty frames and bare shelves. Felix stands face to face with Preston, his breath heavy and fast-paced from anger.

“Are you fucking serious?” He pushes onto Preston in not quite a whisper, but low enough to signal secrecy. “It was you? All along? Were you always supposed to take over?”

Preston swallows. “I don’t owe you the details.”

“You don’t owe me the fucking details? I think you owe me a bit more than the goddamn details!” He slams the palm of his hand against the shelves behind Preston’s head, sending a continuous rattle through the closet walls. “I want my fucking stake in the company that I was promised,” he grunts through his teeth.

Preston collects himself, wiping away the ringing noise from his ear. “Mr. Hughes, you made a deal with old management. I can’t help you,” he tells Felix while putting on a voice made for customer service.

Felix’s nostrils flare. “I want my money. I want the money I’m owed, and I want my stake, and then I want to sell it back to you. However much that’s worth, I want it.”

Preston scoffs and shakes his head. “It’s the Freeman Auctions, Felix. You think you can just buy and sell shares on the fucking NASDAQ?” He wipes some spit from the corner of his mouth. “He was fucking lying to you. Stakes in this company don’t fucking exist. The auctions leech off anyone dumb enough to give them money and give nothing in return. He offered you all that shit for no other reason than to convince you to help.”

“I still want my money. You own the auctions; you owe me the money now.”

“Right, of course. How much did he promise you? One, two billion dollars?” Preston sarcastically quips. “What other promises did he make? Something about finding your mother, right? Should I open Freeman’s casket and ask him where she is?” Felix twitches at the mention of his mother, nearly lunging onto Preston. He imagines it would feel quite good to do so, but he restrains himself. Just barely. “He was a…” Preston again speaks, pausing momentarily to think of an appropriate analogy, “a wrecking ball of empty promises, Felix. And, you just so happen to be one of the many men in the rubble. Get over it.”

He turns away and reaches for the handle. He gets his palm on the metal shaft, but before he can twist it, Felix slams his hand against the door to prevent him from leaving. “What is your goal exactly?” Felix interrogates.

“My goal?” Preston turns back around. “Well, first, my goal is to get the fuck out of this museum. Then, I’ll go manage my fucking company.”

“And if you happen to sweep my legs in the process, then all the better?”

“What?” Preston cannot possibly use a more hyperbolic tone.

“You fucked me back there, Preston,” Felix exclaims as he points his finger millimeters away from Preston’s sharp nose. “Now he knows I worked for Freeman. I’m this close,” he shows a small gap between his index finger and his thumb, “to breaking through with Laurent, and you’re not going to get in my way.”

Preston’s tongue finds his cheek and his lips form a smirk. “Now we’re supposed to have each other’s backs? I fucking offered you that already, Felix. You told me you were good on your own, remember?” He raises his eyebrows. “So, I’ll keep looking after myself. I’ll keep playing this little game to win.”

“Forgive me,” Felix retorts in an aggravated, graveled whisper. He replaces his finger being in Preston’s face for his mouth as he speaks, leaving no more than a single sheet of paper worth of space between the men. “I denied a companionship with you before I knew that you own the company that is more indebted to me than a fucking third-world country.” He backs up, but only slightly, and returns to a more normal voice. “Maybe if you knew a single thing about… honor or— or basic decency. Maybe then you would’ve told me the truth, and things would’ve played out differently.”

“Basic decency,” Preston chuckles as he mocks Felix’s outrage. “That’s good. That’s real good.” He sniffs and scratches the back of his head. “What about that job you did, Felix? Was that a decent job? Did you do it decently? Shit, if you actually did what we asked you to do, maybe that old prick would’ve paid you out. Ever think about it that way?”

Finally, Felix removes his hand from the door. Only now, Preston doesn’t want to exit. He wants to hear Felix’s response.

Felix strokes the corners of his lips. The glasses that Laurent provided him are slightly fogged from how close Preston’s breath has been for the last few moments. He slowly lowers them away from his eyes to speak.

“If you think,” Felix talks with a slow, attempted intimidating cadence, “that you’ll leave here… and return to the Auctions like nothing’s happened… you are even more ignorant than I took you for.” He stops, and his teeth clench within his jaw. “If this all stopped right now… if Laurent decided to let us all go… you’d be the only one that’s still fucked. With the change in leadership, you’ll have men, museums, governments coming for your head. But, regardless of any of those troubles you’ll already go through with your new job title… if there’s one man who has the resources, the money, the time, and the inspiration to hunt you down—to grind you to dust—if there’s one man who clearly is willing to risk everything just to ruin you? That man is Laurent Fontaine.” He stops momentarily after this exclamation, allowing the words to sink in. The tension remains, as do the gentlemen’s glares toward one another. “Freeman never did have the grand success in America that he did in Europe, did he?” Felix starts again. “Do you know the reason?” He gives Preston a moment to answer, though he only blinks the question away. “You’re standing in it,” the raspy tone of these last words trails off into the air that’s growing thin in the small room. Felix straightens up his turtleneck and prepares to exit the closet. “So, again I tell you: good luck, Mr. Walker. I’ll continue to navigate my way out of here. I’m intrigued to see how you’ll navigate yours.”

Felix grants one last nod of his head and exits the closet, leaving Preston alone in the damp, empty room.

Preston slowly spins in a half circle, his hands gripping his hips. Exaggerated tendons protrude from the sides of his temple as his teeth subconsciously grind. The empty shelves in the closet continue to rattle from the impact of the door closing. The warm, hanging light flickers once.

He realizes that Felix is right. It doesn’t matter that he won the game. If he does make it out of here, Laurent will make it public news that Preston Walker now owns the Freeman Auctions. Once that happens, remaining here in this museum closet may just be his safest option. He won’t be able to show his face.

He reaches out and grabs the corner of one of the empty wire shelves, allowing himself to lean forward. He stares at the ground for a moment. I am fucked, aren’t I? is all he can think.

All of his attempts to scratch his way out of here unscathed. The moves he’s made to persuade Celia to stay close to him. The countermoves he’s made to pin Felix in an unfavorable position. The pieces he made fall into place in order to obtain the auctions. The risks he took. The plans he’s enacted throughout his entire career. All of it will be rendered meaningless as Laurent Fontaine rips his life apart piece by piece.

Preston’s right foot, still encased in elaborate golden, glimmering footwear, begins to slide back and forth across the tile floor. A natural response to ease his growing heart rate.

He notices that the rubber soles wipe away some dust on the ground as he does this. It oddly brings him some level of satisfaction learning that not everything in Laurent’s palace is perfect, even if it is just a dusty floor in an unused closet.

His shoe begins to settle, and he fills his lungs with the stale closet’s remaining supply of air.

Just before he looks up again, from under one of the shelves runs a bug. It’s small and black with nothing special at all about its appearance. It’s just a plain bug. An average beetle, perhaps.

It scurries closer to Preston’s foot and, without much thought, he smushes the helpless creature with a tap near the toe of his shiny shoe. He twists his ankle once or twice just to be sure that it’s dead. He lets out a half-hearted chuckle as he wipes the bottom of his foot on the shelf that the poor bug was once hidden under.

The act of scraping off the insect’s remains from his foot causes his pant leg to slightly raise. For a brief second, Preston finds himself surprised by what’s revealed. Tucked into the sock of his right ankle, just above the right golden shoe, hides Jimmy McEnroe’s second revolver, the one Felix and he had discovered in the theater.

They had agreed it was best that neither of them touched the weapon. Of course, Preston had snuck it off the body before Laurent and Henri returned because he would have been stupid not to.

Even though he had knowingly put it there and knowingly slipped it into his new sock after changing into his custom wardrobe, the drama of the evening had made him forget about the firearm entirely.

Preston looks at the gun for a moment. He stands straight, allowing his pant leg to fall back into place.

Before, he wasn’t really planning to do anything with the weapon. He’s never fired a gun before. It was good enough that he had it, just in case.

But now, having exhausted every favorable option he can think of, Preston Walker exits the closet a few moments after Felix with full confidence back in his posture, his glistening shoes tapping about the hollow halls, a smushed beetle beneath them.

A glimmer of hope holstered at his ankle.
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THE SECOND INTERLUDE (OR “THE WONDROUS LATE WIFE OF LAURENT FONTAINE”)


Marie Evans, eventually Marie Evans-Fontaine, was born in 1921 to a white English father and an almond-skinned French mother. Her skin, too, would assume a tanner tone in the warmer months.

They weren’t poor, nor were they wealthy, but Marie was taught to act as though she was both. She was to work like the common man, and she was to carry herself like the rich.

Her father owned small farmland just outside of Sheffield in South Yorkshire. It was a very strict rule in the home that she and her mother were to never work outside; physical labor was to be left for her father and her two older brothers. Arthur was the oldest. Elijah was younger, but still older than Marie.

Most days, Marie stayed inside with her mother scrubbing floors and preparing meals with the ingredients provided by the family farm. When she was allowed outside to play, she enjoyed spending time with the chickens. Her favorite was a rooster named Oliver. Oliver had a broken wing for most of his short life after a fight with a fox that had gotten into the coop. Shortly after the fight, her father, as was protocol for injured farm animals, walked to the coop with a hammer meant for Oliver’s head.

Little Marie was wiping down windows when she saw her father gripping the tool and heading for the coop. She screamed loud enough for all of England to hear as she flew out the door and jumped onto her father’s back, grabbing the hammer from his hand. While her outburst had granted Oliver a reprieve, she was punished with no outside time for two weeks for this outburst. When she was able to be with the chickens again, she and Oliver became the best of friends.

Oliver lived until Marie was thirteen.

Thirteen was also the age at which Marie first picked up painting. Upon returning home from a trip into town, her two brothers gifted her an easel, some brushes, some oil paint, and a few small canvases. If she promised to give them a larger serving of eggs at breakfast, they promised to keep providing canvases and paint. With this deal in place, Marie and her brothers enjoyed a strong relationship.

Each time she finished her chores for the day, she would take her supplies and sit by the chicken coop, painting different sections and different chickens.

Prior to this, there was only ever one painting that hung in the Evans household: a much smaller replica of The Water Lilies, Claude Monet, 1906. It lived in a cheap, golden frame just above the breadbasket in the kitchen. For years before she ever painted, Marie would sit at the table and admire the painting, picturing how Monet would have stroked his brush and what colors he might have used. She must have imagined painting the piece herself hundreds of times.

So, by the time she did start painting, her landscapes of the coop and portraits of the chickens unintentionally followed much of the same impressionist qualities that Monet had used before her. With every stroke of a painted feather in between housework, Marie got a little bit better. In a house where she had always been told exactly what to do and where to be, a blank canvas was the most thrilling adventure she could possibly think of.

Marie spent the next few years constantly concocting plans to convince her parents to allow her to go to art school. She pleaded to her mother that she would find time to come home and do housework. Her mother said no. She pleaded to her father that she could go to school while her brothers manned the farm, that it made sense that way, that one of them needed to be educated. Her father said no.

“Besides, some degree in the arts is not education, dear,” he told her. “That’s practically just messing about for four years. It’s not an honest living.”

Year after year, she pleaded. She begged. She cried. Time and time again, she was told no, that university was not for the Evans family. They were a working family, and learning—especially learning art—was not work.

By the time she was eighteen, Marie had gotten quite good with a brush. Dozens upon dozens of used canvases were stacked in her closet, all more carefully crafted than the last.

She knew of plenty more painters now. She made a habit of finishing extra housework on Fridays so that on Saturdays she could take the train into London to visit The National Gallery. It took no time at all for her to learn new techniques and understand different movements by simply being a spectator in a hallway amongst critically acclaimed paintings. Van Gogh, Gauguin, Klimt, Seurat, and even Mary Cassatt, the first female painter she ever learned of. This, in particular, gave her the most hope. She needed to keep painting.

As a last-ditch effort, Marie prepared a grand pitch to her brothers. She always felt her parents respected them more, especially her father. So, she decided she would give Arthur and Elijah every reason she could think of to help her convince their parents to let her go to art school.

When her brothers got home from one of their trips into town, she led them inside and sat them down with a fresh batch of cookies she had baked for them.

“I know they’ve told me no many times, and perhaps you guys don’t care much, but I really could use your help—”

Arthur stopped her before she could begin, half a cookie in his mouth, with his hand placed on hers. “Marie, I’m really sorry, dear. But your schooling won’t mean much anymore. We’re off to war tomorrow. We don’t want to go, but we’ve no choice. Mother will want you home.” Still, they had not forgotten to bring home some paint and canvases for Marie, more so than usual to account for their time gone.

Seven months later, a letter came in the mail. Arthur was dead.

Four months after that, another letter. Elijah was dead.

From that point on, Marie never did get the courage to ask about art school again.

A year later, Marie met a boy. Or a man, rather. Her mother was not fond of him. Her father didn’t care much for him, either. Her father didn’t care much for anything after her brothers had died.

Still, Marie was not concerned about her parents’ approval anymore. She was angry. Angry with the war for killing her brothers. Angry with her parents for not allowing her to live any sort of life that she wanted to live. Angry with the world for the way in which women were forced to be a part of it. And so, she dated this man, whom her parents hated and whom she wasn’t certain she liked herself, because that was what girls her age were supposed to do: find a man to start rotting away with. And, if she was going to be forced to do it, she might as well make sure her parents weren’t enjoying it either.

The man she half-heartedly chose was a bad man. An awful man. He did unlawful things, both to her and to the public. He was often running from the law and running to Marie for help, asking her to hide him away for a few days, pleading for her to lie to police, and begging her for extra cash. Marie often dipped into her parents’ safe and gave him some. Despite her parents not having much to begin with, she felt fine about this. It was all their fault anyway.

Eventually, though, the pleas stopped when the man began bringing home large sums of his own money. He purchased an apartment for himself and Marie and, on occasion, would buy her nice things after they fought. He never said where the cash was coming from, and Marie never asked. At the very least, she was happy to be off her parents’ farm.

But then, one day, the life of settling for this man proved to be an obvious mistake.

It was a rainy evening in South London. The man had not been home for hours. But, Marie had some news to share, and so she waited up for him. The sun went down, and the moon had been out for a while, and he was still not home. Her eyes became weary, and she began to drift off when he busted through the door in an utter and absurd panic.

He screamed at her, demanding she grab her things, that they were leaving that night. Marie asked him where to.

“Anywhere but here! Hurry the hell up!” he scoffed at her.

Filled with the rage that had been whirling inside her since she was a child, Marie finally put her foot down. She informed him that they would not be leaving, she would not pack her things, and she would no longer be listening to such a horrid man.

In response, he backhanded her across the face, leaving a trail of blood running down her nose and to her lips.

“I’ll be back in fifteen minutes, Marie. Get yourself together,” he told her as he left back out the door.

He was not back in fifteen minutes. Marie never saw him again.

The next few years were the worst of Marie Evans’ life. She couldn’t afford the flat in London without the mysterious stream of income, but she could not return to her parents.

She was homeless for a while. Because of her parents’ restrictions, she knew nothing but how to take care of a house and how to take care of men. She couldn’t exactly make money for being a housewife. Thankfully, she had always been breathtakingly beautiful, and so strangers often gave her some spare change and food when they noticed her homelessness.

She didn’t paint these days. She had lost most of the materials that her brothers had gotten her while moving around. A constant pain struck her heart every day over this, a longing for creating deep within her soul.

After a few years of living this way, Marie decided to go off to the war. She wrote a brief letter to her parents explaining that she had nothing left, and so she might as well leave. In 1943, if you wanted to leave anywhere, you went to the war.

Although, she didn’t have to go far. She would be a nurse stationed in London. Truthfully, she was mostly a housewife to the soldiers. She didn’t have an education in anything medical, and so she cooked and cleaned at the camp. A part of her was quite agitated that she could do something as precarious as go off to war and yet still not leave the town she knew best and still have to do the things she’d always done.

Then, she met Laurent Fontaine.

It was late at night. In one of the many tents at the camp, Laurent, of course, had a record player spinning, ringing symphonies through the dark air. As Marie made her rounds gathering laundry, through the cracks in the tent, a paintbrush waving through the air caught her eye.

Attached to the brush was Laurent, hair not yet gray, standing tall and confident, painting a canvas live in front of an audience of other troops. All of them were completely in awe of the image he was creating. Marie didn’t have an angle to see it, but she saw the spectators’ faces and knew she must.

She snuck into his tent the next day to discover a gorgeous and terrifying landscape of war, dead bodies laced throughout a battlefield with a calm, peaceful fog settling in the background and being pierced by copper rays of sun. She sat in amazement for a few moments, her mouth slightly agape and her eyes already studying the man’s techniques.

She left a note on the easel before she left:

I lack the words to describe what your painting makes me feel. My name is Marie. Find me in the hospital.

Laurent would find her in the hospital the next day.

From that point on, they were inseparable. Anytime Laurent was not in training or battle, he was with Marie. Any moment Marie was not handing doctors syringes or delivering meals to tents, she was with Laurent.

She asked him how he had gotten so skilled with paint. He answered—not in an egotistical way—that he simply always had been. He told Marie about his dreams of owning a large collection of the world’s finest artists one day. That plan sounded quite nice to Marie. She could teach herself endless different styles of art with such a collection.

Quickly, the two assumed they’d be together after the war. And, they were.

Laurent met Marie’s parents only once.

Laurent was French, and so her mother liked him enough.

Her father asked if they planned to marry soon, and Laurent replied, “Certainly, but we’ve other dreams to conquer first.” Her father liked him enough.

Their story moved quickly and successfully, conquering the world one step at a time, falling more in love as they did so. When Laurent proposed they move to America, Marie was more than willing to see the world with him. For the first time, she had met someone who allowed her to be exactly who she wanted to be. Someone who never made her feel as though she needed permission. Someone who never doubted her ideas.

Life with Laurent was a blank canvas and, for once, it did not have to be filled with images of chickens in a coop.

When the project of the museum began, Marie had never been happier. Laurent felt incredibly guilty about the time he spent working on it, but the truth was that Marie couldn’t imagine a better life. She had a man whom she loved dearly bringing home historical, famous paintings, and, in their very own building, she had the privilege of spending time studying the canvases and learning the techniques.

For Marie, the beginning stages of the Fontaine Museum of Art were heaven.

Laurent was heaven.

She would proudly become Marie Evans-Fontaine in due time.

She would die six years later at a Pop Art exhibition opening: the first exhibition she had put together herself.

She was only forty-six.
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THE DISCUSSION BETWEEN STEPMOTHER & STEPDAUGHTER


Celia opens the door to the gallery designated as their sleeping quarters and is shocked to find that the idea of collapsing into the thin, white sheets and frail mattresses provides her with a little bit of relief after the trauma inflicted by the game. She climbs into the beds, the two that Preston and she had pushed together last night, and curls into a position so that her knees are near her elbows. With clenched fists, she grips the top sheet by her chin. Only now is she able to stop tears from trickling down her face one by one.

Phoebe joins her in the room soon after. She resumes her position in the bed near the sculpture of the nude woman.

For a moment, Phoebe allows the room to be quiet. Dozens of carved marble eyes watch over as Phoebe twiddles her thumbs and Celia’s breath gets snagged on continuous huffs as she tries to calm herself down.

Phoebe spectates alongside the sculptures for a little while, wondering when a good time to confront Celia might be. As she keeps struggling to breathe normally, Phoebe figures now is as good a time as any.

“So, what the fuck?” Phoebe blurts out toward her from across the room, the fuck echoing about the walls and weaving between the solid bodies.

The huffs calm down, and Celia steadies her breath to reply. “Can we not do this now, Phoebe? Please?” she responds without lifting herself from the ball of limbs and linen she has curled herself into.

“No. You don’t get to do that now,” Phoebe sternly orders. “You’re going to tell me everything before they get back.”

Felix and Preston are presumably still hashing it out in the hallway closet.

Celia knows she can’t avoid telling Phoebe the truth much longer, and, quite frankly, she’s not sure how many more secrets she can keep. She rolls over, sits upright, and attempts to fix her hair as best she can.

“Fine, Phoebe. I’ll tell you what I know. But, can you please come sit over here? I don’t want to speak too loudly.” The earring from her left ear has fallen out onto her pillow, so she takes a moment to put it back. “Plus, I would love some stepmother, stepdaughter time.”

“Fine,” Phoebe sighs as she lifts herself to join Celia, “But that’s gross. Don’t fucking call it that.” Phoebe sits on the edge of the second bed pushed against the one Celia resides in. She refuses to scoot any closer. “So, what’s the deal?”

“What would you like to know?”

Phoebe lets out a throaty cackle. “Let’s see,” she pauses for a second with her eyes to the ceiling to act as though she has to think. She doesn’t. “Why did you lie to me? Why did you sell to him? Why did you fucking lie to me?” she repeats as a joke as she counts the questions with her fingers. “And while we’re at it, since I’ve been too kind to ask, how did my dad’s company fall into your hands anyway? Because one of the only things I truly knew about my dad was that he would have never trusted a woman to do his job.”

Celia’s large, round eyes stare back at Phoebe as salty tears well up and sit on her lashes. Her lip quivers like that of a puppy who can’t find its favorite bone. She fights through her emotions to answer Phoebe. “It wasn’t my choice, Phoebs,” she whimpers. “None of this was.”

“What the fuck is that supposed to mean?” Phoebe now crosses her legs and sits totally upright. “The company belonged to you after my dad died. Did it not?” She doesn’t give Celia a moment to answer. “So, by law, it was your choice.”

“Your father and Preston,” Celia whispers, double-checking the door to be sure he’s not close by. “They had some meeting. Shortly after William and I married. Apparently, they decided the company should go to me if anything were to happen to William. I never knew why, but who was I to turn down such a succession?”

Phoebe’s eyebrows attempt to meet in the center of her head and her nostrils flare. “None of that sounds like my dad.”

“It doesn’t, I know.” Celia takes a long, stuttered breath. “I thought the same. But, he was the one who gave me the paper. He made me sign.”

Phoebe looks to the floor, lost in thought. Her mind racing for an explanation. Why would he act so out of character with the most important thing of his life? she wonders and inwardly laughs at the thought. She laughs about how, by a long shot, the auctions were indeed the most important thing in her father’s life.

“What exactly did the contract say?” Phoebe questions. Celia’s pupils move from Phoebe’s eyes down to the sheets that lay on the mattress. Her bottom lip begins to dance in shame once more. Phoebe groans as she sees this. “You didn’t fucking read the contract, did you?”

“Only—” Celia chokes on an empty tear, “only once, dear. I’m sorry. I can’t recall exactly what was on it other than the auctions would belong to me upon William’s death.”

Phoebe’s legs are no longer crossed, and she bites her lip, staring forward at a marble sculpture, again lost in thought. After a moment, she springs up slightly.

“Celia,” she calls.

“Yes?”

“You said you dated him, right?”

“Preston? I did, yes.”

“When did you stop?”

Celia clears her throat and swallows. “I told you, Phoebe, Preston and I had already stopped seeing each other when your dad and I—”

“I don’t give a shit, Celia. When did you break up?”

“We— I,” Celia fumbles, “I think in seventy-two.”

Phoebe traces back the years. That was just a few years before her father had died. “And you’re sure Preston helped him draft that contract?”

“William told me he was off to a meeting with him. When he came back home, he requested my signature.”

“And you said you kept in touch with Preston after you broke up?”

Celia wipes her nose with her frail hand, the bones of her knuckles protruding to sharp points. “Only a little. He was really close with your father; he was always around.”

“When did he contact you about buying?” Phoebe continues to rattle off questions. She’s onto something.

Celia can’t answer this. She nearly hides in the sheets. Phoebe gets the message.

“He didn’t buy it, did he? You just gave them to him?”

“I’m— I’m so sorry, Phoebe. I didn’t—”

“Just tell me when he contacted you, Celia,” Phoebe snaps. She doesn’t care about the money for the sale in the slightest.

“Just weeks after your father passed. A month, maybe.”

“And, what did he say?”

Celia shakes her head, struggling to recall exactly. “It was— it was a sales pitch of sorts. He told me there was no one better. That the company would collapse.” She pauses for a second to check the door once more. She lowers her voice. “He told me we could possibly go to prison for what your father did, Phoebe. You and me. He said he could help us avoid that.”

After Celia reveals this, Phoebe has a striking moment of realization. Her eyes blur, and her jaw slightly drops. She can’t believe she didn’t think of this sooner. She leans close and grabs Celia gently by the hands.

“Celia, I need you to listen to me—”

At this moment, the door of the gallery swings open, causing the two women to jump. In steps Felix with a strong stride, finally returning from his covert meeting in the closet with Preston.

Phoebe quickly releases Celia’s hands and scoots further away from her. She won’t be able to share her realization quite yet.
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THE FEELINGS WE CANNOT HELP BUT FEEL


Yet another shimmering glass forcibly hits the surface of Laurent’s office desk. Two ice cubes are quickly tossed into it, playing a jingle as they settle.

A second glass lands on the desk shortly after.

“I’m good, Laurent,” Henri blurts, rejecting the drink before it’s poured. “I’m good. Thank you.”

Laurent fluidly tucks away the second glass into a drawer and holsters the whiskey bottle from the same compartment, filling his glass to the very top.

“So?” Henri says.

Laurent heaves as he sits. “Well,” he takes a sip of the whiskey he just made, “Mr. Walker and Mr. Hughes certainly know something, wouldn’t you say?”

“It seems likely, yes.”

Laurent’s eyes dart away from the conversation; though, they don’t seem to be latching onto anything. Only past Henri, who’s waiting for him to carry on.

But, Laurent doesn’t. His tongue swirls his cheek, and he doesn’t blink once. He remains frozen.

“Laurent?” Henri calls him back.

“Do you think they possibly worked together?” Laurent asks after snapping to.

“You mean,” Henri pauses to contemplate how to phrase his question, “to kill her?” he whispers.

Laurent nods as he sips his glass once more.

“I think we’ve got more questions to ask before we can determine that.” Henri continues, “They figured out your game pretty quickly. Preston could have simply been pulling at strings.”

Laurent flashes a small smile in return and allows a silence to fill the room. Henri watches, noticing an expression of distress settle over his friend’s face, an expression he has rarely ever seen.

“Laurent,” Henri states again, “why didn’t you make them keep going?”

Laurent is again pulled from a deep thought as his eyes flash to Henri. “Pardon?”

“You had them. The leverage. It was working.” He scoots to the edge of the leather chair on which he sits. The material crinkles underneath him. “They were just beginning to reveal each other’s secrets. Why did you let them forfeit? You could have forced them to keep going. You could have forced more information out.”

Laurent momentarily looks the other way and continues to twirl his cup. It’s as if he would prefer not to answer, but he does. “I know that I brought these people here, Henri. I know that two of them are dead in my theater room. I know that I practically made them prisoners of war. But forcing them to play a game meant for children, not letting them withdraw themselves, and watching them pick each other apart like animals fighting for their lives?” He sips. “I don’t know what will become of me when this is over, Henri, but I’d like to have some character left.”

Henri thinks for a second before standing and approaching Laurent. He understands what his friend is saying, but still, his appearance shifts, and his posture grows stern. He can’t help but feel anger at Laurent’s response. Laurent had brought him here. He had bribed him to be here. This mess is his brainchild, and now he feels regret?

“You cannot feel for these people, Laurent,” Henri tells him. “As badly as you may want to now, you threw that out the door when you invited them here. I told you that back in France, did I not?” Laurent doesn’t answer. Henri steps closer again, his hands now pressed on the desk. Despite the frustration that Henri exudes, Laurent doesn’t look him in the eyes. “You tricked them. You trapped them. You dehumanized them. If they fight like animals, it’s because of you.” He pauses a moment to further punctuate the last statement. “It’s too late for feelings. We cannot do what you invited me here to do with feelings. You cannot be… subjective. Not now.”

Only a few seconds after he stops does Laurent finally make eye contact. He strokes his snowy beard and swipes one hand through his hair. He interlocks his fingers, placing his elbows on the table, readying himself to speak.

“I understand what you’re telling me, Henri. I do. But, there are some feelings that we cannot help but feel. It’s human spirit to feel for others.” He fills his lungs with a breath. “I’ve rid myself of many things over the last ten years. My career, my passions, my goals, relationships, but I cannot rid myself of human spirit. Trust me, I’ve tried.”

Henri takes the seat across from Laurent at the desk. He grabs Laurent’s drink and takes a sip, dropping the glass back onto the table. A small amount of the golden liquid jumps out and splashes the mahogany surface. It sinks and sets in quickly. Henri looks at Laurent’s eyes, attempting to gauge his thoughts, though he never can.

“What really happened in there, Laurent?”

“Pardon?”

“One moment, you were the grand Laurent Fontaine, putting on your shows and outsmarting the room,” Henri explains. “Then, the next, you crumble. You allowed them to end the game right when Mr. Walker was pushing him. Right when we had Mr. Hughes on the cusp—”

“There’s some feelings we cannot help,” Laurent sternly interjects. “I told you, Henri it was guilt. Human spirit. That was all.”

The two men stare at each other, each of their jaws protruding forward, like magnets of the same charge pushing back.

It’s only now that Henri, for the first time, finds himself not trusting his friend. He feels weary. He feels there’s something missing.

“I want to understand. Truly,” he replies. “But you’ve no room for human spirit now.”

Laurent shakes his head. “No. These feelings won’t ruin things. They won’t stop the necessary events from happening. Perhaps, these feelings will make sure the things that happen next are the correct things to happen. They’ll serve as moral guidelines.”

Henri smirks at the idea of Laurent suddenly inserting moral guidelines at this point in the process. “You didn’t mention anything about feelings when you brought me here, Laurent.”

“I didn’t think I needed to.”

“I’m the detective. You need to mention everything to me.”

Laurent holds out both hands. “Half detective.” He raises one hand. “Half friend.” He raises the other. “You wouldn’t have even considered coming if feelings weren’t involved, would you have?”

Henri lets a small laugh out of his nose. To him, there is no humor in this situation. Yet, he can’t help but laugh at the fact that, somehow, Laurent will finish on top of every conversation. He always has been this way. In the camp tents on the fields of war convincing other troops to read his writings. In the schoolyards back home in France arguing why he and Henri should get access to the football that day. Laurent Fontaine has always known what to say and how to say it. For that reason, Henri supposes he’ll continue to trust him. Despite the sudden feelings of doubt. He supposes there really is no other option at this point, anyway.

Mostly, there is one thing he needs to know, though.

“Laurent.”

“Henri.”

“Why did you invite the boy?”

“Who? Felix?”

“Yes.”

“I told you, Henri. It was just feeling.”

“You also told me there are no coincidences within these walls.”

Laurent’s face breaks into a wide smile. “That remains true, dear friend.”

Henri again leans forward, inching closer. “I can’t crack this case unless I know all of those non-coincidences, Laurent.”

Laurent finishes the glass of now-shared whiskey with a quick swig. “Would you bring him to me?”

Henri’s eyebrows curl. Defeated once again, he sits back. “Felix?”

“Yes. Could you fetch him? He and I need to speak.”

He never answers Henri about the non-coincidences.
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THE CONVERSATION AT THE FLOWER AND THE TREE


Laurent stands in front of Marie’s painting of the flower and the tree, the one riddled with evidence and information about the suspects pinned to the back of the canvas. He smokes his pipe, waiting for Henri to return with Felix.

He contemplates grabbing a record player from his office to play music as they talk, but as he turns back to retrieve one, he sees that Felix has arrived, Henri chauffeuring him down the hallway.

“You asked for me, sir?” Felix calls out anxiously, still plenty distance away from Laurent.

Laurent extinguishes his pipe and waves the smoke away, neatly tucking it back into the inner pocket of his jacket. “I did.” He motions for Felix to take the place next to him.

Felix does so.

Henri stands just a few paces back, his hands folded over one another at his waist, planning to monitor the conversation. He is no longer sure what his role is in all of this. A detective? Only partly. A friend? Sure. A bodyguard? Mostly. A voice of reason? To Laurent, certainly not.

“It’s quite all right, Henri,” Laurent tells him without looking back. “Please, take some time to relax. Enjoy yourself. Browse around perhaps.”

As Henri nods and heads back the same way he came, Laurent stands shoulder to shoulder with Felix and looks at the painting in front of them. He does so for quite some time, making Felix more uneasy with every passing second.

Felix inspects the painting as well, studying the tree that corrals the flower, as if preparing for some sort of test. Though, he cannot stop himself from glancing at Laurent every few seconds, attempting to gauge the emotions that rest on the man’s face.

“Do you like this painting?” Laurent finally asks, the tension in Felix’s head having built so strong that he nearly jumps as Laurent snaps it with the sound of his voice.

“Well,” he clears his throat, “I think it’s quite beautiful how the grass in the foreground is framing—”

“No,” Laurent stops him. “I simply asked if you liked it. Yes or no?”

Felix swallows and tries to steady his breath. “Yes. Yes, I like it, sir.”

“You can drop that now, Felix.”

“Pardon?”

“You don’t have to call me sir. I can assure you whether you call me sir or Mr. Walker calls me an ass makes no difference in my opinions of either of you.”

Felix gives a fake chuckle in response, one he feels Laurent is expecting. “Right. Thank you, um— Laurent.” Even though he’s used it before, calling the man by his first name in this instance could not have felt more awkward, more wrong.

Pull yourself together, Felix silently demands himself.

“Si— Laurent, rather,” he corrects, “what have I come here for? If you don’t mind me asking.”

“Would you prefer to get into it now, or should we have a look around first?”

Felix isn’t sure what the right answer is; he just wants to know what Laurent needs to speak to him about. “We can talk here… if that’s all right.”

“Oh, sure. Sure.” Laurent didn’t expect this answer. Nonetheless, he dives right in. “What did you do for him?”

“I’m sorry?”

“For Freeman.” Laurent’s eyes still hold to the painting in front of them, the one his wife painted, not yet contacting Felix’s eyes. “I can only assume Preston was telling the truth during our game, so what was it you did for the auctions?”

While this will be a difficult conversation to navigate, Felix has been waiting for the opportunity to explain himself. “Right, I was hoping to speak with you about this. It was a small job, a worthless one really. I only wound up with the position as an effort to learn more about my father.” He turns inward to face Laurent more directly. “You see, a letter came to me in the mail when I was still quite young. It had a large sum of cash and a note about my dad. I attempted to trace the note back to the sender. I didn’t have much luck. However, that’s when I discovered the auctions. I never—”

“That’s sufficient. Thank you,” Laurent calmly stops him.

Felix, though, is not yet satisfied with his explanation. “Laurent, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it to be suspicious.” He has to stop his voice from quivering with nerves. “I’m just not exactly proud of it is all. I didn’t want you, of all people, looking down on me for it. I suppose I didn’t do a great job, anyway. They never even paid me for my work.”

“Do you know the artwork in my collection that was most difficult to get my hands on?” Laurent ignores the boy’s plea and changes the subject.

“Grainstack, Claude Monet, 1891,” Felix answers sharply and confidently without skipping a beat, matching Laurent’s fast-paced speed of the conversation. “You mentioned it at a seminar in Berlin some years ago. I was there.”

“Of course, you were.” Laurent smiles. “Do you know why it was so difficult?”

“I can’t say that I do.”

“It was the Freemans. By the time I went searching for the original copy, Marie and I had to weed through so many fakes that it took us years to trace down the true piece. A few respectable curators were convinced they had it. They were wrong.” Laurent wipes the edge of the frame that they stand in front of with his index finger, though Felix can’t identify what he wipes off. It appears to be nothing. “This was right before we opened for the first time. William had the original hidden somewhere in Europe. I knew who he was. By then, everyone in the field knew who he was. I desperately wanted the painting for the day our doors opened, so I threatened him. Told him I’d make sure no museum ever worked with him again if he didn’t sell it to me for its true market price. He’s lucky I gave him any money for it at all. But ever since that day, I’ve been dealing with the problems William Freeman has given me. Even after his death, he seems to give me trouble.”

Felix again feels as though Laurent is shining a spotlight of guilt onto his chest, as if he must justify ever having spoken to William Freeman, let alone work for him. “Laurent, I was young. I was finding my way in the field. I was finding information about my father. I thought maybe—”

“You said you never knew your father. Was that the truth?” Laurent again cuts Felix off.

“Yes, sir, it was. I never met him. Never once.”

“Don’t call me ‘sir’, Felix. Keep up,” Laurent reminds him. “Not even a fleeting childhood memory possesses your father?”

“I don’t believe he was around for even a second of my life.”

Laurent nods, slowing down the discussion just a hair. “I knew him.”

Felix’s head whips to the side, now staring at Laurent who still hasn’t looked away from the painting. “What? Knew of him? Or knew him?”

“I knew your father, Mr. Hughes.”

An almost sorrowful expression sets on Felix’s face. The composure that he’s been attempting to keep throughout this meeting quickly slips away. “I’ve known you all these years, and you’ve never said anything of the sort.”

“Well, ‘known’ is a generous term, isn’t it? You were mostly another head in the crowd until I invited you here.”

Felix would normally be heartbroken at this sentiment by his idol, but now he finds himself far too concerned with the mention of his father. “When did you meet him?”

“It was a long, long time ago. Before any of this was an idea.” He opens his hands to the air and looks up toward the tall ceilings of his museum. “A year or so before the war, I had heard rumblings that it was imminent. I knew my time at home was short. My mother was old. I wanted to gift her something before they called me to battle. So, I went looking for a painting. I didn’t much care what it was. I just needed it to be cheap. Someone pointed me in the direction of a man named Alexander from London.”

“And, you found him?”

“I found him. I made the mistake of telling him how desperate I was for a painting. I think he drove up the prices after that.” Finally, he turns to face Felix. “He was with your mother, too—”

“You’re lying,” Felix immediately spits with the disgruntled rattle behind the words that often comes out when someone mentions his mother.

“Calm down, Mr. Hughes. I don’t believe I am.” He places one hand softly on Felix’s shoulder. Laurent notices that the boy’s demeanor has changed, just as it had during their interview in the closet. His eyes are sharper, his posture taller. “There was a woman there when I met with him. Said they’d been together a few years. I shook her hand that day. A very pretty woman. But, he was nasty to her. Shoved her to the kitchen to fetch us tea while we spoke, as if he thought I’d be intimidated—or impressed—by his discourtesy toward her.”

Felix’s sharp, curious eyes lose their brightness, and his expression turns back to sorrowful. Even a boy who has never met his mother is defensive of her safety.

“I can tolerate a criminal who charges me higher than market value for a painting. That’s practically my job,” Laurent continues, “but I cannot tolerate a man who lays hand on a woman. After I brought my mother her painting, I vowed to never work with your father again. He was hard to avoid once he teamed up with Freeman, especially when I was preparing to open this place,” Laurent swallows and clears his throat. “Marie and I did our very best.”

“You could have told me. You could have told me all of this sooner.” Felix’s tone becomes somewhat aggressive, thinking of all the time he could have had to find his mother if Laurent had shared this information.

“Please, Mr. Hughes, remember I invited you here to investigate the murder of my wife, not to track down some orphan’s parents.”

“Right,” Felix replies, reminding himself that he must stay on Laurent’s good side. “Again, Laurent, I am truly sorry about the man my father was. I swear that I—”

“There’s no need to apologize for the wrongdoings of your father. You are not responsible for them. Like I said before: if that was the case, I’d have to kill poor Phoebe.”

Laurent laughs, and Felix feels obligated to join, but he doesn’t like the way that the man said kill.

He’s not actually going to kill one of us, is he? Felix finds himself wondering once more. He had previously convinced himself Laurent wouldn’t do such a thing.

Both of the men go back to staring at the image of the flower and the tree. Felix’s mind races laps in his head, too much is being revealed to him at once.

“I’ve never been able to find anything about her.” He’s eager to shift the conversation back to his mother, this time with less aggression. “Not a picture, not a possible location, not even her name. Did you catch it that day?” Felix asks.

Laurent takes a deep breath. Felix notices his jaw tighten under his beard. “I’m not sure I remember.” Laurent looks to the floor as he answers. “I’ve done a lot of research these past years.” He has to take another breath. He lets it out slowly. “Perhaps, when this is over, I’ll give you your file. Maybe there’s something in there that could help your search.”

When this is over, Felix repeats in his head. “So, you don’t plan to kill me then?” He tries to smile as if this question has sarcastic tones, but Felix knows it does not, so his smirk fades quickly.

Laurent, too, turns to make eye contact. “I surely don’t intend to kill an innocent man,” he simply answers.

Felix nods and goes back to the canvas to break the tension formed from Laurent’s eerie implication. Felix understands what he means by it. You must prove yourself innocent, Felix thinks, as if that wasn’t already the only objective.

The men are silent for a moment, Felix expecting Laurent to continue. He doesn’t. He instead continues to stare at the painting like he’s never seen it before, only he’s been looking at it vehemently for a few moments now, and Felix can only imagine how many times he’s looked at it prior to this.

You need to break through with him, Felix reminds himself, and so he starts again with a passionate topic he hopes Laurent will connect to.

“Do you want to know the hardest part?” he asks.

“Of?”

“Of never having a mother.”

It’s been a tense few days, and so Laurent decides he’ll allow the boy to talk about his feelings. “Sure.”

“I never felt as though I deserved to cry.” Felix pauses a moment to think of where to go with this. “Being in the arts, being a storyteller, you want to cry. It helps with the emotions of the things you make. But, I’ve never shed a tear that I didn’t feel guilty about afterward. In the orphanage, I wasn’t supposed to cry. I was supposed to help the girls when they cried. Boys aren’t supposed to weep unless they can hide it in their mother’s chest. So, on the days that I so badly wanted to shed a tear, I would pray for my mother to return. To pick me up and take me home where I could cry and tell her all the reasons why I was crying. All the reasons I had ever wanted to cry.” He sniffs to prevent himself from welling up while recollecting this story. “The elderly women caring for me in the orphanage told me if I prayed enough, that if I kept faith, someday it would happen. Though, even a child will soon not believe a lie if it proves to be untrue enough times.”

As Laurent holds a straight face toward the canvas, these words linger like the pain of a pinch that overstays its visit. Sure, Laurent is the man who brought six—potentially innocent—people to his museum as prisoners. He is, in a way, responsible for two of them being dead. He assumes the remaining four are currently having the worst times of their lives.

Regardless of all of that, Laurent Fontaine was also a husband. He was a son. He was a friend. He was a fellow soldier to many men who needed heartfelt fellow soldiers. Maybe sometimes he wished to be a father.

These are the feelings that he simply cannot help but feel. He thinks about Marie. He misses her deeply in this moment. He wishes she were here.

His lip attempts to quiver, and his eyes try to burn, but the professionalism he’s carried throughout his career kicks in, and he’s able to curb his emotions.

“Funnily enough, that was the worst part about losing Marie,” Laurent finally replies.

“Not being able to cry?”

“No,” Laurent stops, “Well, maybe. Yes. But the religion part.”

“How do you mean?” Felix views Laurent speaking about his wife’s death as a success, as progress in their hopeful companionship.

The emperor of art doesn’t tell a peasant about his problems, Felix thinks, secretly proud of himself for coming up with such a line.

“A few months before she was killed,” Laurent begins his answer, “we shared our favorite drinks and stayed here late into the night, taking turns picking out vinyl records and laughing at the way in which we danced to the music. When one of the songs stopped, she asked me a question she had never asked before.” He once again glides his fingertip across the golden frame that holds Marie’s work, sweeping up not a bit of dust.

“What was it?” Felix questions.

“‘Do you believe in God, Laurent?’” Laurent recalls in a higher, softer tone, doing his best impression of his wife. A small laugh escapes his nose. “We had never talked about God before. Married a few years, served in war together, not one mention of God. Not even at our wedding. Isn’t that strange?”

“I suppose it is, yes.” Felix gently agrees though learning this somewhat worries him. Perhaps a man who doesn’t believe in God doesn’t think much of killing another man. “What was your answer?” Felix is eager to know.

“I told her that I didn’t think I did. She told me the same. She told me she liked the idea that we’d live our lives as best we could and the universe would sort out the rest. Then, we laughed and drank and danced some more. Then, she died.” Felix notices Laurent’s eyes again go to the floor. “She died, and all anybody could tell me was that we’d meet again in the next life. But we had just previously agreed that neither of us believed in the next life. So, what was I to do?”

The sound of Laurent grinding his teeth escapes his lips, and Felix turns toward him again. He wants to place his hand on Laurent’s shoulder, just as Laurent had for him, but he’s unsure of how he’d react.

Felix can suddenly feel a pit forming in his stomach once again. The feeling he is all too familiar with. A pit full of guilt and sadness and anger.

“The universe will take care of the rest, Laurent,” he manages to get out. “I’m sure she was right.”

Laurent grooms his beard with both hands and looks back up. “I don’t write much anymore, but I wrote a poem about that. About that feeling. A few months after her death.”

“How did it go?”

“I don’t remember verbatim, but something like…” Laurent pauses. He’s not sure how vulnerable he should be with Felix. Henri certainly wouldn’t endorse this. At least the part of Henri that is a detective wouldn’t. But, Laurent’s heart tells him to share it. “When the thunderous storm clouds of grief come rolling in, many take shelter in a fort built by religion. Only I have no fort, and I’ve no one left to build forts with.”

Felix glances to the floor and back to the painting. He clears his throat. “That’s quite beautiful, Laurent.”

“Merci.”

An uncomfortable hush seeps in. The men inspect the painting they’ve been inspecting for several minutes now: Marie’s painting, the one of the flower and the tree.

“You don’t seem like a military man,” Felix interrupts the silence.

Laurent looks at him curiously . “How so?”

“You seem much more polished around the edges. Like you’ve got some human left in you,” Felix answers. “Did you ever kill a man?” The words jump out of Felix’s mouth, and he immediately regrets the question. But he couldn’t help himself. He’s been dying to know whether Laurent could truly take a life since his grand entrance in the theater.

Luckily for Felix, Laurent doesn’t seem bothered by the question. “My general had a saying,” Laurent begins to tell him. “It went, ‘Votre âme doit oublier de ressentir tous les autres.’”

“You’ll have to forgive me; my French isn’t any good.”

“In English, it directly means ‘Your soul must forget to feel all others,’” Laurent explains to him. “But what my general meant by it was that if you’re going to go to war, if you’re going to kill, you must forget about the souls of every other man you see. Whether they are standing in front of you or by your side, you must pretend they’re not human beings. Otherwise, war will eat you alive. If you care about the other souls, you’ll lose your own in the process.”

“Were you able to do that?” Felix pushes with utmost curiosity. “Forget about the souls?”

Laurent smiles. “There are some feelings we cannot help but feel, Felix.”

Felix bites his lip. “I like that notion. But none of that answers my question, sir.”

“And what question was that again?”

“Did you,” Felix swallows. “Did you ever kill a man?”

Laurent’s eyes go back to the wall. He sniffs. Again, he’s left wondering how much he should reveal in this conversation. “Votre âme doit oublier de ressentir tous les autres,” he settles with as an answer.

Felix feels stuck in his tracks, not quite getting as far into Laurent’s mind as he hopes. The curator’s two answers were completely contradictory yet made total sense. He’s experiencing the same results that many men before him have felt when speaking to the man standing next to him. Laurent Fontaine will be on the winning end of any conversation he’s a part of, regardless of whether it’s an argument or not. He is simply the smartest and most confident man in any room he stands in, and Felix is learning with each passing moment that this fact will never change.

“Do you plan to make movies forever?” Laurent chimes back in.

“I um,” Felix isn’t prepared to talk about his career, “I certainly plan to be around art forever. Why do you ask?”

He finally shifts his feet to face Felix entirely. Out of respect, Felix turns to do the same. “Mr. Hughes, I won’t be around forever.” It takes a moment, but when Laurent’s implication sets in, Felix has to fight his face from lighting up. “Someone else will own this place eventually. Not much of my family remains. I’ve no children. And, if it’s not obvious, the only six people that I’ve given any thought to in the last ten years are the six people who were invited here. Two of them are dead. The other three are intertwined with the very same family that has given me horrible troubles since I started this museum.” He looks Felix up and down, from his eyes encased in glasses to the shoes that Laurent selected specifically for him. “You’re the only candidate left. You’re a bright man, a smart man.”

“Mr. Fontaine,” Felix jumps before he’s even sure if Laurent is finished. “I would be completely and utterly honored.” A tremendous grin won’t keep from overtaking his face. “I would— I would just be thrilled.”

Laurent nods, not smiling back. “And, I would be thrilled for you to be innocent.”

Felix’s expression quickly dissolves. “I— I can assure you I am, sir. I’ll prove it.”

“Of course, you will.” Laurent nods. “You should get back now; the others will think you’re tampering with my investigation.”

“Right.” Felix collects himself as much as he can and extends a hand to shake Laurent’s. “Thank you, sir. Thank you so much.”

Laurent leaves Felix’s hand dangling in the air. “I don’t need to be called sir,” he reminds Felix who quickly withdraws his hand back to his side. They share a brief, awkward moment of silence. “Do you actually like this painting?” Laurent asks him once again.

Felix looks back to the work of art that has been eavesdropping on their otherwise private conversation. He looks to the flower, seemingly looking—no, gazing up to the tree. With hope. With contentment.

“I do,” Felix once again answers. “I do like it.”

“Very well. I’ll see you at dinner.”

Without another moment wasted, Laurent walks away, leaving Felix alone with the painting that he likes.


35
THE DETECTIVE’S JOB


Laurent’s office door opens and closes, Laurent having entered in the process. He is shocked to see Henri sitting in the leather chair by the bookshelf. Laurent takes off an apron and suspends it on a golden coat hanger behind him.

“Did you have a look around? See a few exhibits?”

“I’m not exactly in the mood for browsing.” He turns to face Laurent. “You were gone quite a long time.”

“Je suis désolé, (I’m sorry,)” Laurent apologizes. “I’ve prepped most of dinner and set the table. Are you ready to grab the guests with me?”

“I suppose.”

Henri lifts himself and politely places his whiskey glass he had previously finished on a tray of used whiskey glasses, which is becoming quite crowded. Laurent holds the door for him while he does. The two men exit the room and head back down the hallway to fetch the suspects.

About halfway to their destination, Henri cannot help himself. “What did you speak about?”

“Pardon?” Laurent asks despite clearly hearing Henri.

“You and Mr. Hughes, Laurent. What did you speak about?” He stops walking to confront his friend. “I feel as though I should know.”

Laurent faces him as well. “You should, Henri,” he justifies his feelings. “We spoke of his life, what he did for Freeman, my life. We had an honest conversation. That’s all.”

“And what did he do for Freeman?”

Laurent frowns and shrugs. “Typical Freeman things, I suppose.”

“And what’s that supposed to mean?”

“The usual. Forgery, theft. He said he was very ashamed and that he was young.”

Henri curls his lips. “How did you miss that before? With all your investigating?” he questions Laurent with an almost ironic tone.

“Freeman was a very secretive man; he didn’t keep employment records,” Laurent defends himself. “Even if I needed to, I’d never find them.”

“But Mr. Walker? You’re completely aware of his work history?”

“I know what Mr. Walker did for Freeman, Henri,” Laurent inches closer to his friend with increasing animosity, “because I saw him do it. I shook their hands as they stood beside each other on multiple occasions. Any other questions?”

The friends remain locked face to face, perfectly centered under one of the Fontaine Museum of Art’s signature archways, half of their bodies reflecting onto the ground below them before their images fade into the marble.

Henri’s shoulders rise and fall with an exaggerated breath.

“Laurent.”

“Henri?”

“Have you considered the possibility that the one job Mr. Hughes took from Freeman was the one job we are investigating? That the answer is right in front of our face?”

Laurent, too, fills his lungs and exhales. “I have.”

Henri’s teeth clench. “And how do you feel about it?”

Laurent’s throat hitches with a swallow. He has to clear it with a cough as his fist raises to his mouth to cover it. “I feel as though that would be quite unfortunate.”

“Why, Laurent?” Henri leans even closer to him with a whisper. “Why do you care about the boy? The girl? The girl, I understand. But why Mr. Hughes? And don’t tell me about the feelings again.”

Laurent looks back to Henri’s eyes, but not with a tight stare. Instead, he has a softer, penetrable gaze. “Then, I have no answer for you, Henri.”

Henri sighs and breaks his glare. He turns away from his friend, allowing a moment of privacy for himself as Laurent still stands near.

He can’t help but, in this moment, feel like he’s on the other side of this grand event. Like he’s one of them, a prop in Laurent Fontaine’s performance.

Why did you let him come to France? he criticizes himself. You knew how this would go. You know what kind of man he is.

Finally, Henri turns back to continue their conversation, massaging his temple. “I trust you,” he tells Laurent, “because you are Laurent Fontaine. But, with each passing moment, I get more curious as to how this will play out and more curious as to what your intentions truly are.” He stops rubbing his head. “I do not like being curious. My very job as a detective is to become less curious.”

Laurent only smiles at this. “Ironically, curiosity is one of the reasons this building stands. It will play out, Henri. It will all play out the way it is meant to, and I’ll allow it to play out. I promise.”


36
THE WALTZ


The guests have been retrieved from their sleeping quarters and informed that dinner is nearly ready. They follow Henri and Laurent in single file, as they so often have: Felix in the front, then Phoebe, then Celia, then Preston.

The entire exhibition dedicated to historic Renaissance paintings passes by like a billboard on the expressway. The gallery of modern minimalist sculpture goes completely ignored. The hallway that contains nothing but the most important portraits of the most important leaders in the world is rendered boring by their lack of interest as they pass by.

Vincent van Gogh and Pablo Picasso could be sharing ideas in the same hallway, and none of the guests would even bat an eye. Preston might even tell them to quiet down. But, Van Gogh and Picasso are not present. Only the four of them—sleep-deprived, hungry, and anxious—head toward the dinner that Laurent has prepared.

As their journey continues and the museum feels simultaneously more average and larger than ever before, Phoebe breaks the line to catch up to Henri. None of the other guests have considered breaking the order an option, and so they watch in awe as she flags him down.

“Um,” she whispers as she gently taps his shoulder, so as not to alarm him. “Henri?”

Henri sees the girl by his side. He whispers back, “What is it?”

“I need to talk to Laurent.”

“Right now?”

“Yes. Preferably right now.”

Henri considers for a moment. “Very well,” Henri tells her, and he catches up to Laurent. “Laurent,” he whispers, so as not to alarm him.

Laurent turns, slightly startled despite the quiet volume. “What is it, Henri?”

“La fille veut te parler, (The girl wants to speak with you,)” Henri tells him in French to double down on secrecy.

Laurent turns around, and he, too, sees that Phoebe has made her way to the front of the group. “Right now?” he asks, and Henri nods in response. Laurent notices the urgent expression on Phoebe’s face. “Very well,” he quietly tells Henri before spinning to a stop to address the group. “Attention,” he says the French way, “Ms. Freeman would like a word with me. Please wait here.” They just so happen to have stopped right in front of Laurent’s office. “Phoebe, my office, please.”

“Hold on,” Preston interjects, now breaking the line as well. “No. No, that’s not fair.”

“Well, why not, Mr. Walker? Of all people, I assumed you respected private time in closed rooms?” Laurent chirps back. Phoebe pushes away a smile as an embarrassed shade of blush rushes over Celia’s face. Preston doesn’t reply. Laurent opens the door to usher Phoebe in. “We’ll just be a moment.”

They slide through the doorway and dissolve into the room, leaving the others in the hall.

The door is a stereotypical office door, the one with a frosted privacy window and cross hatches of wire and black matte text that reads “OFFICE.”

The silhouettes of Phoebe and Laurent are still visible through this window as they mingle inside. Preston peers through from where he stands and notices they’re still near the door, so he steps closer to put his ear near the crack in hopes of catching any potential information that he’s missing out on, just as Laurent had done to him. Felix waits a moment to determine whether Henri will prevent Preston from doing this, but Henri simply stands and watches. So, Felix joins in as well, pressing his ear against the opposite crack near the hinges.
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On the other side of the door, Phoebe explores Laurent’s office, being in the room for the first time. She peers around, noticing the perfection of it all. The neatly tucked books on every shelf. The whiskey glasses placed in symmetrical rows on a silver tray by a framed photograph of whom she recognizes as Marie. The ruby red record player whose polished finish shines in the light without a scratch. It’s one of the kinds with a brass gramophone horn. It’s featured with a stack of records three feet high under the table that it sits on.

The girl examines Laurent’s desk, where every pen, pad of paper, and utensil lies completely parallel to the edges of the mahogany wood. Even the rolling leather chair seems new, not a scuff on the surface, tightly pushed into the desk to which it belongs.

“We must be quick, Ms. Freeman. I can’t leave them curious for too long. What do you have for me?” Laurent eventually calls to her, interrupting her admiration of his office.

Before she speaks, she glances toward the window, spotting the blurred outlines of Preston and Felix attempting to eavesdrop. She can’t have that, not with what she’s about to say.

Quickly, she thinks of a way to prevent their intrusiveness. “Did she have a favorite song?” she asks.

“Pardon?” Laurent perplexingly replies.

“Your wife,” Phoebe explains, “did she have a favorite song?”

“I suppose she did, yes. Is this all you wanted to discuss?”

“What was it?”

For the first time, Laurent isn’t quite sure where a conversation is going. Nonetheless, he follows her lead. “It was probably ‘Stay’ by Maurice Williams. From 1960.” Being a curator, Laurent has grown accustomed to addressing any work of art by its full title. “It was our wedding song.”

“Do you have it?” Phoebe asks, motioning with her head toward the tall collection of vinyl records.

“Of course,” Laurent answers, still waiting for Phoebe’s intentions to be revealed. “They’re alphabetical. It would be in the W’s.”

She makes her way to the pile and sifts through them, brushing the tip of her finger along the edges until she finds the correct one. Without explaining more, she slides the black disc out of its paper capsule, grips it between both thumbs and index fingers, and gently places it on the delicate, red turntable. She sets the pin down, and Marie’s favorite song begins to play. As the first few seconds roll, Phoebe dials the volume to nearly the maximum.

She makes her way back to Laurent, glancing through the window once more. Despite only seeing their silhouettes, she can decipher the disappointment in Felix and Preston’s body language as they realize they won’t be able to hear a thing.

She hasn’t particularly planned what to do next. “Shall we?” she improvises as she gets close to Laurent, gently extending her arms. She’s running with the wedding song bit.

Laurent contemplates a moment, his eyebrows slightly flexed. Still, he smiles and extends his arms as well. He trusts the girl. “It would be a pleasure.”

The two embrace, not romantically, but rather professionally. They begin to lightly waltz, taking smooth strides about the office.

One, two, three.

One, two, three.

One, two, three.

To and fro they go, not to the rhythm by any means, but a waltz is the first dance either of them could think of.

After they move about the room a moment, Laurent leans slightly away to look at Phoebe.

“Ms. Freeman,” he says over the music, not breaking stride. “I have to imagine you’ve requested a moment with me for more than just a dance.”

“I think Preston killed my dad.” The words quickly jump from her mouth with a certain abrasiveness.

Laurent nearly chokes as curiosity flushes his face. “Mr. Walker?”

“Yeah, that Preston,” Phoebe confirms. She delivers this information as if she doesn’t feel an ounce of anger or sadness.

Truthfully, she doesn’t. Her feet stay on mark, and her eyes stay confident. She’s simply relaying information as Laurent had requested during their interview in the theater room closet.

“But, your father died in an accident?”

“That’s only what was reported, and certainly, nobody who worked close to him was going to look into it. I assume they were glad he was dead.”

Laurent slowly nods, still dancing with the girl. “I’m intrigued, of course,” he tells her, “but many men wanted your father dead. Who’s to say it was Preston that got to him?”

“It’s a long story. Celia and Preston, they’ve known each other a long time. They dated. I guess they remained friends. Or acquaintances? I don’t know what to call it.”

“You think they both killed him?”

“No!” Phoebe emphatically exclaims. “No, Celia had nothing to do with it. She’s just too stupid for her own good.”

They continue to rock back and forth.

“Go on,” Laurent requests.

“My father and I didn’t speak much, but one thing I overheard him say on multiple occasions was that the auctions were supposed to dissolve when he died. They were supposed to be sold to some sketchy investors in Europe or something. They were supposed to rebrand my dad’s operations, and we’d cash out.”

“That’s what many people assumed happened,” Laurent chimes in.

“Exactly. There were too many skeletons in his closet. When he wasn’t around to hide them anymore, he wanted everything to disappear.”

“For your sake?”

Phoebe snorts at this naive supposition. “Oh, God, no. For the sake of his own name.” Her tongue finds her cheek for a moment. “He had a poster in his bedroom that said, ‘Be a Good Person in the Light, Be a Successful Person in the Dark.’ He didn’t even do a good job at being good in the light, but I guess he was more fragile than people thought.”

“So, what happened?” Laurent presses on. “Your stepmother didn’t know the plan?”

“No, no. She knew the plan. I always assumed Celia took it upon herself to react differently. But, apparently, the plan changed.” Phoebe’s face remains straight, tucked near Laurent’s shoulder, the one with the day-old bullet wound under his jacket. “Celia told me earlier today that my dad handed her a new contract before he died that would name her the successor of the company upon his death. She said he practically made her sign it.” Her eyebrows raise. “Guess what accountant helped him draft it?”

“Mr. Walker,” Laurent whispers, more to himself rather than to Phoebe, but then a muddled look sets upon his face. “So, they weren’t romantic partners at the time? Celia and him?”

“No, that’s the thing. Preston had already left her. Somewhere in between, Celia married my dad,” Phoebe explains.

“Why would Preston leave her? If his plan was to kill your dad and take the company?”

Phoebe nods her head to the side, only once. “Well, I’ve thought of that, too, and the only answer I could come up with is entirely fucked. But I assume Preston needed my dad to hand the company over to someone. Better yet, someone he could trust. Someone he knew he could control. Someone who loved him. So, maybe,” she puts on a face of disgust, “he offered Celia to my dad.”

Laurent, who is starting to understand more clearly, repeatedly nods his head. “Your dad was—for lack of better terms—a complete prick, but he was a smart man. A strong man. What could Preston possibly have said to him to get him to agree to such a contract?”

“That’s where I’m lost. What I’ve told you is as far as I’ve got.” Phoebe shakes her head. “I’m sorry. I don’t know if this will help you with your investigation in the slightest, but you asked me to deliver info. Plus, I don’t have much else planned for today. I thought I’d stir the pot.”

They both share a muted giggle.

“It certainly won’t hurt my investigation,” he tells her. “And, if anything, you deserve to know the truth as well. By God, do I owe you my help.”

“Don’t worry about it too much. I struggle to care about anything related to my father.”

“I’m sorry, Ms. Freeman.”

“For what?”

“Your extremely tragic and misfortunate circumstances since birth.”

Phoebe gazes up at Laurent Fontaine, an immortal statue of a man waltzing in front of her. She had wished for many years for an apology of this nature from her father. An apology for the mental abuse. For the missed birthdays, Christmases, and equal lack of sufficient attention throughout the rest of the year. An apology for all the immoral ideas and habits that her father had instilled in her. The wicked, unscrupulous ways of living that she spent the majority of her teenage years attempting to unlearn. She never once heard the word “sorry” leave her father’s lips.

She supposes Laurent’s apology will do.

“That’s all right,” she assures him. “At least I had money, I suppose.” They share another laugh, turntable still spinning, the pair still waltzing throughout the room, only in a smaller circle than they started with. “I’m sorry, too.”

“For what?”

“Your wife. Especially if my dad had something to do with it.”

“That’s all right,” he assures her, and he means it. To her, he means it.

They dance for a moment longer, each of them looking past the other, the song winding down.

“She was beautiful, by the way,” Phoebe starts the conversation again.

Laurent’s lips slide into a smile as he looks down to his feet, noticing the way that they move. He hasn’t had to think about his feet for the entire dance; Marie and he did this exact dance in this exact room far too many times. It’s still second nature.

“She was,” he agrees with Phoebe.

“I only got to speak to her once that night,” Phoebe continues. “I got bored with my dad and ran off. I bumped into her in a hallway. I don’t remember much, but I remember that she was pretty. I think she took me to get a snack—”

“Coffee cakes?” Laurent interrupts her to ask.

“Yeah,” Phoebe shows a toothy smile, “it was coffee cakes.”

“She made them the best, and she loved making them. Did you have one?”

“I did. It was delicious.”

The vinyl record slows to a stop. The room lowers to a silence. Listening shadows still lurk through the window from outside the door, but the secrets have already been told.

“Did she say anything else to you?” Laurent longingly requests more information with a genuine curiosity.

“Um,” Phoebe has to search within the deepest inventories of her brain to recall that night, but she feels obligated to provide Laurent with any detail she can muster at this moment. So, she tries hard to remember what his wife was like. “I think she gave me a pin. One of the exhibition pins. With Pop Art on it. She asked if my parents would be okay with me wearing it.” Phoebe can’t seem to shake the smile that continues to come back as she speaks about Marie. “Of course, I told her I wanted the pin. She stuck it to my dress, and when she did, she whispered to me: ‘The world of art needs girls like you.’” As she recalls her encounter with Marie—in this very building—ten years ago, the memory of the moment becomes more clear.

Laurent has resumed looking past Phoebe; because his eyes are becoming bloodshot as tears beg to escape from them. He won’t let them escape. Not now.

“She didn’t know me,” Phoebe keeps going, “but it meant the world to me. I think it was the first time in my life that an adult ever showed me any compassion. I didn’t grow up with a mom, so for it to come from a woman of her stature? A little girl remembers something like that.”

Finally, the two back away from each other. Laurent is just able to collect himself before Phoebe’s eyes meet his. They stand at arm’s length, still being watched by the guests in the hall.

Laurent cannot stop nodding his head, agreeing that this story sounds exactly like his Marie. He’s working hard to keep dry eyes.

“She was magnificent,” he remarks, and that’s all he can think to say for a second. A kink forms in his throat. He works through it with a heavy swallow. “We spoke about children from time to time. We wanted to raise one together. We just—” He cuts himself off with a sniff and strokes his eyebrows a single time from the middle of his head outward. “I suppose we just didn’t have the time.”

“Well,” the girl clicks her tongue, “that’s better than having a kid and giving her no time at all.”

Laurent’s eyes lock to the floor once again. Phoebe can see him struggling to keep his composure: a rare site. She worries she struck the wrong chord in him.

“Laurent?” she calls.

Laurent reaches out to her. He places both of his aging, tired hands on her shoulders. “Thank you, Phoebe,” he gets out with a face fading from a bright red.

“You’re welcome,” she simply replies.

“Let’s eat,” he simply says back.


37
THE INTERROGATION IN THE KITCHEN


If it weren’t for this event being a secret, profoundly immoral, and utterly unlawful investigation of a ten-year-old murder, the dining experience that Laurent has prepared might have been the most pleasant dining experience of the guests’ lives.

The table is set in the dining room of the museum, a room Marie insisted on having though the couple only ever used it for personal dates. The table has a long surface, one that is made of white marble; the legs a dark oak that are each uniquely and carefully carved with floral shapes throughout, not a single flower repeated. A table runner evenly divides the marble surface. It’s violet and velvet with ends that meet in the center to form a triangular shape. At each end is a tassel of maize hanging about halfway from the table to the ground. On either side of the velvet are three plates with serviettes and silverware provided. Two more plates rest on top of the table runner on both ends of the table. On two of the pieces of china sit two bright red roses directly across from each other: a tribute to the bodies in the theater. It’s the best Laurent could come up with in a pinch. The rest of the plates have name tags designated to each member of the dinner.

The room also features a low-hanging, diamond chandelier suspended by a gold chain. The gems work together to shine in a way that indicates the fixture costs more than most people will make in a lifetime.

The walls of the room are, for once, not lathered with paintings and canvases from various centuries. These walls feature six matching, dark oak display cases with large glass openings that allow the guests to view rows upon rows of fine china: plates from Copenhagen, bowls from Frankfurt, forks from Madrid, spoons from London, knives from Paris. And, this is just the first display; each of the six features different dishes from different regions.

An extravagant vase holding a wax candle takes the middle of the table as the centerpiece. The handles of the vase shine in a bright gold, and the body is delicately painted with a depiction of what appears to be a modern take on the Last Supper. Laurent does not describe the vase, nor does he mention who made it.

Two other candles, held by more typical structures, are spaced evenly apart on both ends of the table. The flames of every candle are already shining, bouncing about the space.

With Laurent holding the door, Henri and Felix enter the room first and are met with yet another active record player. “In Dreams” by Roy Orbison is the song playing as the dinner officially begins, and the rest of the group files in and finds their assigned seats.

On the furthest seat from the door is Laurent, who will sit opposite of Henri on the other end of the table. To Laurent’s left are Felix, Celia, and what would have been Himiri Xing. To his right are Preston, Phoebe, and what would have been Jimmy McEnroe.

As the guests assume their positions, the waving flames of the candles cast warm shadows of each body dancing about the walls. They individually slide into their seats while Laurent stands behind his to speak.

“Mesdames et messieurs,” he addresses them in the same performative voice as he has used many times in the last twenty-four hours. He’s gotten himself back into character after the few moments of vulnerability he’s experienced over the course of the evening. “Dinner will be ready in just a few moments. Appetizers will be arriving shortly. Though, I must admit, the appetizer I prepared, I have not made in quite some time. I feel as though, for your wonderful cooperation, you all deserve to be fed like royalty. With that being said, would anyone care to come back to the kitchen with me to test the dish so that I am certain you are, indeed, fed like royalty?”

Fairly quickly, Felix’s hand shoots up. His is the only hand to raise.

Regardless, Laurent moves forward as he plans to. “Mrs. Hamilton-Freeman! You look like you’ve got strong tastebuds!” he exclaims. Celia’s heart drops as she hears her name called. “How about you join me in the kitchen for a moment?”

“Um—” she swallows, “yes. Yes, of course, sir.” She stands and pushes in her chair.

Felix’s hand slowly lowers back to his lap.

“She didn’t even have her hand raised.” Preston, too, stands, signaling Celia to stop with his palm. She does so.

“She had an eager, voluntary look on her face, Mr. Walker,” Laurent cleverly shoots back.

Preston’s tongue protrudes through his cheek. “What is this? What are you hiding now?”

“Mr. Walker, I am simply requesting someone—preferably of exquisite taste—to test my appetizer, as I am nervous it didn’t turn out,” Laurent cheekily answers. “Do you agree that Mrs. Hamilton-Freeman might have such taste?” Preston now meets the eyes of everyone in the room—aside from Celia, who is avoiding his gaze—trying to determine who and what might be going on behind his back. The chance for Laurent to interrogate Celia behind closed doors spells almost certain trouble for him. Still, he sits back down, and so Laurent continues. “Come, Celia. I’m anxious for your thoughts.”

Laurent leads her past the table and to a pair of swinging doors that reveal the kitchen, which conveniently connects to the dining room. This was Marie’s idea as well.

The two enter the swaying doors. Preston gazes sharply at Phoebe who breaks the tension by looking away. She knows what Laurent is doing.
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The kitchen is fairly standard—if it were the kitchen of a large, Michelin star restaurant. A row of refrigerators, a row of freezers, two ovens, and two stovetops. Stainless steel cabinets lace the walls, and in the center of it all is a large countertop for optimal surface space while cooking vast meals. In the very center of this island sits a dish adjacent to stools on either side.

“I do appreciate your willingness to help, Mrs. Hamilton-Freeman,” Laurent says to her as he pulls out one of the stools for her to sit on, and so she does.

“My pleasure,” Celia responds quietly and wearily.

He pushes the dish a bit closer to her. “It is Pissaladiére. What you might consider a sort of pizza. Flatbread with red sauce, olives, caramelized onion, the works. My absolute favorite snack to get at restaurants in Paris.”

“It looks wonderful. Thank you,” Celia tells him, not even considering reaching for the plate yet.

“Do let me know if it tastes wonderful as well.”

Celia looks around for a second. “Do you— do you have silverware?”

“Oh, it’s an appetizer, dear. Use your hands!” Laurent instructs as he still stands over her shoulder.

“Right,” Celia responds, still a bit apprehensive of this situation. Nonetheless, she complies and gently lifts the bread by the edges, careful to avoid any potential spilling grease. She takes a reserved bite and places the bread back on the dish, covering her mouth while she chews. Her mother had taught her to eat this way. She swallows. “It’s delicious, Mr. Fontaine.” Her tongue wipes her teeth inside her mouth. “No notes, truly.” She grabs a serviette that lies near the plate and wipes the corners of her mouth.

Laurent beams and with it comes a faint chuckle. “I know. I make that exact recipe nearly every day for brunch. My palette has gotten rather slim since I lost Marie.”

Celia’s hands fall away from her lips, and the napkin drops to the ground. She looks up at him, puzzled by what he has just said, and watches as he finally walks to take a seat on the stool across from her. “I—” She’s not sure what to say. “I don’t— I don’t understand, sir.”

“Please,” Laurent leans over the countertop and whispers. “Feel free to finish your dish while we talk. I just have a few questions for you.”

He crosses his legs on the stool and waits. Celia waits as well, frozen. She’s not sure why she’s eating this dish, she’s not sure why she’s in the kitchen, and she’s not sure why Laurent could possibly have questions for her, of all people.

In her mind, she is the most innocent person in the museum. A damsel in distress. A poor, beautiful woman caught in ugly, violent crossfire. She feels like crying again.

Laurent continues to stare at her. He nods downward to the dish. This makes Celia feel forced to take another bite, and so she does.

“Celia,” he starts again, addressing her kindly, knowing how fragile she has the tendency to be. “When did you marry William Freeman?”

Celia finishes chewing, again with her hand over her mouth. “Um… we married in August of 1973.”

“And, same as most married couples, I suspect you were familiar with him before then? Perhaps romantically so?”

Celia picks the serviette back up from the ground to wipe her mouth. She feels a bit exposed by the nature of Laurent’s questioning. “Well, to be honest, not long. We married quickly.”

“When about would you say you began seeing Freeman?”

“Mr. Fontaine, I’m not sure that I am comfortable with what you are—”

“Celia,” Laurent interrupts with his hand in the air, “there is no judgment here. These are just questions. The quicker you answer, the quicker we can eat.”

Celia’s chest expands inside her green dress—the one Laurent had picked out specifically for her—as she breathes. The breaths she takes grow more rapid. “We started seeing each other just a few months prior. No more than six, I would guess.”

“And how did you meet?”

“I was— well, initially, I was introduced.” She clears her throat more than once.

“And who introduced you?”

Increasingly aware of the pressure of the questions, Celia forces another bite of the dish into her mouth simply to provide a moment of silence. Laurent waits patiently with a small, toothless grin as she chews.

“Preston,” she eventually replies as she finishes her bite. “Preston introduced me.”

“Ah, of course. Mr. Walker. How did you know him at the time?”

“We, um… Preston and I had a relationship prior to my marriage with William.”

“When did that end?”

Celia’s shoulders sink, and her eyes move downward to the countertop. “It— it ended in seventy-two.”

“And given how you and Mr. Walker have acted around one another in my museum, I concur that you’ve kept in touch?”

“Mr. Fontaine, I didn’t commit any acts of adultery.” Celia’s signature tears are beginning to show. “I didn’t go behind either man’s back!”

“Calm down, dear.” Laurent again raises a hand to her. “I didn’t accuse you of such. Many men might look at your romantic situation—that being your intimacy with Mr. Walker and your legal binding to Mr. Freeman—and call you a whore.” A whimper escapes from Celia’s chest. Obvious tears make streaks on her cheeks as Laurent keeps talking. “However, I am not interested in calling you a whore, Mrs. Hamilton-Freeman. I am only curious as to how you ended up in such a peculiar situation. You clearly still share intimate feelings with Preston, yet you married Freeman. How did that happen?”

Laurent waits for an answer. Celia is on the verge of another meltdown, her breathing completely out of her control and her eyes flooded with water. She holds both fists to her chest, and the fingers of her right hand grip the thumb of her left. It’s clear that Laurent will have to move delicately around the rest of this conversation.

“Celia, darling, I understand your emotions. But, at this point in time, I can neither confirm nor deny your innocence in both the murder of my wife and the murder of your husband,” he proclaims with no amount of delicacy.

“How dare you?” Celia gasps. The need to defend herself kicks her back into consciousness. “My husband died in an accident! How incredibly insensitive must you be to accuse me of either of those acts! I’m beginning to question the man you are!”

“Are you sure it was an accident?”

“Yes! Quite sure! I do not need to be questioned about it either!” She again reverts to the more modern pronunciation of ‘either’.

“How can you be sure?” Laurent presses. “Did you see his body?”

Celia again whimpers, not able to imagine how Laurent has such audacity. “I did not wish to! And I do not wish to continue with this talk!”

“So, it was a closed casket?” Truthfully, Laurent is beginning to feel quite awful about how far he’s pushing the poor woman, but he needs to be certain that Phoebe’s speculation is correct.

Celia dabs her eyes with the cloth napkin. She answers him in hopes of getting him to surrender his pestering. “If you absolutely need to know, it was.” She shivers. “I couldn’t bear to look at him.”

“Where did the funeral take place? Who arranged it?”

Celia again contemplates taking a bite of the flatbread to avoid speaking. Unfortunately, she’s lost her appetite. “It was private. It needed to be. We had to keep his death a secret as long as we could. To have time to sort things out.”

“Who arranged the funeral, Celia?”

She again looks downward. She doesn’t want to give the answer. “It was Preston,” she whispers, and she’s beginning to lose her ability to keep secrets.

“Of course, it was.”

There’s a pause in the room. The turntable in the dining hall can be faintly heard through the cracks of the swinging doors.

[image: ]



Henri, Phoebe, Felix, and Preston remain in the dining hall, serenaded by Laurent’s music selection. As the record spins, they all sit silently. Felix taps his empty fork on the surface of the table. Preston’s eyes awkwardly dart to and fro. Henri coughs into his fist.

They cannot hear the conversation happening in the kitchen. None of them speak.
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“I loved him, Mr. Fontaine. I did… love William,” she claims as if trying to convince both Laurent and herself.

“Of course, you did, dear,” Laurent says endearingly. “And since you loved him, I must ask, why did you disobey his posthumous request to dissolve the Freeman Auctions?”

She looks back up with a more collected look on her face. “How did you know about that?”

“I had the energy and the intelligence to build the most important curation of art in our lifetimes,” Laurent states in a sterner voice than he has been using. His patience has run thin. “For the last decade, I have devoted that energy toward figuring out every single detail about your life. Mrs. Hamilton-Freeman, you can doubt my decision-making these last few days, but please, do not doubt the information I might know. You are wasting your energy.”

Celia sinks a bit in her chair. Her eyes well up. Then, the tears fall again. And they keep falling. “Mr. Fontaine,” she whimpers, “I never wanted to be a part of that family. I truly didn’t.” Her bottom lip shakes.

“Then why did you agree to be, Celia?”

Celia fills her lungs with air and lets all of it out in a stuttered huff. She’s accepted that everything must be on the table now. “Preston left me. It was out of the blue. I loved him. Oh, how I loved him.” She grimaces with this line. “I was a young fashion designer, and he was an accountant for an art auction group. That’s all he told me about his job, but it made enough sense in my head. We spent so much time together. In the first few years, everything was perfect. My family loved him. I loved him. I moved to Boston for him.” She nearly gags as she holds in her weeps. “Gradually, he became obsessed with work. Little by little, I would learn more about who he worked for. I didn’t care, though. Fashion is a streaky industry. He made good money, and I thought him to be a good man. Then, he introduced me to William. That’s when things started to spiral.”

“How so?”

“Everything was about the auctions from that point forward. Everything was about impressing William. We needed to look our best. We needed to dress our best. William was recently divorced. We went out with him weekly. It was never just Preston and me anymore.”

“I imagine that was quite uncomfortable,” Laurent inserts.

“That’s not even the worst of it. He would…” Celia stops in the middle of her sentence and looks away. Guilt rushes into her face.

“What is it?”

“I don’t know. Maybe I was paranoid. Maybe I was jealous that Preston seemed to give William more attention than me. But, sometimes, it felt like Preston would… lend me to him.” She can’t stand to fully admit the last part.

“You mean sexually?” Laurent doesn’t waste time to ask.

“No!” Celia exclaims. “Nothing of that sort, but he did allow William to be quite friendly with me. He’d sit close to me at the dinners. He’d put his arm around me. He would kiss my cheek. All while Preston was there. And, Preston never did so much as bat an eye about it.”

“Then Mr. Walker left you?”

“He did. He told me he needed to be on his own. That he needed to focus on his career.” Celia continues, “he kicked me out. Left me on my own. So, I went to the only other person I knew in the city.”

“Mr. Freeman,” Laurent deduces.

“And it was like he already knew,” Celia’s voice lowers again. “It was like Preston told him to expect me. He welcomed me in and embraced me. Had coffee ready for me.”

“From that point on, you stayed with William?”

“I practically had no choice. I had no place to stay. I hadn’t had to work often with what William was paying Preston.” She wipes her tears again. “But, William gave me what I needed, and he promised success in my career. Promised celebrities would wear my designs for the rest of my life.” Her hand reaches for an itch on the thin bicep of her opposite arm. “It all felt so strange. It all felt so wrong. But, before I knew it, I was trapped. I was married.”

“And when he died,” Laurent shifts the subject, “what happened? How did Preston end up with the auctions?”

“As soon as the funeral was over, Preston wouldn’t stop calling.” She lets out another sigh. “He said—” A sob attempts to escape. “He threatened me. Threatened Phoebe. He insisted he was the only one who could handle the job. That it was far too profitable to let it dissolve. He told me that maybe we could work together, and we could work on us.”

“Celia,” Laurent calls to her, suggesting that she look him in the eye. She does. “Do you understand where this is going?” Celia sheepishly nods her head. “He introduced you to Mr. Freeman. He let Freeman get close to you. He left you. He drafted the contract that you signed that left the auctions to you. He handled your husband’s funeral. Then, he came back to you.”

Celia covers her bloodshot eyes with her hands. “I never thought I could be so ignorant,” she says to herself loud enough for Laurent to hear.

“Did you ever suspect that he’d done it? Before this, did it ever occur to you that Preston may have killed your husband?”

Celia again slowly brings her head to a nod. “I didn’t want to believe it, Mr. Fontaine.” She groans. “I never wanted to believe any of this was real. I didn’t ask for any of this.”

Laurent finally rises from his stool to resume his position by Celia’s shoulder. He places his hand on her back and leans close to her. “You’ll have to pretend you don’t know for a while. Please, allow me to use this as I must,” he tells her. “If you can do that for me, I promise your safety here.”

A few more quivered breaths slip out of her. “I promise,” she complies.

“I do appreciate your time, dear. Take all of it that you need to collect yourself,” Laurent says. He begins to head for the door. “Oh, and how was your dish?”

Half of the Pissaladiére still sits in front of her. She looks at it and wipes away the last of the tears that she’s allowed. “No notes,” she simply replies.


38
THE DINNER


The guests have been devouring their plates for a few moments now, their first meal since they arrived that hasn’t been presented to them on a rolling table. The record that spun previously has reached its end, and so the only sounds that fill the room are clinks of silverware against ceramic and the subtle chews of the women and men at the table.

Celia sits silently, placing a few small bites of food in her mouth every so often. She acts as natural as she can, just as Laurent had ordered her to do. Phoebe watches as she does so.

“It’s wonderful, Laurent,” Felix announces, cutting through the sounds of the feast as he swallows a bite of lamb. “Haven’t had flavor like this since I was in Paris myself.”

“Thank you, Felix,” Laurent replies across the table as he cuts into another piece of the meat.

The group again falls silent, and the rings of utensils take back the room.

Preston sips wine quite audibly between his puckered lips and refills his glass as soon as he finishes it. The pop of the cork echoes throughout the duration of the pour.

“Where are you from, Felix?” Phoebe is, for once, the starter of a conversation. Felix looks up to her, waiting to speak until he’s done chewing. “Just out of curiosity. I’ve never been near the United Kingdom. I can’t place the accent.”

Felix wipes the edges of his upper lip, more stubble growing on it each day that he’s trapped here. “No worries at all, Ms. Freeman. I was born in London. I lived just outside the city for most of my young life. I’ve moved over here now, to Brooklyn. Though, I travel quite a bit.”

Phoebe only nods her head in response, and the quiet meal continues, their mouths full and chests tight.

“Celia,” Laurent calls out, her head whipping quickly in his direction. “Could you pass me the croissants, dear?”

She breathes and scans the table for them, picking up the basket and passing it along with a trembling hand.

Preston sees her shakes, his eyes following the basket to Laurent. “You getting close, Mr. Fontaine?”

“Pardon?” Laurent inquires as he picks which croissant looks most appealing.

“I’m just curious how much longer it’s gonna take for you to convict one of us of murder. Have you made any progress at all, or should we plan to be trapped here forever?”

Laurent nods his head as he breaks into the crust with his teeth, steam escaping as he punctures it. He chews, waiting until his mouth is clear to answer. “Yes. I’ve made quite a bit of progress, Mr. Walker.”

“And?”

“And we hope to have a decision by tomorrow.” Laurent washes down the croissant with some wine while peering at Henri, who nods along with this answer.

“Right,” Preston snorts. “And then what?”

“We’ve discussed this, Mr. Walker. I enact justice as I see fit.”

Preston cackles, sending a bit of loose spit about the table. “Look at you… still going through with all of this, still not a fucking clue what you’re doing. Just a God complex and a broken heart.”

The clanking of the silverware slows to a silent ring. Nobody sips their wine. Nobody puts food to their mouths. They all look to Laurent for a response.

“I have confidence in my research,” Laurent tosses a heartless answer to him.

Preston places both forearms on the surface of the table, leaning forward. “By the way, he was right, guys.” He addresses everyone in the room now. “He was right about the auctions. I own them now. I did before his stupid fucking game. He pretends like he has power, but he doesn’t. It’s all fake. He’s only kept us here because he acts like he can.” Celia keeps her attention on her plate; she can’t bear to be a part of Preston’s actions any longer. Felix is the only guest still eating as he continues working through his lamb. “That’s the thing,” Preston turns back to face Laurent directly. “You haven’t had a person walk through these doors in ten long years. And you know what? Freeman and I loved every second of it. We could buy and sell any artwork on the east coast with you out of the picture. Replicas sold higher than the original value. The entire market ran through us once you stopped showing up to work. And now? You’re irrelevant. All of this power you’ve thrown in our faces? You step out of these doors, all of that’s gone.” A wide grin settles over his face. “Shit, I probably have more pull than you now!”

Laurent doesn’t speak at first; he only dabs the corners of his mouth with his serviette. Celia braces herself, ready for an explosion, preparing for the truth to be screamed from across the table.

Instead, Laurent simply states, “I’m very happy for you, Preston.”

As the guests realize this is all Laurent has to say, the eating gradually continues. Preston pours yet another glass of wine. Leaves of romaine lettuce crunch, and croissants split open, the warm breading slathered with butter.

A squeal from Henri’s chair sliding backward is suddenly let out, causing some of the guests to jump. Celia briefly chokes on a cucumber slice; though, she prevents it from going further than a single cough.

“Excuse me. Need to use the restroom,” Henri tells the group.

“By all means, Henri,” Laurent obliges as if Henri is asking permission. “The closest one is just to your right.”

The chair slides back into place, and he slips out of the dining room, the virgin air from the hall sneaking in and piercing the table’s aroma created by the breeding of animosity and fresh food.

“Hey, Felix,” Preston once again cuts in as the door slowly closes itself behind Henri. “How do you know the city you were born in?” Everybody’s heads turn. Felix, not with a mouthful of food this time, still does not immediately answer. His tongue wipes his teeth as he stares in Preston’s direction. “Given that you’re a bastard and all,” Preston adds, pushing the tension even further.

“I, uh—” Felix clicks his teeth. “I looked into myself.”

“Right,” Preston relays, nodding his head. “Just like you looked into your dad?”

Felix again takes a moment to answer, matching Preston’s persistent eye contact. “Yes. Like that.”

Laurent observes the two men banter, twirling his glass of wine in a circle as slow as molasses, his fingers gripping the edges and his wrist hanging downward.

“Oh man, I’ll never forget that day,” Preston goes on. “Young Mr. Hughes, eyes bright and head straight. It killed me to have to tell you that he had died. Shame what happened to him.”

“Preston.” For the first time all dinner, Celia speaks, scolding her estranged, manipulative lover.

“It’s no worries, Celia,” Felix tells her. “I didn’t know the man. Plus, I already knew he was dead when I came to you, Preston. No shame to me at all.” He does his best to keep his cool.

Preston shoves nearly an entire croissant into his mouth and, before even swallowing the bite, continues his needling. “What about your mother?” he mumbles.

Felix’s hand grips the arms of his chair while the other pushes his glasses back to the top of his nose. His teeth clench within his mouth.

Phoebe, yet again, guiltily finds herself quite entertained by the bickering men and the elevated levels of stress in the room. As it goes.

“I never found anything about her,” Felix answers.

“Ah, so mommy is like a myth?” Preston smirks. “In a way, that’s even better than having a real mom.” He allows some more wine to fall into his mouth from the rim of his glass. “She could be anybody you want her to be. A musician, an actress, first woman on the moon maybe?”

Laurent finally inserts himself between the men. “This dinner is to be civil from this point forward.”

“Woah!” Preston puts both hands in the air as if complying with police. “I don’t know what you mean, Laurent. I’m being perfectly civil. Is it not a pleasant thought to imagine your mother as a successful woman?” he asks Felix.

Felix slowly places his silverware and serviette in the center of his empty plate. He swipes away crumbs from the fabric of his yellow turtleneck—the one Laurent selected just for him—with both hands. “I suppose that is pleasant, Preston,” he responds without looking up.

At this moment, the door opens, and Henri re-enters the room. The members of the dinner turn to him.

“I mean, I guess, in the same vein, it’s also possible that Mom is not so pleasant. In fact, maybe she’s the world’s greatest whore,” Preston proclaims, turning the attention back to himself. Henri is quite confused as to how this came about. “Maybe there’s twelve, thirteen of your brothers and sisters running around London just like she left you to do.”

“Mr. Walker,” Laurent sternly snarls, rising to his feet, his hands forming fists, “that’s enough.”

Preston completely ignores Laurent now, leaning even further onto the table, his head getting close to Felix’s plate. “Or maybe,” he whispers devilishly, “and this is just a— a hypothetical. Maybe sweet mother is already dead, too, and you never even knew her name—’’

With Celia and Phoebe on the edge of their seat and Laurent standing above his—Henri still observing from the doorway—Felix lunges at Preston before he can finish this thought, reaching out and grabbing the hair on the back of his head. In a rapid, aggressive motion, he forcefully slams Preston’s face against the marble surface, leaving an instant impression of bright red blood juxtaposed against the off-white. The impact makes a dull sort of bang and knocks over a number of the guests’ wine glasses, the liquid spilling from every direction.

Preston’s head bounces backward as a result of the slam, but before he can put his hands to his nose to stop the blood from getting on his brand-new, black suit, Felix has already climbed to the other side of the table and grabbed him by the knot of his tie. He holds tightly as he pushes Preston all the way back until they slam against one of the fine china displays, shattering the glass door that encases the collection and rattling the dishes within. Shards of glass burst around the men and fall to the floor, making quite a pretty chiming sound.

Celia shrieks, as she so often does, and causes the remaining dishes within the room to tremble as well.

Felix pins his forearm to Preston’s throat and holds his body against the wall, blood rushing from Preston’s nose and trailing onto Felix’s wrist, his eyes already swelling and turning blue.

“What the fuck are you on about?” Felix grunts.

Through the streaks of the red stream, Preston grins, the liquid dripping down his teeth and to his chin. He tilts his head, looking past Felix to Laurent, who is still standing where he was, watching intently with the rest of the group.

“Mr. Fontaine,” he calls to him. “I don’t mean to get too invested in your personal endeavors, but may I suggest taking a closer look at the bastard,” his bloodstained smile grows larger while muttering this word, “who loses his temper quite fast?”

Felix keeps him locked by the jugular for a moment as he realizes that his own insecurities have allowed Preston to get the best of him. His heart sinks when he feels Laurent’s gaze on the back of his neck, watching him behave like an animal in a grand, proper dining hall.

Felix finally dismisses Preston, flicking blood off his fingertips. “Apologies, sir,” the boy grumbles under his heavy breath, “it won’t happen again—”

“Dinner is dismissed,” Laurent stops Felix’s apology. “The rest of the night is canceled. Henri, please escort them all to their beds and lock the door. Goodnight.”

With this, the host immediately heads for the door and slams it shut without looking back, his serviette still tucked into his collar. He leaves Phoebe and Celia still sitting by their plates, Preston and Felix still covered in blood, and Henri dealing with the mess that his guests have made.


39
THE DIFFERENCE


The leftovers remain on the used dishes lying atop the marble table in the dining hall. Preston’s blood stains the hardwood floors. The guests are contained in their sleeping quarters.

Laurent and Henri, yet again, share a drink in Laurent’s office. Aside from Henri assenting to Laurent’s offer of whiskey, they haven’t yet said a word.

Eventually, Henri feels the need to debrief. “I’m sorry I stepped away. How did it get to that point?”

Laurent decides whiskey isn’t enough, and so he pulls out his pipe as well. He speaks as he strikes a match. “Just Mr. Walker digging at the boy, trying to cause some kind of reaction. That’s all.”

“It appears he succeeded, then.”

“It appears so,” Laurent repeats, puffing the remnants of tobacco into the air.

“What did Ms. Freeman have for you?”

“Ah, yes. Apologies, I didn’t mean to keep it from you. She informed me of her belief that Mr. Walker killed her father.”

Henri’s eyebrows shoot up his forehead, and he sets his drink down on the table beside him. “She thinks he killed Freeman?” he asks for clarity. Laurent nods. “You said he died in an accident, no?”

“That’s only what was reported, Henri. It’s a long explanation. The love affair with Celia and him has a lot to do with it.”

“Was she involved?”

“No, no.” He sucks his pipe again and exhales. “She’s far too oblivious. You don’t need to know all the details; just know that he did it.”

Henri ignores his friend’s dismissiveness. “You’re certain?”

“That’s why I brought Mrs. Hamilton-Freeman back to the kitchen. We spoke about it. We’re fairly certain.”

Henri thinks for a moment. “Do you remember the saying our general used to recite?”

Laurent fails to mention that he had just referenced the same saying to Felix in the hall earlier today. “I remember it well,” he responds.

“If he’s willing to kill once—”

“I know, Henri. I know.” Laurent stops him from going on.

Henri picks his drink back up but doesn’t yet put it to his lips. “Maybe he’s our most likely suspect instead of Felix?”

Laurent takes a deep breath that’s not through his pipe. “I hope so.”

Henri sighs. “Laurent, I thought we settled this. Just because he’s not an orphan or some poor girl with a rotten father doesn’t mean you should root against him. You must suspend your biases.”

“Maybe it’s less about the others and more about the man that Mr. Walker is, Henri.”

“I noticed he upset you at the dinner. When he was pestering Felix.”

“How does he not upset you?” Laurent hastily retorts. “Subtracting any thoughts of Marie, he killed a man. Out of nothing but greed. It doesn’t matter if he killed an awful man. He killed him with evil intent.”

“You’ve gone back on your word again,” Henri claims calmly. He drinks his whiskey. “You promised you’d only care about the one thing. About your wife’s murderer. You owe it to me—and to her—to retain that promise.”

“Let’s face it, Henri. We’re nearly positive Freeman was responsible for her death. How and why? I don’t know, but I know it was through him, and Preston was right along with him. And, now, Mr. Walker is him. I cannot let that continue.”

“Justice, Laurent. Remember?” Henri aggressively pushes Laurent’s own statements back onto him. “Not revenge. Justice.”

Laurent takes one more hit of his pipe before putting it out. Beneath the surface, he knows his friend is right. Laurent recognizes that his original intentions when beginning this project ten years ago have slipped away from him, but even if he wanted to, it’s far too late to recalibrate.

“Justice, Henri,” Laurent reassures him with a signature, charming smile. He finishes the remainder of his whiskey. “You ought to get some sleep. It’s late.”

Henri stands with his hands on his hips, sighing in defeat once more. “And, what will you do?”

“I need to prepare some final things for tomorrow. No need to help. I’ll clue in come morning.”

Henri looks around a moment, contemplating whether to refuse sleep. Though, he knows it would be a failing effort anyway. He heads for the door. Before exiting, he looks back. “Be careful, Laurent.”

“Goodnight, Henri.”

The detective leaves the room.
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THE LETTER TO MARIE


Much later into the night, Laurent still sits awake at his desk. He’s lost count of how many glasses he’s filled and emptied, though he never seems to feel the effects anymore.

Surrounding him on the floor are four gift bags. Marie was a selfless woman, always remembering birthdays and anniversaries and other life events. She always had gift bags on hand.

Three of them are full with a gift and tissue paper, and the last—the largest bag—awaits its fillings. Each remaining suspect will get one.

The first three gifts that are complete are individually addressed to Preston, Celia, and Phoebe. The remaining gift will be for Felix. Laurent is finishing it now.

Moments ago, he removed the painting of the flower and the tree—the one his wife painted—from the wall on which it once hung. He disassembled the evidence and research that he had stuck to the back of the canvas, unraveling the red yarn and pulling out the pins. He was careful to replicate the display of information exactly as it appeared on a new, blank canvas that he stores in the depths of his office for now.

With Marie’s painting now clear of any evidence attached to its back, Laurent sticks a bow to the corner of the frame it’s housed in. He grabs the last card and envelope lying on his desk and addresses Felix in writing.

To Mr. Hughes,

Since you liked it.

-L. Fontaine

He extends his tongue to press it against the edge of the envelope and seals the card inside, dropping it in the bag along with the painting. He covers both the painting and the card with some tissue paper and sets the bag in the corner of the room with the others.

Laurent returns to his desk, where he slides a drawer open and pulls out a loose sheet of paper from a stack. With no hesitation, he grabs a pen and begins to write.

Marie,

I’m sorry. For everything. I don’t know who hurt you yet. I still don’t know why they hurt you and not me. Perhaps I’m not as good as an investigator as I had hoped.

But I will know soon enough if justice tastes as good as the stories claim. Justice for you, my love. I promise.

I have found myself, on multiple occasions throughout the last few days, wondering if I am in over my head. Henri tried to warn me of this, too. I can only hope that my head catches up this time.

I fear not for what will become of my life after these events. What I considered to be my life largely ended when yours did.

I do, however, fear for two things: the version of myself that will remain and the results of this project.

With a strong head, I will forgive myself. I will afterward do my best to provide for the guests who have done you no wrong. To make things up to them.

You would love the girl. She has the right mind for this field of work.

As for the results, I pray to some entity that it is not the boy. Though, my confidence does not outweigh my doubts.

I will do my best. I love you.

-L. Fontaine

When the pen falls to the table and he finishes writing, Laurent reads the letter back to himself a single time, taking a deep breath afterward. He then grips the paper and balls it up, rising from his seat and tossing his writing in the trash that sits near the red record player.

He returns to his seat at his desk, along with his unfinished glass of whiskey. He grips the glass but doesn’t put it to his mouth. He only wraps his hand around it as if it is going to float off the table. His fingers grow white with pressure, and his hand shakes from the strength of the grip. His face doesn’t change. It’s completely emotionless, his eyes unfocused.

Laurent continues applying a more forceful grip on the glass with every passing second, the tendons in his wrist becoming visible through his aging skin. Then, the glass shatters with a loud pop. Golden whiskey spills about his desk and drizzles onto the floor. A shard of glass shoots into Laurent’s palm, gashing it open and mixing his blood with the alcohol. Laurent barely reacts, simply turning his hand over to inspect his wound. It’s quite the large gash, but it doesn’t seem to strike any pain within him in the slightest.

He wipes the blood with his opposite thumb and closes the fingers of his wounded hand to stop the blood.

Before he sleeps for the night, Laurent cleans up the mess he made to perfection. Not a speck of blood, ounce of whiskey, or sliver of glass remains in the room, just the four gifts and the crumbled note in the trash.
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THE GIFTS


December 23rd, 1977

The sharp morning sun that seldom shows itself in the pits of Boston winter glares through the thin, upper windows of the sleeping quarters. The morning is superbly young; none of the guests are awake yet.

Still, Laurent and Henri waste no time at all swinging the door open, abruptly waking them all up. Celia and Preston are in their own beds this morning, having elected to separate their previously conjoined mattresses.

Laurent quickly flicks the light switch and ignites the industry-standard gallery lamps, harshly illuminating the guests’ tired eyes. “Bonjour,” Laurent addresses them while pushing another cart of breakfast, Henri behind him carrying the four bags of gifts. “I am pleased to announce—and I am sure you’ll all be pleased to hear—that today will be our last day together. Henri has some gifts for you as one last thank you for your cooperation.” Henri drops the bags on the floor near the cart. “Please, enjoy one more meal from me and open your presents. We will come get you all shortly for our last activity.”

“And, what will that be?” Preston questions, his voice cracking as he wakes.

“A revisit of the crime scene, untouched since the day it happened,” Laurent returns as he exits the room, not giving the waking souls an ounce more of attention. Henri follows him out.

As they adjust their vision and stretch their muscles, still dressed in the attire Laurent had given them, they slowly make their way to the gifts and pluck the ones with their names on it.

For some reason, opening the gifts feels like an act of privacy. They all individually take them back to their beds and huddle over the bags as they sift through tissue paper.

Celia gets her gift out first; she’s always had a thing for hastily opening presents. She pulls out an intricate, gold object with dainty, floral designs laced with gems that wrap around a circular, reflective surface. Only when she realizes that she’s holding the handle does she recognize the object as a mirror. She catches a glimpse of herself, her eyes more tired than she’s ever seen them and her makeup three days outdated. Her jaw drops at the site of her own portrait. She can’t bear to pay much attention to it.

“Hm,” she wonders aloud what the point of the gift is as she tilts it to and fro, examining different angles of her delicate, malnourished-looking face. “I wonder what it’s worth.”

Underneath another layer of tissue paper is the card, which Celia had initially missed. She breaks the seal on the envelope, and the card reads:

To Celia Hamilton-Freeman,

A French mirror that initially belonged to Joséphine de Beauharnais, a queen from 1804 until 1810 when her husband, the king, decided to divorce. History doesn’t know much about her life after the separation.

I hope you enjoy.

- L. Fontaine

She rereads the letter. She looks back to herself in the mirror that holds steady in her hand. Such ageless beauty. Such impeccable design. Such history. She grips it with a tired fist, trapped in this gallery in a wrecked state, focusing more so on her own gaze rather than the absurd piece of history that sticks to her palm.

She feels guilty. Guilty for the way that she is.

A tear falls down her cheek, a tear unlike the others she’s shed within these walls.

She decides she’ll change when she leaves them.

If she leaves them.

Phoebe’s hand sifts through bundles of tissue paper, having trouble locating her gift. She opens the bag wider and puts her face to the opening, peering in to find nothing but more tissue paper and a single envelope. She curiously removes it and peels it open to find a message that reads:

To Phoebe Freeman,

The plan for your gift was changed. I do not yet have it, but it will come. For now, stay sharp and observant. Talk soon.

- L. Fontaine

If there ever was some part of Phoebe Freeman that felt any amount of covetousness while seeing others open gifts as she sits empty-handed, that part of her was destroyed by her father.

She grew up incredibly wealthy and could ask a maid or butler for virtually anything she ever wanted; though, she never did. Instead, she persistently and patiently waited for what her father thought his daughter deserved to have. As a result, her childhood was full of vacant gift bags and empty promises, while new women who her father kissed inappropriately would hold new jewelry that her father gifted them. She would watch from down the hall, hoping for nothing more than an updated pair of the shoes on her feet that, by then, fit her too tightly. She imagines she is the only rich child to ever outgrow a pair of shoes.

She’s used to this. She feels no jealousy toward the other guests unwrapping their presents. Only curiosity. But not the selfish, yearning kind of curiosity. More so a genuine wonder. For what her original gift was supposed to be. For what her new gift might end up being. For what Laurent means by “talk soon.”

A few beds over, Felix quickly notes that his gift is, by far, the largest of the bunch. He imagines that can only mean good things as he impatiently tosses wrapping paper away from the large, golden frame that he instantly recognizes.

It’s the painting. Marie’s painting. The one of the flower and the tree. The one Laurent seemed addicted to during their conversation in the hall, the frame that he wiped dust off despite no visible dust to begin with.

As Felix pulls the entire canvas out—and it is, indeed, the flower and the tree—his heart drops. Laurent giving him this canvas could mean a million different things.

Does this mean he trusts me? Trusts me with a work of art he holds so close to his heart? Felix asks himself. Could it be a symbol? A symbol of some sort of succession, like a crown? Not a moment has gone by since their chat that Felix hasn’t thought of the possibility of being the next owner of this place. It’s an absolutely thrilling idea.

Then, his mind shifts in the opposite direction.

Wait… it could be a part of Laurent’s games. A piece of the investigation. His mind races. Does he think I did it? And he’s gifting me this to make me feel guilt? No. No, he’s been much kinder to me than when we first started. I’ve made nothing but progress with him. Right?

The possibilities in his head stir about as he grips the canvas from both sides, the bottom of the frame resting on his lap. He stares directly toward the artwork, though he looks past it, not giving the actual content of the painting on the canvas a single ounce of thought.

The flower and the tree, given as a gracious gift, completely ignored.

He finds the card that Laurent wrote the night before and reads it, hoping for some more answers or information.

To Mr. Hughes,

Since you liked it.

-L. Fontaine

The written words are no help. It’s almost as if Laurent knew that Felix would question the intentions of the gift. Felix puts both the canvas and the card back in the bag and rewraps them in tissue paper. He decides he cannot give the present any more contemplation.

Preston had initially decided he would refuse to open his. However, upon seeing everyone else sift through the bags, he grows too curious to leave it unopened. He quickly plucks out the first thing that his fingers grab; it happens to be the card.

To Mr. Walker,

A testament to the man you are.

Congratulations on the progress of your career.

- L. Fontaine

Preston’s teeth grab his lower lip as his eyebrows bend in the middle, not a clue as to what this letter could preface. He again reaches into the bag and pulls out a small frame, one the same size as a standard sheet of printer paper. He turns the frame over to find a government document through the frame’s glass. Preston reads inwardly:

Certificate of Death

William Henry Freeman

1921-1977

Cause of Death: Vehicular Accident Murder

The original cause of death crossed out and “murder” in Laurent’s handwriting is as far as Preston reads before he abruptly shoves the frame back into the bag. His face flushes red, and his throat becomes dry with fear.

No, dry with anger.

He stands from the edge of his bed—gift bag in his hand—and storms for the exit of the room, the other guests observing the vexation behind his strides as they watch him burst through the gallery door and slam it shut. As he does so, the sculpture nearest the door jumps on its pedestal and slips off the edge.

The nude figure’s shoulder makes first impact as it smashes into small pieces of marble just the way the other sculpture had done when Laurent hurled it across the room some days ago.

Phoebe, Celia, and Felix all share looks, curious about Preston’s sudden change in attitude.

Though they left the room more than a few moments ago, Laurent and Henri’s pace is mightily slow compared to that of the flustered Mr. Walker. He catches them rather quickly right beneath an extremely large, overhanging, painted portrait of Julius Caesar.

“Fontaine!” he yells as he lunges from behind him, grabbing his shoulder to turn him around. “What the fuck is this?” he hisses through his teeth.

Preston flashes the framed certificate of death.

“Your gift,” Laurent simply responds, not matching the dramatic tone of Preston. “Do you not like it?”

“Why the fuck did you give it to me?”

“Oh,” Laurent points a finger to the frame. “You being one of the less art-oriented minds in attendance, I figured I’d gift you something that might be a little more personal to you. I already had it on file, so it was quite simple to repurpose.” He punctuates his explanation with a smile similar to one of an employee in retail.

Not receiving the smile well, Preston pounces at Laurent’s neck, grabbing his collar and pulling his face close to his own.

Henri instinctively puts his hand on the handle of the revolver at his hip and waits for Preston to escalate the situation any further.

Laurent allows this to happen, gazing back at him, inches away, with a sharp look.

“You have nothing on me,” Preston speaks into Laurent’s stare, becoming instantly defensive.

“Of course I don’t, Mr. Walker. It was only a gift.”

“You said this was about your wife.”

“And it still is.”

“What the fuck does this have to do with her?”

“Perhaps you could tell me the answer to that question.”

Preston’s teeth clench even harder. “I absolutely can,” he claims. “Fuck all. Nothing. This,” he holds up his gift once more with the hand that doesn’t grip Laurent, “has absolutely nothing to do with you or your fucking dead wife. So, I suggest you stay in your field.”

Laurent waits a moment to speak, as if giving Preston’s sentence respect. He lets it simmer, Preston’s deep and rapid breath against his beard. He finds himself strangely excited in this moment. He can’t help but have a thing for the spectacle of a good, tense conversation. As it goes.

“I had a general in war,” Laurent finally begins to reply. “Who had a saying. I know you don’t know French, so I’ll translate. He would tell us, ‘Your soul must forget to feel all others.’ Do you know what he meant by that?”

Preston doesn’t respond. He doesn’t shake his head no or nod his head yes. He just continues to grip Laurent’s undershirt, continues to glare into his eyes.

“Give it a thought, then. Let me know when you have the answer,” Laurent finishes.

The two stay intertwined for a brief moment until Preston finally releases his grip, taking a step back and hiding the certificate of death back inside the bag he holds.

Henri lowers his hand from his hip.

“Be careful, Fontaine,” Preston tells him as he begins to drift away, walking backward to speak to him. “You’re not as invincible as you think you are.”

“And the same to you, Mr. Walker,” Laurent returns.

Preston heads back to the sleeping quarters. Laurent and Henri continue to the office.
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THE LAST OFFERING


Not a sound is made in the sleeping quarters. Not a sound has been made for quite some time.

None of the guests are aware of what time of day it is. They only know that Laurent came with breakfast and gifts a while ago, and the sun is still bright through the slivers near the ceiling.

Celia dozes in and out of sleep as she sits upright. She hasn’t slept more than a couple of hours total given the poor quality of the beds.

Despite his decision to stop it, Felix’s mind still races. For now, he’s convinced himself that the gift is a good thing. An act of respect. A token of trust. After all, Laurent has now offered both to take Felix under his wing and pitched the idea of Felix owning the museum.

That can only mean good things, right? Felix again internally investigates. But he did say only if I’m innocent. On both occasions, he said that.

With a few more minutes of quiet contemplation, Felix will probably convince himself that Laurent is going to open the door and shoot him dead at any moment.

Only time will tell.

Phoebe sits with folded legs on the edge of her bed. She’s observant, just as Laurent suggested. She wishes she could be with him now, not out of any attachment to him but because she’s growing incredibly nosey and hopes to know the truth soon.

However, if anything, she’s noticed on multiple occasions how enthralled she has been with the spectacle of this event. Original, innovative entertainment is tough to come by when you’ve been wealthy since birth. Yet, somehow, Laurent has certainly achieved just that.

Maybe that’s the real reason we’re here, she thinks. She wouldn’t blame Laurent if it was. Ten years of loneliness and a deceased lover might justify such a reaction. I suppose he hasn’t really harmed any of us directly, anyway.

Yet, she adds to her thought.

At this moment, Preston breaks the silence of the room and lifts himself, the metal frame squealing across the gallery as he does so. He grabs his gift bag and heads for Felix’s bed.

Celia remains in a sleepy haze. Phoebe intently watches the men. Unfortunately, Preston turns his back to her, plopping himself onto Felix’s mattress.

“What’d you get?” he asks.

Felix is reluctant to speak to him at first, observing the bruised eyes and crooked nose that he had created on Preston’s face. “A painting.”

“Just a painting, huh? What’s on the back?”

Wrinkles form on Felix’s forehead. “What?”

“What’s attached to the back?” Preston repeats his question. “Or hidden in the frame?”

“It’s just a painting, Preston.”

“Interesting.”

“Why?”

“I just assumed he’d strap some cash to the back or something. A job offer. Maybe some Laurent Fontaine-flavored taffy that you could chew on.”

Felix snorts, only to patronize Preston’s joke. “Fuck off.”

“Don’t you wanna know what’s in my little goodie bag?” Preston waves the gift in the air.

“Enlighten me.”

Preston removes the frame, careful not to reveal it to the women behind him. He hands it to Felix and observes his facial expressions change rapidly as he reads the document.

“What does this—” Felix begins before the realization hits. When it does, his eyes grow wide, and he hunches forward as a natural reaction to secrecy. “Preston? Did you fucking—?” is all he can get out.

Preston lowers to a whisper as well. “It’s not the mystery we’re here for, is it Felix?”

Felix removes his glasses and holds them so tightly that the arms become brittle. “What the fuck, Preston? What the fuck?”

“Don’t play the moral game with me now.”

“Do you have any idea how fucked that is?”

“I think we’re both well aware of the circumstances.”

“If anyone else finds out about this—”

“That’s the thing, friend,” Preston interjects. “No one outside of this building is going to find out. You wanna know how I know that?” Felix doesn’t answer. “Because this makes quite a lot of secrets you and I know about each other. And that makes for quite a lot of ammunition you and I have against each other. And if—for some reason—you and I are forced to use that ammunition? Well, we’ll blow this fuckin’ place to shreds, won’t we?”

Felix nearly shakes in frustration. He knows where Preston is going. And worse, he knows he has a point. “I’ve finessed my way around every corner of this place. You can’t do this to me now. You know it’s not fair.”

“Oh, is that a thing now? Playing fair? Did I miss a rule change in this wonderful game Fontaine’s made for us?”

“I still have every advantage on you in his eyes.”

“Oh, I’m fucking terrified,” Preston sarcastically murmurs. “He’s not a god, Felix. He’s got just as much blood as you and me.”

It’s only now—with the reference to blood—that Felix recalls the gun. The second gun. The one on Jimmy McEnroe’s dead body. The one Felix didn’t want anything to do with. The one that Preston, Felix now imagines, possesses.

“Anyone ever ask you how some bastard orphan from London got the money to suddenly jumpstart a production company in Brooklyn?” Preston continues his quiet inquisition. “Because frankly, I don’t have a damn clue. But, I know a good story that Fontaine would eat up.”

Felix imagines that Preston had to have been the one to send Freeman’s money to him all those years ago. The money that came in the envelope as an apology for his father’s death. The money that helped him track down the auctions. The money he started his company with. He wonders why Preston doesn’t remember doing this.

Nonetheless, Preston has Felix on his back foot. “What do you want?” Felix inquires.

“The same damn thing, Felix. Me and you. Together. Getting out of here and making sure both our secrets stay safe.”

When Felix looks past Preston to contemplate, he notices Phoebe gazing sharply at them, listening to their every word.

“I suppose I won’t throw to you the wolves. That’s all I can give you,” Felix dismisses as he turns from Preston, walking away and breaking the conversation.

Preston, too, gets up and heads back to his bed, satisfied with this encounter. Before he gets there, he turns to Phoebe. “What’d he get you?”

Phoebe sits straighter to answer. “Just a card.”

“Just a card? What a cheap bastard. What’s in it?”

Phoebe thinks for a second. “Just a note. Says he’s glad my dad’s dead,” she quips.

Preston lets a fake chuckle from his nose. “Fuck Fontaine. Your dad was a decent man, Phoebe.”

“Sure,” she tells him.
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THE SCENE OF THE CRIME


After what feels like another decade of stale silence in the Fontaine Museum of Art, Henri finally opens the door of gallery two.

“Bonne soirée,” he addresses the guests. “Laurent will now see you all in the penthouse. Follow me.”

It’s new for only Henri to fetch them. Regardless, the guests still follow along as told.

For the final time, they all make the journey through the halls of the Fontaine Museum of Art. The canvases remain unimpressive. The architecture repetitive. The sculptures and collections and crucial artifacts of human history hold no weight in the eyes of these four people who view them.

The only remaining spectacle about the Fontaine Museum of Art is the event that lies ahead.

After winding up a few sets of stairs and passing dozens of gallery rooms, the guests arrive at the penthouse door.

It’s somewhat of a stereotypical penthouse, open space lathered with sofas and tables to drink or eat at. Tall windows as walls and a large balcony that wraps around the outside. The only thing different about it is that it looks like a crime scene full of Christmas decor. Because it is.

Just as they get to the door, Laurent opens it.

“Welcome, welcome. Please, file in,” he instructs.

The state of the room remains the exact same. The same as when Marie died. The same as when Laurent and Henri spoke here days ago. Ornaments and Christmas trees and lights are scattered about. Appetizer dishes and glass cups are discarded here and there.

“You really—” Felix begins but has to clear his throat. “You really touched nothing?”

“Not a thing. It’s better this way. It’ll jog your memories, I’m sure,” Laurent confirms. “Excuse me a moment. I just need one quick word with Henri before we begin.” He ushers Henri out to the hall, leaving the guests alone with the scenes of the crime.

As the two Frenchmen converse in the hall, Phoebe takes in her surroundings. She notes yet another record player, this one appearing a bit more dated than the one in Laurent’s office. Then, she notices a chair. Out of all the spectacles and sights to see in the museum, this chair is the first thing she’s truly recognized. Everything else has felt vaguely familiar, but this chair is a tangible memory in her head.

Along with the memory, a frigid sensation sets across her body. Chills lather her skin, and the hairs on her arms and the back of her neck stand. A ringing plays throughout her ears. The young girl who has been the most aware individual in the room throughout this event is suddenly the least. She can only focus on this chair. And the record player. And the countertop table with a tray that’s sat in the same spot for ten years.

As her eyes continue to scan the room, more and more details become familiar. More memories become tangible and less things feel real. She becomes lost inside her head, witnessing recollections and reality at the same time. She can see things happening and things that once happened all the same. She pulls at her eyelids in attempt to snap to.

“Phoebs?” Celia whispers to her, and she jumps. “Are you all right?”

“Uh—” she stumbles, “yeah. Yeah, I’m fine.”

She leans onto the counter to steady herself and hopes for Laurent to return soon, for current things to get back on schedule.
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“Is everything all right?” Henri checks with Laurent in the hall.

“Keep a close eye on Mr. Walker,” Laurent simply states. “Be ready for anything.”

“Why do you say?”

“I’m going to drive him to his breaking point.”

Henri’s face stutters a moment. “What could that possibly mean?”

“I’m going to make him confess in there.”

“I’m sorry,” he blinks away his puzzlement. “You’re saying Preston is the one?”

“I’m saying we’re going to find out,” Laurent punctuates.

“What about the others, Laurent?” Henri snaps. “What about me? You promised me. You promised this was the finale. But now, you put all your eggs in one basket. What happens if it’s not Mr. Walker?”

Laurent’s chest puffs with air. “It has to be,” he poignantly replies. “It makes too much sense. It’s too good of a concept to fail.”

Henri’s shoulders drop as he sighs. He grabs the bridge of his nose with an immense regret that has been building since he first met with Laurent. “This is about coincidences again?”

Laurent can’t help but smile. “There are none, Henri.”

Henri opens his jacket and places his hands on his hips. He sniffs heavily to compose himself. “This was never an investigation.” The words whip sharply from the detective’s tongue.

“Pardon?”

“This was never an investigation. I was too ignorant to realize that at first, but you’ve known it,” Henri tells him. “You’ve known it since the start. Haven’t you?”

Laurent doesn’t reply. He only grooms his beard.

The frustration that festers deep within his veins simmers just enough for Henri to speak through his teeth. “You can go in there and do things that Laurent Fontaine does, as you always have,” he continues. “But just know, this is no longer some installation. Those aren’t statues and sculptures in that room. They’re humans. Humans that you’ve poked and prodded. Humans that you’ve nearly broken. And when you do break them, they won’t fall over and shatter to dust like sculptures. They’ll react like humans do.” He holds a steady stare as he finishes what he’s saying.

Rather than responding, Laurent extends his hand for Henri to shake it. Henri doesn’t want to accept, but he does. “You’re a brilliant detective, Henri. And a brilliant friend,” he says wholeheartedly. “Please, keep an eye on Mr. Walker. You’ll be back in France soon enough.”

He releases Henri’s hand and opens the door again to rejoin the guests before Henri can say another word.

Henri stays to himself for a brief second in the hall, contemplating how much further he can go on for Laurent Fontaine.

It’s not much further.
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THE GRAND FINALE


Laurent and Henri join the guests again in the mess of Christmas decor and murder evidence.

Laurent doesn’t confront them right away; he instead slowly approaches the sliding door of the balcony. Only when he gets to it does he speak.

“All right, gather round,” he instructs.

They all listen, moving quickly to form an arc around him.

As he moves, Preston’s foot lands on a glass, crushing it beneath him. “Hope that wasn’t evidence,” he jokes.

“Perhaps you can tell me if it was or wasn’t,” Laurent quips back. Preston backs down. “To complete the investigation, we’re going to reenact a few possible scenarios that may have played out. If everyone could do your best to recall exactly where you were when the events took place, we’ll get started.”

“We were all here, weren’t we?” Felix proposes.

“Of course, Mr. Hughes. But I mean exactly where you were. What seat you were in or what corner you stood.”

They all slowly disperse, beginning to shuffle around the room in attempt to recall the night of December twenty-first, 1967.

Felix knows exactly where he had stood. It was over by the counter, next to the tray that lays upon it. However, he’s unsure if it’s in his best interest to place himself there.

After considering that this may be a test, that somehow Laurent might already know exactly where the guests were located, he decides it’s best he stays truthful.

As he heads there, Preston’s shoulder grazes his.

“The both of us or none of us. Remember that,” Preston quietly threatens him.

Felix dismisses the comment and continues to the corner with the countertop as told to do.

Preston attaches himself to a tall table that stops just below his ribcage. He grabs one of the decade-old, empty glasses, stained around the edges of the bottom with a dark residue. “Waiter?” he chirps to Laurent. “Can I get the same thing I was having that night?”

Laurent shows a large smile. “Let’s save that for the after-party, Mr. Walker.”

As usual, Preston takes a verbal swing, and Laurent reacts accordingly. Always the most confident in the room.

Celia steps near the record player. This one isn’t as extravagant as some of the others in Laurent’s collection, but it’s always been one of his favorites. It features a blocky, wooden base with silver trim and branding. Nothing about it is too special, aside from the fact that it was the first that he and Marie purchased when they came to America. They used it endlessly while working on the museum in the early days.

It rests on a small side table with a few shelves attached just large enough to hold maybe a dozen vinyl records.

Celia nestles by the display. “I believe I was here, Mr. Fontaine,” she softly calls out. “I was picking the music for the others.”

“Very well, dear. And you?” Laurent asks toward Phoebe because she hasn’t yet moved.

She still stands where she stood in the arc, wide-eyed and almost motionless, aside from forced breaths that cause her body to bob. Her fist is clenched in an odd way, her fingers tight together and her thumb harshly rubbing her index.

“Phoebe?” he calls to her again.

She comes to. “Sorry— Sorry. Yes. I was, um—” Her throat gets stuck a moment. “I was sitting in that chair in the corner. I think that’s where I was.”

Laurent picks up on her strange behavior, and his eyes zero in on the blank expression on her face.

Phoebe Freeman has been many things inside the museum, empty minded has certainly not been one of them until now. He walks by her side to usher her to the chair with an extended arm.

“Good,” he says, “take a seat, then.”

She sits, her eyes still beaming into nothing, her body only finding the chair out of instinct.

Laurent glances to Henri. They both note the girl’s odd behavior.

“All right, let’s begin,” Laurent addresses them once they’ve all settled.

“How is this going to work exactly?” Preston asks before they can get going.

“It’s quite simple. We’ll reenact some possible scenarios, as I mentioned before,” answers Laurent.

“And then we go back to our beds and wait for you to come kill one of us?”

“Sure,” Laurent huffs, “let’s go with that.”

Felix rubs his palms. Celia doesn’t have a gasp left to give.

Laurent makes his way to the center of the room so that he can speak to everyone equally. He stops in the middle of a rug that lays on the floor, slowly spinning to keep tabs of where each suspect claims to have been. He fills his lungs with air, slowly allowing it out through his nostrils. As he prepares for the next act, he wishes he had selected music to play for himself.

One last show, he thinks. Just one more. I promise, Marie.

And the show begins.

“All right, now that you’ve all positioned yourselves, let’s start with scenario number one,” Laurent orders. “It’s important to remember that, for now, these are all hypotheticals. In this instance, Mr. Walker is our most likely suspect.”

“What the fuck?” Preston spats emphatically. “What the fuck does that mean?”

Henri quickly catches up and realizes that this is what Laurent meant by backing Preston into a corner. He’s preparing for the worst much quicker than he figured he’d have to. His hand will stay by his hip.

“Hypotheticals, Mr. Walker. Keep up,” Laurent shoots back.

“You have goddamn hypotheticals for all of them, then?”

“Perhaps if you allow the first one to play out, you’ll see.”

Preston wipes his mouth with an open hand and shakes his head. He backs down for now.

“In this scenario,” Laurent continues. “We obviously have to imagine that I am not present, as I wasn’t when Marie was killed. So, erase me from the events in your head.” He motions an ‘X’ over his face with his hands. “However, we also must imagine that the since deceased are also with us: Mr. McEnroe, Mrs. Xing, and Mr. Freeman were all in the room at the time. Rest their souls. To all of your best knowledge, was there anyone else present?”

Collectively, the guests slowly shake their heads no, peering around the room to make sure their answers align. Only Phoebe’s head stays motionless as she sits in the chair, still staring forward.

“Very well,” Laurent begins again, “then we can start to act out—”

“There was,” Phoebe finally answers, cutting Laurent off. “There was, uh— there was a waiter or something.”

“A server?” Laurent corrects her. “You believe there was a server in the room?”

“I’m almost positive; I remember a— a tray.” The words fumble from her mouth. “With some snacks or something that a server was carrying around.”

As Phoebe continues spilling more information, Felix and Preston lock eyes. Preston’s jaw extends. Felix shakes his head softly; his heart beats faster by the minute. He forces himself to breathe deeply in an attempt to steady himself.

“Hm,” Laurent hums quietly and curiously. “I questioned every server that we had employed at the time shortly after. They all said that no servers had been informed of the penthouse yet, but I suppose they could have been lying. I did trust most girls we hired, though.”

“It wasn’t a girl,” Phoebe spurts.

“Ms. Freeman, we only hired women as servers. Men were chauffeurs outside.”

“I don’t think it was a girl,” she repeats as if her mind won’t let her say much more.

“I don’t remember any server,” Preston cuts in. “I know I poured my own drink.”

Felix clears his throat in the corner. “I— I don’t recall a server either, sir.”

Laurent looks down at both men, then back to Phoebe. “All right, well, maybe there was a server.” He visually connects with Henri again. They silently communicate, keeping tabs on the server mystery and what it might mean. “Maybe there wasn’t. Still, let’s proceed.” He walks over toward the balcony door once more. “Being that Marie was found dead beneath this balcony, it’s reasonable for me to assume she stood around here. Mr. Walker, would you please?”

Preston’s face curls. “Would I what?”

“Would you please come here?”

“No. I wasn’t over there. Why would I do that?”

“For the sake of hypothetical.”

“Hypotheticals aren’t at all hypothetical when they make no fucking sense.” He slams an open palm on the table that he hangs over as he finishes his claim.

Laurent sniffs. “Preston, this isn’t going to work without your cooperation. The others seem to have no issue with this exercise.”

“The others don’t seem to be a part of the fucking exercise!” Preston exclaims, inching closer to Laurent. Not by obedience of his request but by reaction to the frustration Laurent is causing.

Henri’s right hand stays ready, though he finds himself doubtful of what he’ll do.

Even in the worst scenario that could play out, does this man deserve to be shot? Why should I be the one to pull the trigger again? he questions internally. His hand begins to move away from his revolver. Henri isn’t sure he has any unwavering support for his friend left in him.

“They would be if you’d allow us to make any progress at all,” Laurent replies to Preston.

“Allow you?” Preston mocks. “I think I’m done allowing you to do anything to me.” As he firmly argues with the host, his right hand creeps down his leg and begins to pull upward at his pants, the sock that holds Jimmy McEnroe’s firearm becoming more exposed as he prepares for the possibility of having to use it. At this point, Preston might find that possibility quite pleasurable.

Felix takes note of this and urgently interjects. “Laurent!” he calls out, his tone sounding a little more panicked than he’d hoped. “Maybe we should just continue. We can imagine where everybody was. No need to fully act it out.”

“Sure.” Laurent smacks his lips. “Sure. We can proceed. Mr. Walker, did you converse with my wife at all that night?”

“Um,” his mouth hangs open for a brief second, “I guess. I’m sure I said a few words to her.”

“So, you don’t deny it?”

“No,” Preston huffs. “No, I don’t deny that I said a singular word to your wife, who was a host of the event I was invited to.”

“If that’s the case, remind the room again of what your employment was at the time?” Laurent continues to pepper him, sticking to his plan.

“I was the lead accountant for the Freeman Auctions, and that’s all I did. I handled money like I was educated to do at the school that I got two degrees from.”

“Then, hypothetically, it would make perfect sense that perhaps you communicated business and finances with Mrs. Fontaine that night?”

“Sure, it would make sense. Only I didn’t.”

“I do recall you and your boss having quite the history of attempting to convince my wife and me to do business with you, so I only assumed.”

“Yeah, that’s been the problem for the last three days. You do a lot fucking assuming for a man of such alleged intelligence.”

As the two men pester each other, the air in the room grows thick, too thick for Felix to bear. He’s trying his best to stay calm, to keep tabs on Preston’s temper, to uphold their deal, to make sure the girl sitting next to him doesn’t ruin things, but also to not sour his relationship that he’s worked so hard to build with Laurent. Felix must be extremely delicate with the words he chooses to speak.

“Sure,” Laurent pushes back, “but I only assumed so because you both became rather persistent in the months leading up to that night. Calling our phones multiple times a day. Sending men to the doors of our museum. Mailing letters to our home. I dare say you got rather threatening. Why should I believe you didn’t harass my wife that night as well?”

Preston smirks. “Fine, I’ll play along.” He tosses the stained glass he held, allowing it to crash to the floor. Celia winces as a few shards fall near her exposed toes. He finally joins Laurent by the sliding door as requested. “I absolutely planned to harass your wife that night,” Preston speaks into Laurent’s face. “I planned to harass both of you until you had no fucking choice but to work with Freeman and me, and when you did break and agreed to our terms, we were gonna drain you. Fucking drain you dry.” He begins speaking through gritted teeth, the tendons of his lower neck now showing. “Pick apart your morals and turn them into cash. Canvas by canvas, painting by painting, dollar by dollar. This place would’ve been the most corrupt building in America, and we would’ve fucking loved it. But you know what, Fontaine?”

Laurent doesn’t flinch. “What, Mr. Walker?” he enables him.

“I didn’t get to harass your wife that night. She jumped out a fucking window before I could.” He wipes his lips of spit as he finishes.

The two men stand face to face once again, Preston doing all he can to finally gain an edge on Laurent Fontaine.

He was never able to do so when negotiating for Freeman.

He still feels unable to do it today.

Laurent pulls his pipe and matchbox from his inner chest pocket, still locking eyes with the man in front of him. “Preston, in this hypothetical,” he strikes a match with only the nail of his thumb. “You did have enough time to harass my wife. Can we finally proceed?”

Preston watches as Laurent puts his lips to the end of his pipe and courteously blows smoke in the other direction. He laughs off the anger that surges through him, each moment having to prevent himself from grabbing at the gun that hides at his ankle.

“Sure,” Preston replies. “Let’s play make-believe.” He turns to address the others. “Anyone else wanna say something? Or are we good with the psychopath telling stories?” Nobody moves. His eyes attach to Felix, who’s only watching with a tight jaw, saying nothing. Helping nothing. The former coworkers stare at one another for a moment. “Fuck all of you,” Preston tells the room, but more directly to Felix.

Laurent blows another round of fog. “Wonderful, then. Let’s say, in this case, you were speaking to Marie by this door. Maybe the conversation—” He stops. “Actually, for sake of accuracy, let’s get the turntable going. Mrs. Hamilton-Freeman, dear, do you recall what music you had selected?” He isn’t really concerned with the accuracy; he just can’t shake the thought that the room could do with some music.

Celia is startled to find herself called upon. She was quite comfortable being out of the spotlight. “Oh, um—” she stutters. “Well, I’m not certain I could remember.”

Phoebe once again nearly jumps out of her seat to answer. “It was Christmas music.” The heads of everyone in the room whip to her. She’s sitting on her hands, her body straight and taut, shaking slightly. Shivering, almost. “Old Christmas music. Classical stuff.”

“Well done, Phoebe,” Laurent compliments the girl. “Celia, would you throw that vinyl in? I know the album; it should be under ‘H’ for holiday. Just in that cabinet there”

As Celia turns her back to open the cabinet and sift through the records, the room communicates silently.

Preston nods toward Phoebe, suggesting something about the girl to Felix. Felix lays a flat hand in the air and pushes downward, telling Preston to calm himself. Preston shakes his head.

Henri looks to Laurent. He pulls at the bottom of his jacket, completely and dramatically covering his gun with the fabric. He shakes his head softly.

Laurent curls his eyebrows to him, having trouble picking up the silent language.

Ce ne sera pas moi (I will not be the one), Henri mouths to him.

Laurent takes in Henri’s dissent with another hit of his pipe. He knows he can’t expect anything more than what Henri has already given him. He understands that his dear friend is ready for the project to be complete, ready to return to his wife in France.

Laurent, however, doesn’t have that option. He has no one to return to. Even if he shares regrets similar to Henri’s, he has no choice but to continue—with or without the detective’s commitment.

Phoebe remains locked to the chair. With every passing second, more and more of this room creeps back into the depths of her brain. She remembers the Christmas tree that lays horizontally on the ground, once upright and decorated beautifully. The smell in the air, she’s reminded it was once laced with cigarettes and wine and Frasier fir. She can’t focus on the present as her past claws forward.

She recalls why she was at the event that night to begin with.

Dad needs to make a deal, her father told her, his words replaying in her mind. And you’re a pretty little girl with a pretty little face. You’ll look good next to me. You’re coming tonight.

She was ecstatic. It was the only time her father had invited her anywhere.

Outside of Phoebe’s head, Celia finally locates the album of classical Christmas tunes, and the familiar melodies begin to play at a low volume.

“Thank you, dear,” Laurent tells her. “Now, as I was saying, let’s pretend my Marie and Preston were conversing over business. As she so often had, let’s pretend my wife was resisting Mr. Walker’s tactics. So, as I left the room to welcome our feature artist, he cornered her here in the penthouse to give it one last try. He asked for a word of privacy on the balcony, things escalated, and Mr. Walker pushed my wife over the ledge.” A bit of burning smoke escapes his nose. “What do we think?”

Henri stands in awe. This is the most pragmatic and ignorant Laurent has ever sounded, though he knows he does it with purpose.

Preston chuckles intentionally. “Ten years? Ten fucking years? And three days of this shit? And that’s the best you have?”

“Laurent, if I may?” Felix speaks up. “I’m not saying I speak a fact, but that does seem like a rather… short explanation, don’t you think?”

“Sure,” Laurent entertains Felix. “Why don’t you take a stab at it then, Felix?”

Felix freezes, feeling the stare of Preston’s eyes on his face. “Well, I— I’m not sure it’s my place to.”

“I insist,” Laurent retorts. “The stage is yours, Mr. Hughes.”

Laurent grants Felix the floor, knowing that he and Preston have been bashing heads, under the impression that Felix might help in his attempt to break Preston.

What Laurent doesn’t know is that the two men have recently formed a newfound alliance.

Felix takes a few steps forward, as if walking onto a literal stage, the eyes of all the guests like spotlights. “The— the only thing I can say for certain is,” he catches the face of Laurent, and he’s not sure if he’s imagining it, but he feels sympathy from him. Encouragement. “Is that I don’t recall Preston being out there with Marie. I think we all remember it the same: your wonderful wife stepped outside by herself, and then we heard the sound of her fall. It wasn’t long before someone went out to check on her.”

“And who was that someone, Mr. Hughes?”

Felix clears his throat. “I’m not sure I remember. I— I just recall the pandemonium afterward.”

“So, it very well could have been Mr. Walker?” Laurent blatantly proposes.

“Are you serious?” Preston cuts in. “He’s fucking saying it wasn’t me. The pretty boy. Your poster child. He’s telling you it wasn’t fucking me, Fontaine. Get it through your head!”

Laurent pays no attention to Preston, still looking to Felix. “Say it wasn’t him, Felix,” he challenges the boy.

“Pardon?”

“Say Mr. Walker wasn’t on the balcony with Marie. If you can say that directly to me, I’ll wholeheartedly believe you.”

“Well, I—” Felix trips up as Preston gazes holes into him.

He knows Preston has the ability to ruin him. He knows breaking their partnership would certainly spell trouble. And he’s fairly certain Preston has a gun tucked into his sock.

But, he simply cannot declare Preston’s innocence. Laurent’s suspicion of Preston is Felix’s best leverage, his clear path to becoming Laurent Fontaine’s right-hand man.

“I can’t remember for certain who checked on her,” Felix finally finishes.

Preston’s shoulders drop. “Oh, you’ve fucking done it now,” he says quietly but loud enough to be heard.

The record still spins, classical Christmas songs rotating about. Celia stays by the music, away from the tension.

Phoebe still sits on the chair.

“I’m not implying anything!” Felix begs. “I’m simply—”

“How about we run another hypothetical, huh?” Preston exclaims.

“By all means,” Laurent tells him, putting out his pipe to listen.

“Hypothetically,” he chirps, “why was the boy with no parents and no references,” his voice grows in volume as he keeps going, “and no fame and no money in attendance that night?”

“I invited him,” Laurent quickly answers. “Well, Marie insisted.”

“Sure, but how the hell did he end up in the penthouse?” Preston continues. “Who told him to come up here?”

“I snuck in,” Felix promptly interjects. “Just as I snuck into many of Laurent’s public speeches. I say it shamelessly that I wanted him to know me, so I snuck in.”

“Or,” Preston tilts his head, “Freeman sent you. We know that you worked with him once, right?”

The whole room turns to Felix for his response. His eyes sharpen. “I was under the impression you hated hypotheticals, Preston.”

“Maybe this isn’t one, Felix.”

Laurent observes how Felix’s demeanor changes as Preston chips away at him. “Do you have something you’d like to share, Mr. Walker?”

“Oh no,” Preston states. “Just testing how sharp your favorite student is.” He upholds their truce for now.

Felix feels himself slipping; he wants to push back. “How about I take a stab at it?”

“Of course, the more theories, the merrier,” says Laurent, allowing himself to indulge in the hypotheticals for just a moment.

While Felix quickly brainstorms how to tactically fire back at Preston, the song changes once more.

It’s “Auld Lang Syne,” the instrumental version. An ageless Christmas melody.

To everyone else, the spinning vinyl is background noise.

However, the sound of the first few notes cracks Phoebe’s consciousness like a whip. Chills crawl from the tip of her skull down to her ankles. Her body flushes, and she goes pale.

The setting. The scents. And now the song. It’s all come back.

The dark corner of her closet now beams with a bright light.

The trauma.

“Laurent,” she attempts to call him, but even she’s not sure how loud her voice is.

“This is just an idea,” Felix continues over Phoebe and the instruments. “Preston, Freeman’s right-hand man, craving the validation of the man who stands above him—”

“Validation?” Preston cuts him off. “Oh, that’s rich. That’s real fucking rich.”

“He let you speak,” Laurent stops Preston. “Allow him to.”

“Craving the validation of a man who we know was willing to do anything to get what he wants,” Felix moves forward. “That’s a dangerous man to want respect from.”

“How would you know, Felix? How would you know what kind of man he was? What he did?” Preston’s eyebrows raise. “Oh, maybe because you knew the guy quite well? Or maybe because your father was the same fucking type of man? Maybe it runs in the family. Is that who you want as your little pet?” He turns to Laurent. “A crime-ridden bastard?”

Laurent doesn’t answer; he only strokes his beard, trying to keep track of what is being said.

Henri observes without guilt. He’s made his decision. He won’t partake in this investigation any longer.

Celia still hides by the spinning vinyl, taking solace in the tune of “Auld Lang Syne”. She curls up into herself, trying to prevent more nervous tears.

“Laurent—” Phoebe again tries to call out, droplets now beginning to crawl down her eyelashes. Her words are once more swept away by the straining men.

“You speak like your entire life wasn’t dedicated to the crimes that Freeman committed,” Felix spits. “Every day, you counted his cash and covered up how he got it. God only knows what else you covered up.” Felix is getting a bit more daring than he planned.

Preston smirks. “I think a few more people than God know. Laurent was supposed to know.” He motions toward the host. “Do you know, Laurent? Do you know all the crimes I’ve committed? How about Felix? I’d bet a pretty penny you don’t have the slightest clue what he’s done.”

Laurent doesn’t wear his typical look of confidence, but a look of curiosity, more hopeless than he’s carried himself thus far. The finale is slipping away from his grips as Preston and Felix have taken it and run, dragging each other through the mud.

The game of hypotheticals that was supposed to single out Preston only blurs the lines between the man that Mr. Hughes is and the man that Mr. Walker is.

Laurent cannot afford this.

It has to be Mr. Walker, he reminds himself, and he knows how wrong the thought is. How immoral it is to root for Felix in this instance, but he can’t help it.

For Marie, there are some feelings he cannot help but feel.

“When we spoke in the hall,” Laurent says to Felix, “you never did specify what you did for Freeman. What was it, Felix?”

“It was—” Felix begins to answer, Preston watching intently. “It was a simple job. A— a theft. I told you, sir, I regret it every day.”

“Who did you steal from?” Laurent continues to push.

“I— I don’t even remember. They just sent me—”

“You regret it every day,” Preston speaks over him. “Yet you can’t even remember where you committed the crime? Can’t remember who you committed the crime against?”

“Please!” Felix yells at Preston. “Let me speak, please.” He looks back to Laurent. “Mr. Fontaine, every night that I go to bed, I wish I had never met Freeman. I wish I had never attempted to find my father. Every night, I wish I could take back what I did for him. But it doesn’t make me a horrible man. I promise you. I’ve changed.”

Laurent brushes his hand through his snowy head, lost in a combination of contemplation and rare nerves.

“Look at you. You’re pathetic. Spineless,” Preston spits.

“Laurent!” Phoebe cries out, struggling to grab his attention through the grip that the revisited trauma holds her in, but she’s again drowned out by Felix.

Henri, however, takes note of Phoebe sharply gripping her chair and the tears that cover her cheeks. He moves to her side.

As hard as Felix has tried to stay stable, he once again snaps under the pressure of Preston’s pestering. “Spineless? What do you call killing the man who you worked under for years, then? Is that having a spine?”

No secret is safe.

Celia’s hand covers her mouth, and her face goes numb. She’s well aware of the accusations against Preston, but when Felix’s words are said aloud, it becomes real. Her back slips down the wall, and she nearly hugs the table that the record player sits on.

Preston freezes, fists clenched. Felix watches closely, anticipating that at any moment, he might reach for the revolver near his shoe.

Instead, he turns to Laurent.

“Who told you that, by the way? Real smart to call me out on it. But how’d you know?” Preston asks him with an eerie, toothy smile. “Was it her?” He throws his thumb behind him, pointing to Celia, turning to her. “It was you, wasn’t it? When he took you to the kitchen? How’d you fucking know?” he screams to her, swiftly stepping to where she sits on the floor. “What’d you fucking tell him, Celia?” He takes the back of his hand and strikes it across Celia’s face, knocking her to the ground with a squeal and immediately drawing blood from the corner of her mouth. “It was going to be me and you! Like you always fucking wanted! You just needed to shut that stupid mouth for once in your goddamn life!”

This is more of the man that Laurent was hoping to pry out. He has him corned now. “Mr. Walker!” he screams, drawing his firearm from his waistband for the first time. The sound of it cocking causes Preston to turn around. “Step away from the woman!”

Preston slowly puts his hands in the air and scoots away from Celia, who is bawling on the ground, blood falling from her mouth. “Go ahead, shoot me. You won’t be killing who you want to kill.”

Laurent holds his aim steady, the barrel of the revolver pointed straight at the chest of Preston, Felix’s eyes pointed at the same spot.

The temperature of the room seems to rise by ten degrees. Each of the three men connected by an almost visible tension that is waiting, begging to be snapped.

“Laurent!” Henri calls out, snapping it. “The girl!”

Laurent finally turns his attention to Phoebe, who appears in a state of utter disarray. Her fingernails carve marks in the wooden chair she rests on, and the thin muscles in her shoulders and arms convulse, her eyes bloodshot from tears.

Laurent moves to Phoebe’s side and kneels. “Phoebe? What’s wrong?”

“The song, Laurent,” she whispers through weeping breaths.

“What? What do you mean?”

“The— the song. The room. The smells. The coffee cakes. I remember. I see it—” Her throat chokes up. “I’m so sorry. I’m so sorry, Laurent.”

Laurent slides his revolver back to his waist.

Though he was never a father, his instincts take over. He’s always had a thing for the spectacle of human emotion.

He brushes her blonde hair away from her forehead and holds her cheek.

“Breathe, Phoebe,” he softly tells her. “You can tell me. Tell me what you see.”
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THE TRAUMA


Iwas nine. I was so excited when my dad invited me to go with him. I didn’t know where I was going, but he never took me anywhere. I got to dress fancy. One of our maids did my makeup and my hair. I thought I looked so pretty.

When we got there, I lost my dad immediately. He left me. I couldn’t find him. I wandered around the halls for what felt like hours, but I didn’t care at first. I felt special being such a little girl in a big place.

So, I kept wandering for a little while. I just walked around. Then, I found Marie.

She was in a rush, but she still stopped to speak to me. We talked for a minute. She gave me a pin and helped me find my dad. I wore it the rest of the night.

She brought me here, to the penthouse. She showed me my dad and told me I got to be in the important room with the important people.

She sat me down—in this chair—and gave me a coffee cake. She asked if I wanted powdered sugar. I just wanted to eat it, so I said no. She asked if I was sure. She told me I might like it. I still shook my head no.

After I ate it, a half hour went by, maybe longer. My dad still hadn’t even looked my way. I was still sitting, nine years old and bored.

I started to regret that I had come. I thought it would be fun. I thought my dad would be happy that I was there, but he didn’t seem to care. I got upset.

I was going to get up and wander again. Then, a man stopped me. A waiter, or a server.

He was tall. He had glasses. I remember thinking how fancy he looked.

I’m— I’m almost positive it was Felix.

He was wearing a black suit and tie with white gloves. The maids at my house would wear the same gloves.

He told me he had a job for me and that he needed my help. He said it was very important.

I was bored. Of course, I wanted to do it.

He opened the lid of the tray, and there were two more coffee cakes, just like the one Marie gave me. Except this tray had one with powdered sugar and one without.

He told me that one was for Marie, the woman in the red dress. And one was for Laurent, the man with the white beard and hair. He was very specific. He told me the one with the powdered sugar went to Laurent, and the one without it was for Marie.

He told me to wait for Laurent to get back and then deliver them. He told me all of this multiple times. He told me not to mess up, and then he walked away.

I knew who Marie was. So, I left right away to give it to her.

Only I was nine. And I was bored. And I was upset. I didn’t like the way Felix talked to me like I was a dumb child. So, I switched the cakes.

I mixed them up on purpose. I walked right over to her. Nobody paid me any attention. I tapped her leg and told her I had a coffee cake for her. From a waiter. I told her the one with powdered sugar was for her.

She insisted that was backwards, that hers was the one without the powder. She said her husband liked the powdered sugar.

I insisted she might like it, like she told me.

She smiled and said, “You’re right. Thank you, sweet pea.”

I don’t know why I mixed them up. I just thought it was silly. Entertaining. I guess it gave me a sense of control during a night when everyone’s heads were too tall for me. I was sick of people telling me what to do.

I took my tray and walked back to my chair to wait for Laurent.

As I was waiting, I saw Marie begin to cough. She choked. She went to a trash can to throw up. I saw blood. She threw up a couple of times. Then she went out to the balcony.

I saw Felix follow her. He looked at me before he closed the door. He was really angry. Angry with me, I could tell. They were out there for a few minutes.

I got scared that it was my fault. Because I mixed up the cakes.

And so, I ran. I went back into the halls. I cried, and I wandered some more.

Eventually, a police officer found me. He brought me back to the penthouse. Back to my dad.

By then, everybody was already talking about what had happened to her.

My dad took me to the car. We left.
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THE ORPHAN (II)


The entire state of the room has been flipped on its head.

It’s silent.

The music stalls out.

The tension is gone. It’s been replaced by fear. By anger. By grief.

Celia slides to the furthest corner, wide-eyed and still wiping blood from her mouth.

Preston backs away, his fists finally unclenched.

Henri does his best to console Phoebe as she weeps. “I’m sorry, Laurent. I’m so sorry. I mixed up the cakes. I didn’t know,” she repeats over and over again.

Laurent hasn’t moved; he’s still knelt near the girl. He looks to the ground, the veins in his neck protruding brightly from his skin.

Felix shakes. His lip quivers. His eyes grow red. His throat dry. “Laurent—” he chokes out, but is interrupted.

“Poison?” Laurent asks. “Really, Felix?”

“Laurent—”

“And given to a small child? A girl?” Laurent interrogates the boy without yet looking in his direction, the words sharp and poignant. “How pathetic are you? Were you afraid I’d find your fingerprints?”

“Laurent— Laurent, please!” Felix drops to a knee in a panic-stricken state, his hand full of tremors as he raises it in an attempt to ease Laurent. “I didn’t know! I didn’t know what I was doing!”

Laurent finally locks onto Felix’s eyes. “You didn’t know what? What it meant to kill a person? To kill a woman? To kill my wife?” His voice raises as he stands, and it booms through the room, rattling the ten-year-old ornaments littering the ground.

“No! No!” Felix stands, too. “You don’t understand! It was never meant to— it wasn’t supposed to be her—”

“It was meant to be me, then? And all is forgiven?”

“I was young! I was so, so ignorant and needed so much!” He screams as he pleads. He attempts to place his hand on Laurent’s shoulder, but Laurent promptly forces it away, grabbing Felix’s wrist. “I had so little, Mr. Fontaine! I’m so sorry! I had so little, and they offered me so much.” He points to Preston, but Laurent’s eyes remain steady on Felix, looking into his soul. “They both did, Laurent! They wanted you dead because you wouldn’t work with them!”

“And so, you agreed to help?” Laurent speaks calmly.

“They— they found me!” he huffs through tears. “They sent me a letter. They sent me money! I found them, and they promised me the world if I came that night!”

“What did they offer you, Felix? More money? Was it money that you took my wife for?”

Felix’s eyes are on the floor as he tries to collect himself, but he cannot stop his sobs. “They— they promised—”

“God Dammit!” Laurent spurts, springing toward Felix. “Look at me when you speak to me, boy! What did they offer you? Power? Fame? The same God damn things that every man like you and me beg their whole lives for?”

“It— It was more, Mr. Fontaine! It was—”

“What the fuck was it, Felix?” His body restrains from grabbing the boy’s throat.

“My mother!” he cries out, tears streaming as his graveled voice echoes around the room. “They told me they knew my mother! They said if I helped, they’d bring me to her! They said she was close!”

Preston slowly moves closer to the inconsolable conversation. He pinches the bridge of his nose with his pointer finger and thumb as he observes.

Laurent pauses. His face goes flat. His nostrils flare. His beard moves as his jaw clenches. He grooms it once with a swift hand.

“Oh, Mr. Hughes,” he says, reverting back to a controlled tone. “You are much more ignorant than I took you for.”

Felix’s breath slightly slows, his chest expanding through his sweater. The tears stop for a moment. “I don’t— I don’t understand.”

“Think, Felix!” Laurent’s voice bellows once more with another lunge, now face to face with Felix. The entire room jumps. “Use that innovative brain of yours, boy! You want to be me? You want real power? You want the world of art in your palm?” He shows Felix his empty hand as imagery. “Fucking think, Felix!”

“I don’t— I don’t get it—” Felix stumbles in a light whisper. “Sir, I don’t—”

“What did they promise you?”

“They— they said—”

“What did they fucking promise you, Felix?”

“My mother! My mother!” he finally spits out. “They promised she was close!”

Laurent has to breathe heavily after his outburst. He wipes his beard again.

Phoebe’s hand loudly smacks her mouth. She’s the first to connect the dots.

Celia lets out one last gasp from the corner of the room.

Preston doesn’t bat an eye. His facial expression doesn’t change. He only watches Felix for his reaction.

Felix spins, looking around at the others’ reactions. He’s flustered, devastated, confused. He doesn’t understand.

And then.

The realization.

His bones go soft. His face sinks. All the blood rushes from it. “No,” he whispers to himself. Nobody answers. Laurent stares. “No,” he says louder. “No! No! No, no, no, no!” he screams. “No! No, fucking no!”

Felix has no ability to control what his body does next. He lunges forward toward Laurent, grabbing him by the neck and slamming him against a wall. He keeps him there as he yells.

“No!” he screams into Laurent’s face. “It’s over, Laurent! It’s over! Your bloody fucking games are over! I admit it! It was me! They poisoned the sugar on the cake, and I delivered them! Now stop fucking with me!” Laurent’s face begins to turn red as he’s choked, suspended against the wall. “Marie was not my mother!”

He looks into Laurent’s eyes as he grips him. He sees the truth in his idol’s pupils. He sees all the connections, all the coincidences that are no longer coincidental.

He discovers the reasoning behind the way Laurent has been treating him. The understudy. The successor.

He understands the meaning behind the gift. The painting. The one of the flower and the tree. The one that Marie had painted.

He finally uncovers the concept of the composition on the canvas. A tall, sturdy tree embracing a small, fragile flower.

He begins to understand what he’s done.

He lets go. Laurent slides back to the ground. Felix keeps his hands on Laurent’s chest.

“Please,” Felix cries, begging one more time, “please, tell me you’re lying!”

Laurent holds his eyes to him. He takes a breath. He speaks quietly. “Who do you think sent you that money, Felix? You think it was Freeman? You think he cared enough about you to send you five hundred thousand dollars in cash?”

Felix’s eyes are bloodshot, swelling more with every cry. He can hardly breathe. “Why— why didn’t— she could’ve found me— you could have told me—”

“No,” Laurent stops him. “Don’t you dare blame her.” He rests for a moment, watching Felix sob. “She was young. She had a relationship with your father in England. She was terrified of him. He beat her, and then he left to move away with Freeman. She was alone, she was broke, she had a newborn baby. It killed her, Felix.”

“Did—” Felix attempts to speak. “Did you always know?”

“I did,” Laurent answers. “She told me once we left the army. She made me promise that one day we’d find you. And we did. And one day, when she was ready, she was going to tell you.” The tears fall faster from Felix’s eyes. “So, we kept you close. Why do you think some bastard orphan from London was invited to an exhibition opening? Why do you think I made time for you at my seminars? Why do you think I protected you these last few days?”

Felix wails. His legs are weak. He has to grab Laurent to stand. “I didn’t know! I didn’t know, Mr. Fontaine! I wanted a mother so badly! I’m so sorry! It was the Freemans! The Freemans and Preston! They lied to me! They wanted you dead, Laurent! I didn’t know—”

Through the cries, a faint noise is heard. It’s a click.

A gun cocking.

With all the attention on the bawling boy, Preston has reached into his sock and pulled Jimmy McEnroe’s second gun. He takes aim. He pulls the trigger. The hammer slams down.

The bullet is fired.

It strikes Felix right in the chest. It halts his tears. He looks down, grabbing where the bullet pierced. Blood already rips through the turtleneck that Laurent had gifted him, the contrast of the red seeping quite beautifully down the cotton, yellow surface. An abstract image.

Felix drops to his knees. His body hits the floor.

Laurent turns his head to see Preston now aiming at him. Laurent doesn’t move. He can’t.

Another shot is fired. The blast tears through the room. A scream shatters in the air.

Laurent hardly flinches and looks down, expecting to see blood decorating his outfit as well. Only it isn’t.

He’s unharmed. He looks up.

Instead, Preston Walker is lying on the floor. A bullet hole open in his neck. The gun he shot Felix with, Jimmy McEnroe’s second gun, lying next to him.

Mr. Walker is dead.

Laurent turns, knowing that his dear friend Henri has saved his life once again.

Only he hasn’t. Henri is quite surprised when his tardy hand finds an empty holster at his waist.

Holding Henri’s gun—extended awkwardly in the air, shivering from the weight of it—is Phoebe Freeman.

She drops the gun on the ground, tossing it forward as if she’s scared of it, and collapses onto the chair again. Her breathing becomes rapid, and her vision blurry.

Every fiber in Celia’s being wants to bawl and shriek.

But she doesn’t. With a quivering, bloody lip and weak legs, she lifts herself from the floor and heads to Phoebe, ignoring Preston’s lifeless corpse. She finds room on the chair to sit next to her. She sifts her delicate fingers through Phoebe’s hair. She kisses her on the forehead, comforting her stepdaughter the best that she can.

Laurent looks back to Felix. The boy is on the ground, choking on his own tears and blood. The orphan’s life won’t last much longer.

He kneels to him, grasping the back of his head so they can look each other in the eye.

“Laurent—” Felix coughs. “Mr. Fontaine, I’m— I’m so sorry. I didn’t—” He chokes up again. “I would have never. I wanted a mother. That’s all. I wanted to be like you— I didn’t mean to—” He can’t speak much more. “Please.”

Laurent spectates Felix’s final, labored breaths. His face completely stale. Laurent blinks once. “Votre âme doit oublier de les ressentir tous,” he tells the boy.

Laurent then reaches to his hip. He hoists his revolver, not a bullet shot from it yet. He cocks it and puts the barrel directly at the base of Felix’s throat, the cold muzzle against cold skin.

Finally, Laurent Fontaine aims to put the finishing touches on a project ten years in the making.

Justice.

He puts his index finger on the trigger of the weapon. He freezes, the gun ready to fire.

Not a muscle moves.

Henri stares.

With the same hand holding the gun, Laurent checks Felix’s breathing with a finger under his nose.

There’s no breath.

Laurent pauses again. He’s too late.

He lowers his weapon and places it back at his waist. He sets Felix’s lifeless head down.

The boy is dead.

The remaining people in the room watch intently as Laurent simply stands and wipes his hands on his pants. He reaches into his inner pocket for his pipe and lights it once more, as he has so many times. He heads to the same leather recliner that he sat in after Marie died.

He flops into his chair and smokes his pipe, allowing a large cloud to fill the air, his face completely emotionless.

After a quiet minute with two corpses on the floor, Henri approaches him.

“I’m sorry,” Laurent says before Henri can speak. “I’m truly sorry, friend.” He stares forward.

Henri lowers himself closer to where Laurent sits. “On the plane… when you showed me your findings… did you keep things from me? About the boy?”

Laurent smokes again, inhaling a full lung’s worth. It escapes as he exhales. “I certainly didn’t want you to believe he was the most likely suspect.”

Henri nods his head slowly, trying to sympathize with him. “Was it ever justice, Laurent? Or was this always some sort of revenge?”

Laurent looks to the ceiling for a moment. “I like to consider myself a man of reasonable intelligence, Henri.” He sniffs. “But, until now, I’m not sure I truly knew the difference.”

The two men share a moment of silence together.

Laurent reaches again into an inner pocket, pulling out another envelope of cash and plane tickets. He extends it to Henri. “Go, Henri. Go home. And tell Sophia I said hi, would you?”

“What will you do?” Henri asks before taking the envelope.

“I’m not sure,” Laurent replies honestly. “I haven’t gotten that far.”

Henri sighs. He accepts the offer and heads to the exit of the room. He looks back before opening the door.

He sees the back of his friend’s head. The long, grey hair. Smoke bellowing from his lungs. He contemplates saying something, anything before he leaves.

He doesn’t.

Henri shuts the door behind him and exits out the back of the Fontaine Museum of Art.

She doesn’t quite have herself collected, but Phoebe needs to see Laurent. She forces herself off the seat.

She stands by the leather chair he sits in, his legs crossed. She can barely see from her tear-strained eyes. Her knees feel weak. “Laurent,” she gets out, “I’m— I’m so sorry—”

“No,” he shushes her. “Don’t, Phoebe. It’s not your fault. You’re a wonderful woman.”

“I just feel—” she huffs. “I feel—” She can’t get it out.

“There are some feelings we cannot help but feel, dear,” Laurent comforts her. “That doesn’t mean we deserve to feel them.”

Phoebe takes a long, stuttered breath. “What— what are you going to do about all of this?”

They both look around at the manic state of the room. Celia joins Phoebe by her side.

“That is none of your concern.” He shifts in his seat to face her directly. “You deserve a better chance at things, Ms. Freeman. A chance that isn’t dragged down by a past you could not control.” He holds his pipe in the air, the tobacco still burning inside. “My deepest apologies for having invited the both of you.”

The women look at him. For the first time, he appears vulnerable.

“There were some points where I had fun,” Phoebe playfully claims.

Laurent allows himself one laugh. “Go home. Get away from here.”

“What about you, Mr. Fontaine?” Celia asks.

He takes one last hit of his pipe. “When I made beds for the six of you, I also made one for me.” He uncrosses his legs. “It’s my turn to lie in it.”

“Laurent,” Phoebe stumbles again. “Laurent, just come with us. Please.”

He stands. He looks her in the eyes. Naturally, his hand finds her cheek. “You’ll have a chance to do wonderful, spectacular things, Phoebe Freeman,” he tells her. “I already had mine.”

Phoebe doesn’t know what else to say, and so she impulsively grabs him. She wraps her arms around Laurent Fontaine and embraces him, shedding what tears remain in her eyes into his chest.

He allows her to, gripping her tightly in return for a few moments.

They back away. Phoebe wipes her face.

“Now go. Best of luck to you both.”

Celia gets to the door first, holding it open for Phoebe.

She has trouble getting herself to the door, but eventually she does. She looks back to Laurent one more time.

He nods to her. She nods back.

Phoebe and Celia exit, leaving Laurent Fontaine alone in his and his wife’s museum once again.


47
THE TITLE OF THE WORK


Christmas Eve, 1977

The clock has just struck midnight.

The Fontaine Museum of Art is cold. Dim. Deafening. Motionless.

The hot, bright lights are out in nearly every room. Each gallery no longer on display.

Works of art crucial to the story of human history sit in shadows, attached to walls that will no longer be looked at.

Laurent Fontaine resides in a hallway, a glass of whiskey in his hand.

He stands under the display lamp that used to illuminate the painting of the flower and the tree, the one Marie painted. The one he gifted to Felix.

In its place, he’s hung the canvas of red string and evidence. The one with the photos of the guests and torn-out pieces of articles that entail his entire decade of investigative research. Under it, the title plaque of his wife’s work still remains.

The Flower and the Tree, Marie Evans-Fontaine, 1951

Laurent calmly sips his whiskey, staring at the canvas on the wall. Then, he heads for a closet door in the same hallway. He pushes out a rolling cart from it, one full of a variety of contents:

Evidence stacked upon more evidence. The information and events of all six of the guests’ lives that Laurent spent ten years collecting. Folders and images and newspapers and legal documents.

A record player, of course. An old one that’s been collecting dust for some time. Still, it works.

A carton of crimson paint and two paint brushes, one small, one large.

Laurent pushes the cart in front of the canvas hanging on the wall. Before he can move another muscle, the sound of screeching tires is heard from the museum parking lot. Car doors open and slam shut. A voice comes through the walls over a speaker horn.

“Laurent Fontaine!” authorities yell. “The gig is up! We know everything! We’ve already been to your home! We have a warrant! You have five minutes to come out of these doors with your hands in the air and with some dignity, or we will have no choice but to forcibly enter!”

Laurent listens to the words echo off the columns and archways. He isn’t fazed by them.

He picks up a vinyl disc encased in a sleeve that he’s hand-selected from his collection. This tune is in different taste than what he’s been playing the three prior days: a compilation of classical compositions, a set he hasn’t listened to since Marie died.

He sets it on the table and puts the pin in place. The classical sound begins to play, filling the space that’s being lit by the dancing red and blue police lights taking turns saturating the hall through the windows.

He takes another sip of whiskey before grabbing the large stack of evidence on the cart.

As an orchestra plays loudly and the law waits for him outside, Laurent Fontaine rhythmically and methodically places the evidence on the floor surrounding the canvas on the wall. In the shape of an arc, each of the guests’ files fall from his hands. He builds the display out in layers, starting near the wall with Celia’s files and ending on the outermost layer with all the information he collected on William Freeman.

A presentation of his decade of work forms as the symphony rings loudly.

He walks the same path back and forth, dropping bits of paper and evidence until only two printed photographs remain in his hand.

One of Felix.

One of Marie.

He stares at the both of them for a moment. His thumb forms an imprint on the surface of the images from how tightly he grips them. A singular tear rolls down his cheek.

“Two minutes, Mr. Fontaine!” the speaker horn yells again.

He wipes the tear away and continues his work. He pries open the can of paint and picks up the small paintbrush. He dips it in the liquid and draws a circle around Felix’s face.

He looks into Felix’s eyes one more time.

His estranged son. His understudy. His primary suspect.

He throws the photo on the floor atop all the other evidence.

He looks into Marie’s eyes one more time.

His collaborator. His partner. His lover.

He kisses her photo on the forehead and gently places it next to the photo of Felix.

Her child.

He moves for the larger paint brush, dipping this too in the can of paint.

Laurent moves forward and places the bristles against the chalky, white wall, moving in slow strokes, the music playing at a similar rhythm.

“One minute!” the officer once again yells as Laurent finishes with the paint.

He takes a step back to check the craftsmanship of his new installation, the last work of art he’ll ever make.

The canvas pinned with connections and evidence. The documents and photographs lying on the floor. Marie’s plaque with her name on it. The display light that illuminates it all.

Lastly, in near-perfect handwriting, bright red letters dry on the surface of the wall. The paint reads:

A Study on Justice and Revenge, L. Fontaine, 1967-1977

The record on the turntable spins. Laurent fills his lungs with air. The bottom half of his jaw shakes. The corners of his eyes curl. He considers taking a sip of whiskey, but instead options to hurl the glass at the green marble floor. It shatters in a quick explosion.

He screams.

For the first time since his wife was killed by her own son, Laurent weeps. Tears rapidly fall down his face, and his body tenses. He grabs the record player before it’s able to finish its song and throws it to the ground. The sound scratches out. With blurred eyes, he repeatedly forces his foot down onto the device, smashing it into pieces.

When he’s done, he leans over it and catches his breath. Tears fall onto the snapped vinyl disc.

He stands there, hands on his knees, crying to the floor.

In silence.

In newfound grief.

“Ten!” the men waiting for him outside begin to count. “Nine! Eight…”
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THE WOMAN WITH A GUN


January 31st, 1980

The long, winding driveway of the Freeman Mansion is once again covered in dusty snow. Tires of a black Cadillac imprint themselves on the flakes as it rolls to a stop.

Phoebe Freeman—sporting new brunette hair and the same red lipstick—coming home from her final semester at Pratt Institute, steps out and heads for the front door. She again drops a cigarette on the chilled concrete. Her graduation is in two weeks, so she’s home for a brief stay.

As she gets to the porch, she nearly slips on a letter that lies in the snow. It’s addressed to her, but no sender address is visible. Whatever is inside the envelope jingles slightly when she picks it up, but not enough to grab her attention.

She takes it inside with her as she travels the halls of the estate; many of the newspapers about her father that hung on the walls years ago have now been taken down and replaced with her own works of art. Her former stepmother—and now best friend—insisted on this change.

Celia Hamilton—legally no longer Celia Hamilton-Freeman—waits for her in the kitchen with balloons, a cake, and a bottle of expensive wine at the dining table.

“Phoebs!” she exclaims. “I am so, so very proud of you!” Celia rushes to hug her. Phoebe graciously accepts the embrace. “How was your last exam, dear?”

“It went well,” Phoebe sighs a breath of relief. “It was good, Celia. Thank you for all of this.” She taps one of the balloons, and it bounces off her finger. “Seriously, I really appreciate you.”

The two share another hug.

“It’s your favorite wine, too! I made sure I got the right one,” Celia promises.

“Oh yeah,” Phoebe cracks a smile. “I forgot you do your own running of errands now. How’s that going?”

Celia blushes from embarrassment. “For your information, I used to do all the shopping with my mother.” They both giggle. “But,” Celia contemplates whether she wants to say the next part. She decides she does. “There is quite a big world to see when you stop looking at yourself every few minutes.”

Phoebe gives a sympathetic smile. “Don’t blame yourself, Celia. The people around you weren’t exactly great.”

“Don’t I know it. Oh! I’m going to a university again tomorrow! Another department called hoping for a presentation for the fashion students. I invited some of my models to help with it. You should come!”

“That’s amazing,” Phoebe tells her, and she genuinely means it. “But I’m gonna take a few days to just relax. You’ll have to give me the presentation personally one day, though.”

“You got it, Phoebs. I’ll get a knife and some wine glasses!”

“Maybe you should leave the cutting of the cake to the maids,” Phoebe jokes as Celia escapes to the kitchen. They haven’t employed maids in quite some time.

Phoebe grabs a remote and flicks on a small TV that rests on the counter. The news begins to play.

Immediately, Phoebe recognizes the front of the Fontaine Museum of Art. The pillars and the stairs and the door.

The television continues. “And on the second anniversary of the infamous art curator’s death,” the same news anchor from years ago commentates in front of the entrance, “we remember the event that Laurent Fontaine put on over two years ago: a horrifying invitation to a night disguised as a ‘Grand Reopening,’ which actually wound up being a completely vile and utterly corrupt personal investigation. He never spoke to authorities, but in a series of papers scattered on the floor, Fontaine claimed to have cracked the case of his wife’s death a whole ten years after she was killed. Police have yet to comment on his findings.”

Celia scoots around the countertop to snatch the remote. “We really shouldn’t be—”

“No.” Phoebe slaps her hand away. “It’s fine. Leave it.”

They continue watching together.

“It’s no groundbreaking event for a man in the arts to go insane,” the anchor continues on the screen, “but art historians and fans of the former triumphant museum alike still argue whether Laurent Fontaine’s name should be erased from art history, or if we should continue to sing praise for what he did while he was sane. The one thing we do know for sure? Four lives were lost due to his reckless actions in December of 1977, and on this day, we pray for the families of those individuals. While it’s been two years since Fontaine passed of a suspected infection from a bullet wound in his shoulder just a few weeks after being incarcerated, the building that was once his remains empty and lifeless. The artwork inside? Still rotting away. Will something come of the historic building? Only time will tell. I’m—”

Phoebe clicks off the TV before the anchor can say her name.

“It’s so sad, isn’t it?”

“It is,” Phoebe replies to Celia. “It’s sad because they paint him to be some supervillain. I mean, he was probably the only good man in the building.”

Celia nods softly. “You’re right, dear.”

“He didn’t even do anything wrong,” Phoebe continues. “What? He lied to us and trapped us? I think that much was justified.” Her eyes well with tears, but she won’t dare let them fall. Not anymore. “He didn’t actually hurt anybody.”

“You’re right,” Celia repeats herself. “You’re right, Phoebe.”

Phoebe sniffs and wipes her face. “I would love a coffee right now.” Phoebe isn’t quite used to serving herself yet.

“Of course! On it!” Celia forgets about the knife and the wine and rushes to the fridge.

Phoebe plops herself down at the kitchen table. She remembers the envelope that she had set down; the one addressed to her. She peels it open and slides out a singular notecard.

Her heart immediately drops.

To Phoebe Freeman,

I hope this letter finds you well and in a timely manner. I am having it sent to you when you are projected to finish your time in school.

Please, when you have a spare moment in your day, make way to the museum.

You’ll be alone. Here is a key.

Enter through the back doors.

p.s I hope this font pleases you.

-L. Fontaine

This letter is printed in Times New Roman rather than Futura.

She checks the envelope again. Her fingers find a loop of golden keys.

Her heart rises back into her chest and begins to race. She doesn’t believe it at first, but nothing about Laurent Fontaine was particularly believable.

She rereads the letter, checking to see if she’s imagining it. She isn’t.

Celia startles her as she sets down her jar of iced coffee. “Again, just the way you like!”

“Um,” she struggles to find what to say. “Celia, I’m so sorry. I just remembered I was supposed to stop by a friend’s. I— I have a book of hers I need to drop off. I was borrowing it for the semester.”

“Oh, of course, Phoebe. No worries. I’ll put your coffee back in the fridge.”

Phoebe already heads for the door. “I really, really appreciate the balloons and cake and stuff. I promise we’ll celebrate when I’m back!”

“No worries, darling—” Celia tries to say, but Phoebe has already shut the door.

She barely pays attention to the road as she drives to the museum, her mind running rampant with thoughts.

Is he still alive? No, he can’t be. It’s been two years. Who the hell sent me the letter then? Why does he have me going back here?

Traffic lights mean nearly nothing to her as she navigates back to the place where her entire life changed two years ago. As she gets close, she notices that—thankfully—no news trucks are on their shift at this moment. She pulls around the building and parks in the back, as instructed.

She exits her car and bolts to the door. When she gets there, she finally slows down her pace, sifting her hands through the pockets in her pantsuit. She pulls out the set of golden keys and finds the one that’s specified for the back door.

As she holds it in front of her face, the thought comes to her head. The most protruding idea of why Laurent could possibly have sent a posthumous letter with keys to his museum to her address.

She shakes it off as a ridiculous idea.

“I don’t know what the hell this is, Laurent,” she says aloud to herself, “but it can’t be any worse than last time.”

She inserts the key and twists her wrist. The door swings open, and Phoebe is immediately met with a canvas on an easel in the doorway. It’s as if Laurent knew exactly how this situation would play out.

Again, in Times New Roman font, the canvas reads:

Ms. Freeman,

Please head to the theater. The projector is ready for you. Press play and take a seat.

“All right,” she speaks to the canvas, “I’m gonna assume that checks off the possibility that you’re alive.”

Still, as she heads to the theater, she can’t help but anticipate the character that was Laurent Fontaine will be waiting for her.

She shakes as she takes each step down these halls again. She can’t tell if she’s nervous, scared, or excited. Either way, she’s only looking where she needs to go.

She won’t look at the artwork that still hangs on the walls. She won’t look at the architecture. She won’t take in her surroundings at all. She doesn’t have time for the mental games that will come with that.

There is just enough light coming through the windows for her to see. Her steps echo throughout the entire space, and her reflection on the ground is the only other movement that shares it with her.

The only thing that does catch her eye is a display that she doesn’t recognize: a large canvas, lathered with photos and articles and red yarn, that hangs above a pile of papers and folders and more photos scattered on the floor.

“A study on justice and revenge,” she reads the title of Laurent’s final work of art to herself as she passes it. The hairs on the back of her neck stand.

Finally, she comes to the theater door. There’s a voice in her head that calls for her to not open it. To turn around and leave. To leave this little section of her life in the past, where it belongs.

But she can’t listen to that voice. There’s too much spectacle in the wonder and curiosity that Laurent has once again provided to her. As it goes.

With a deep breath, Phoebe pushes open the doors.

Aside from the corpses—the police must have removed those—it’s just as she remembers it. She can see the stains of blood that lathered her. She recognizes each seat that each guest sat in, all lit by the typical dim theater lights.

She even spots a leftover wine glass that she believes belonged to her.

But she can’t look at that. Not right now.

Right now, she heads for the closet. The door is unlocked. She presses play, and the sound of static immediately rushes into the theater. She hurries back out to take a seat right in the front row.

“What the fuck could you possibly have for me?” she calls out as she sits as if speaking to Laurent.

The screen kicks on and brightens the room. It’s hard to make out at first, but eventually, she recognizes the image as a gallery wall. One of the plain, chalky, white ones.

Then, he walks into frame. Laurent Fontaine—even if it’s just a recording of him—stares down at Phoebe. Chills rush through her body. The tears well up again. She’ll fend them off as long as she can.

On screen, Laurent clears his throat. “Bonjour, Ms. Freeman,” he speaks to her. “If this tape is playing, that means two things: one, you’ve finished your time at Pratt Institute. That is no feat to gloss over. I am incredibly proud of you.” Several droplets already escape down Phoebe’s cheeks. “And two: unfortunately, I am deceased. Had I not been, I would have done my best to have this meeting in person. But, the show goes on.”

“You’re a bastard, Laurent,” Phoebe whispers as she cries. She’s not sure why she’s cursing him.

“I’m sure you are incredibly curious as to why I have brought you here; I really do appreciate you visiting. There’s no easy way to present this, so I’ll cut right to the chase. In my ongoing search to locate somebody to carry on this museum, at every place I looked and every corner I turned, my search only came back to you.”

Phoebe’s hand raises to her mouth. She hadn’t believed that thought was rational. A million others rush to her head.

“I know that may seem incredibly intimidating,” the video continues, “and I do not blame you if you decline. But, before you make your decision, allow me to explain mine. In all my years of giving speeches, shaking hands, and meeting strangers, never did I come across someone such as you. And, in all my years of investigation and awaiting to meet you all, never did I want to meet someone more than you. But, most of all, I trust my wife’s judgment the most, and she seemed to have thought fondly of you.”

Phoebe can’t stop herself from silently weeping now, her breath getting caught on her cries. She’s doing her best to pay full attention.

“And when I search in my heart for the only person who could possibly do something with this place, there is a reason it always shows me you,” Laurent explains on screen. “Sure, I put on the act that was the Fontaine Museum of Art. I performed, I hosted, I created, and I pretended. I was obsessed with that part of it. But, at its roots, this building stands on a foundation— balances on ideas that were built by a woman. The most wonderful woman I ever knew.”

Both hands cover Phoebe’s mouth now. Her eyes are drenched.

“And that very same woman said it better than I ever could. Phoebe Freeman: now, more than ever, the world of art needs a woman like you.”

She bawls.

Of all the things that Laurent did to her, both good and bad, the validation that he gave her—and, somehow, continues to give her—rings the loudest in her ears.

“So, if you choose to decline, I will graciously understand. However, if you choose to accept, you have the keys. Paperwork is in my office desk. There’s an address to my lawyers. They will handle things from there.” He takes one step closer to the camera. “If you do make it that far, believe in yourself. After all, it’s your turn to do wonderful and spectacular things.”

His hand reaches for the button on the camera that records him. Phoebe’s heart sinks. She doesn’t want him to leave.

He stops.

“Oh, and one more thing, your gift I owe you. It’s in gallery fourteen. I think it’s even more fitting now. Best of luck, Ms. Freeman.”

The camera clicks off. The screen fades to black.

Phoebe sits in a puddle of tears. She can’t collect herself enough to walk to gallery fourteen. She doesn’t have to. She knows what’s there for her.

On an easel, in the middle room, surrounded by streaks of ultramarine blue paint, stands Shooting Painting American Embassy, Niki de Saint Phalle, 1961. Attached to it is a notecard. In Times New Roman font, it reads:

To Phoebe Freeman,

The woman with a gun.

-L. Fontaine


[image: To Phobe Freeman,]


FROM THE BOTTOM OF MY HEART,


If you’ve made it this far, thank you.

Thank you for allowing my writing into your world. Thank you for entering Laurent Fontaine’s. I cherish every single second that every single person who opens this book spends reading it.

While writing this story, I turned twenty-four years old.

I acknowledge that I don’t have much experience to be giving advice with.

However, if I can give one thing to you, let it be this:

There is spectacle all around you,

Hiding in the clench of terror’s fists.

And if you never peel open terror’s fingers,

Oh, what spectacular things you might miss.

From the bottom of my heart, thank you. Until next time,

- J. Payne
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To Phoebe Freeman,
The woman with a gun.

-L. Fontaine
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