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Part Un


 

Chapitre I

She only wanted to get out of town.

When her boss sidled up and said the words “apartment,” “ninth arrondissement,” and “a ton of nineteenth-century crap,” April instantly thought: vacation. There would be work involved, but no matter, she was going to Paris. As every writer, poet, painter, and, yes, furniture assessor knew, it was the perfect place for escape.

The Paris team was already there. Olivier was in charge. April pictured him right then winding through the apartment, tablet in hand, scratching out notes with bony, crooked fingers. He’d called in reinforcements from New York because they needed another appraiser, specifically a furniture expert, to bolster their shoddy credentials in that area. According to April’s boss the seven-room apartment held “enough pieces to outfit twelve upmarket bordellos.” Peter’s expectations were low. April’s were high, but for a different reason. In the end they were both wrong.


 

Chapitre II

While her husband tightened his bow tie and straightened both sleeves, tucking and pulling to make his appearance ever more immaculate, April packed for her redeye to Charles de Gaulle. She was normally an efficient and well-honed traveler, but the thirty-day trip was screwing with her luggage ratios. April was never gone more than a week but, apparently, sometime in the two hours between “ton of crap” and before the issuance of a plane ticket, someone must’ve tipped Peter off that this was not your average find. Stay as long as you need, he said. We can extend the ticket.

April would remind him of this later.

“What’s the problem?” Troy asked, noticing his wife’s pinched forehead. He yanked his shirt straight.

“Packing. I’m not sure I have enough. Thirty days. In Paris. In June. Which means the temperature can shift sixty degrees in any given twenty-four-hour period. As they say, you don’t go to Paris for the weather.”

April looked up, eyes zeroing in on Troy’s left cuff link as it caught the light from the overhead chandelier. It was an irrepressible habit, “assessing” things, and April had to stop her brain from calculating how much that speck of onyx and platinum might go for at auction. It wasn’t that she longed for her husband’s sudden demise; not as a matter of course, anyway, and never as a means to obtain wealth. Rather, her mental appraisals were a by-product of working for the world’s largest auction house.

“What’s with the glare?” Troy asked, chuckling slightly. “Wrong links for this get-up?”

“No. They’re great. Perfect.”

April looked away, relieved she did not specialize in trinkets passed down from grouchy wrinkled coots and therefore lacked the education to size up her husband’s accoutrements. She did, however, have a hard-won de facto master’s degree when it came to assessing Troy Vogt. That alone told April the cuff links, the ones her husband earmarked for specific work events, were inestimable, at least to him. What it said about who might be in attendance April did not want to consider.

“I’m overwhelmed.” April shook her head, staring at her suitcase but not speaking strictly of sweaters and scarves.

“Pack light,” Troy said. “You can always buy more once you’re there. It is Paris, you know.”

April smiled. “That’s your answer to everything, isn’t it? Buy more.”

“And that’s a bad thing?” Troy said with a wink as he moved toward the full-length mirror, gently patting April’s backside as he squeezed past. “You are a rare wife indeed.”

A rare “wife.” The word startled April but shouldn’t have. It had a new meaning now. Wife. Wife.

“Not that anyone’s keeping track,” Troy went on, “except for all of Wall Street, but my ‘buy more’ philosophy is why the recession was the best thing to happen to my firm and our investors.”

“What a charming attitude,” April said, trying to joke. There’d been painfully little humor in their home of late. The whole thing felt creaky, rusted out. “Who doesn’t love the perspective of a smug Wall Street guy to really drive the point home?”

Troy laughed and slipped on his tuxedo jacket. He continued staring into the mirror, chortling to himself, as April sneaked one last pair of ballet flats into her hard-backed suitcase.

“Well, speaking of smug Wall Street guys,” Troy said with manufactured cheer, “it seems you lucked out once again.”

“Lucked out?” April steadied herself against the chest of drawers (George III, mahogany bow-fronted, circa 1790) as she eyed her suitcase, sizing up its potential weight. “In what way?”

It didn’t look that heavy.

April inhaled. Forever imagining her shoulders wide and strong like an Olympic swimmer’s instead of the slight, refined ones she really possessed, April heaved the bulging suitcase off the bed. It promptly thumped onto the floor, one-half centimeter away from shattering the bones in her left foot.

“Lucked out in avoiding another packing injury, for one,” Troy said. “You realize that thing is bigger than you are, right? Sweetheart, you already have the fortuitous plane ticket. You don’t need to break your foot to avoid going to one of my miserable work events.”

“Oh, they’re not that bad.” April wiped her brow, then tilted the suitcase on its side.

“‘Not that bad’? They’re awful and you know it. The other wives will be downright envious.”

The other wives. And what of them, April wondered? What did they think when they pictured Troy? When they pictured her?

“You are my lucky girl,” Troy went on. “Paris will save you. It will save you from yet another dreary evening in a roomful of capitalist drones.”

“Oh, yes, those wretched capitalists.” April rolled her eyes and continued in a poorly played British accent. “Sooo fortunate to avoid that ilk. Their vulgar obsession with monetary gain! They’ve no class a’tall.”

April hoped she’d adequately blanketed the sadness with her lame attempts at humor. She did feel fortunate. However, it was not because she got to bypass a swanky work event and tête-à-têtes with the brightest (and most insufferable) on Wall Street.

No, April could hang with the best of them, despite not knowing what happened in Asian markets that morning. She could even tolerate the scene’s newest trophy wife, who would inevitably overindulge in the champagne and spend half the night marveling at April’s various graduate degrees, ultimately screeching to those within booze-spilling range, “Troy’s wife majored in furniture!”

But April couldn’t remember the last time her PhD in Art History was mistaken for showroom salesmanship. Troy almost never asked her along these days. He was forever “just popping by” events that were “no-spouses” or otherwise “too boring” for April to attend. That was the problem. Troy called her lucky, he called her saved, but April couldn’t very well feel grateful to avoid a situation she’d never been expected to attend. Or worse, one where her company wasn’t even desired.

Troy stopped bringing her when things between them had been relatively good. Now, who knew? Was she even supposed to go? In the end April did feel “lucky” and “saved” because with a ticket to Paris in hand, she didn’t have to contemplate that night’s noninvitation. She did not have to wonder if it was by design.

“The accent needs work,” Troy said as he moved to her side.

“For the record”—April batted away Troy’s arm as he tried to help with the luggage—“I enjoy your events. The people are interesting. The conversation lively.”

“Liar.”

He turned back toward the mirror and gave himself a smoldering stare. April never knew if Troy did this because he suspected she was looking or because he thought she wasn’t.

“What’s so important that you need to ship out tonight anyway?” he asked, the forced casualness in his voice indicative of a certain level of suspicion.

“You know how these things go.” April wondered if he’d cop to his own wariness. “Furniture emergencies. Have to get in there before the competition catches wind of the sale.”

“But you’re not usually gone more than a week, ten days max, and never with so little notice. It’s somewhat disconcerting to get an ‘I have to go out of town’ text and then come home to find one’s wife packing for a month.”

Is it? April wanted to say. Are you really all that bothered?

Under normal circumstances she might joke about him being the lucky one now, wife out of town and all that. But the figurative cuts and bruises were too fresh, their long-term prognosis unclear.

“I was surprised by the urgency, too,” April said. And she was surprised, but also grateful. “According to the guys in Paris, it’s a remarkable find. A woman died in the South of France but had an apartment in Pigalle that’s been in the family for over a century. They never owned the apartment, but leased it for a hundred years.”

As she spoke, her shoulders began to loosen, her jaw started to unclench. This was a place April still knew how to navigate.

“The woman,” she said, “the deceased, hadn’t been inside since 1940. No one has. I keep thinking the information must be wrong. Maybe the actual dates were lost in translation and it’s only been shuttered since an ugly divorce sometime in the late nineties.”

April felt herself cringe at the word “divorce” but it was too late. The word was already out. And she’d been so careful to avoid it.

“Seventy years!” she chirped, her voice climbing toward the thirteen-foot ceilings. “Unimaginable!”

“I don’t know,” Troy said and shrugged, betraying nothing with his stern, stone face. “Same thing probably happens in Manhattan all the time. Places stay locked up while estate lawyers and trusts cut automatic checks each month, no one bothering to question a thing.”

“Not if it was anything like this apartment. Evidently it’s crammed to the ceiling with furniture and paintings and basically every item that came into the family’s possession prior to World War II.”

“Anything good?”

“Olivier seems to believe so, or I wouldn’t be going. If nothing else, it’s all fresh to market. Not even the Germans got in there.” April shook her head in amazement. “You’d think at least one errant, gambling-addicted, drugged-up family member would have wanted to get his hands on the stuff somewhere along the way.”

“Unless it’s shit.” Troy picked up his phone and tapped out a message. His formerly smooth brow bunched up. “A Parisian hoarder,” he continued, though he was now most of the way checked out of their conversation.

April sighed.

“Ah, hon, I’m just kidding,” he said, always quick with the necessary retraction, like a reflex. “It sounds very cool. Really.”

The sigh? She hadn’t meant it like that.

“Yes. Cool.” April waved her hand around as if clearing the air. The gesture was haphazard but enough to pull Troy temporarily from his phone.

“Your rings,” he said, staring at her hand and frowning slightly. “They’re in the safe?”

April nodded and looked down at her bare finger. No one wore their good jewelry in Europe, right? This wasn’t about their marriage, it was about her job. Biting her lip, April blinked away the sudden sting in her eyes.

“Troy, listen—” April started, but he was already back to punching at his phone.

Suddenly April’s own phone rang. The car was downstairs. She looked over at her handsome husband and around at their handsome home and thought how happy she had been. For a time her life was bright and shining. Her apartment held everything she always wanted. Seventy years? She’d hoped to stay longer. Forever.

“I’ll miss you,” Troy said, appearing at April’s side as she tucked her phone into the leather tote she’d packed for the plane.

As he wrapped her in a hug, his perfectly masculine Troy scent filling every pocket of air around them, April tried to take him in. She tried not to contemplate when or if she’d have this five-senses feel of him again.

Troy gently kissed the top of her head.

“I don’t want you to leave,” he said, sighing loudly. “Maybe you can wait. A few days?”

He sounded so sincere.

“Oh, don’t worry,” April said and pulled away. “I’ll be back soon.”


 

Chapitre III

April would never forget the smell of that apartment.

Seventy years seemed like nothing once she stepped into the Parisian flat. The stench was closer to one thousand, if smells had age. April inhaled the most negligible of breaths and instantly the taste of dust and perfume filled her eyes, her nose, her mouth. The scratchy sweetness would stay in the back of her throat for months. The sight would stay with her for longer.

The flat was in the Ninth Arrondissement, on the Right Bank, near the Opéra Garnier, the Folies Bergère, and the Pigalle red-light district. This was your colorful Paris, your Paris of writers and artists and filmmakers. April suspected the home had been colorful once, too, before time covered it in dust and neglect.

On the flight across the Atlantic, April relentlessly tore through the material Sotheby’s had compiled for her. The apartment had seven rooms: an antechamber, a drawing room, a dining room, two bedrooms, one bathroom, and a kitchen. In the photographs the flat was not large but the opulence apparent: high wood ceilings, pink damask wallpaper, gilded moldings.

But the glossy prints did little to convey the reality. Now, standing in the stifling air, it was overwhelming. All that stuff, rooms and rooms full of stuff. Troy was right, April thought with a smile: This woman was a hoarder. A rich and seemingly flashy hoarder, but a hoarder nonetheless. For the first time in her career April wondered if she had the chops to pull it off.

Walking gingerly through the maze of furniture, April heard voices in the rear of the flat. She was anxious to see Olivier and get up to speed, and while her legs so badly wanted to run, April remained almost on her tiptoes, maneuvering the small footpaths that wound through the seemingly infinite collection of mirrors and armchairs and propped-up artwork, to say nothing of the taxidermied mammals and birds. The mental inventorying started immediately.

Ten cautious steps and five feet later, April spied a Louis XVI gilt-metal bureau plat, a pair of George III mahogany armchairs, a Charles X Savonnerie carpet, and one unbelievable mid-eighteenth-century gold girandole. All gnarled and viney, the piece had a life of its own. It looked as if it wanted to unwind itself and stab someone.

Every turn brought another surprise. Alongside items that would have easily been considered antiques a hundred years ago, April found a six-foot-tall stuffed ostrich and a Mickey Mouse doll slumped in the corner behind it. Spying her colleagues through a cracked doorway, April skipped around a stunning black-and-gold japanned bureau-cabinet and almost bumped into a drab, utilitarian bookshelf piled with papers.

“Ah, Madame Vogt,” said a voice. “Welcome to Paris. You missed the rains.”

April scooted through the door to find Olivier standing with two other men. One fellow she’d seen before in New York at an auction. He worked for Sotheby’s in some capacity, and she remembered his sloppy drunkenness followed by multiple attempts at pawing her assistant. Then again, perhaps April had her Frenchmen confused.

“Bonjour,” she said. “So pleased to see you again, Olivier.”

“Bonjour, Madame Vogt!” said the weaselly Frenchman. “How are things in New York? I’ve been trying to make it back for months.”

Ah, that’s right, she remembered him now. His name was Marc, and he was the one who nearly tackled her assistant, Birdie. April tried to hold back her sneer, politely kissing both cheeks and mumbling the usual French niceties under her breath, hoping her disdain came across as good old-fashioned Parisian aloofness.

Beside Olivier and Marc stood a lanky man with floppy black hair and a lavender dress shirt. April’s eyes could not help but follow the elegant seams of the shirt as it tucked precisely, straightly into pinstriped slacks. She gawked a little at his enviable hips and torso, which jutted forward in such a manner as to convey assertiveness or cockiness or something she couldn’t quite name. April was already starting to redden when she noticed the cigarette dangling from his mouth.

“You can’t smoke in here!” April screeched. The smallest spark could well incinerate the entire flat, anyone could see that. “Out! Put it out!”

The man chortled, dropped his cigarette, and pressed it into the floorboards with a buffed and shiny loafer. Before she had time to reconsider, April crouched and plucked it from the ground. She waved it through the air to ensure full extinguishment.

“You are a dedicated antitobacconist,” the man noted with a smirk as April shuttled the butt into her pocket.

“She’s with us,” Olivier said by way of explanation, or apology. “This is April Vogt. She is our Continental furniture specialist.”

“Ah,” the no-longer-smoking interloper said in his heavy French accent. “L’Américaine.”

“April Vogt.” She extended a hand. He smirked again, nodded, and then pulled her in for a double-kiss salutation. He smelled like expensive cigarettes and even more expensive cologne. April found herself off-kilter from the traditional but unavoidably personal gesture.

“This is Luc Thébault,” Olivier said. “He’s Madame Quatremer’s solicitor.”

“Madame Quatremer?”

“The deceased. This was her apartment.”

“That is not exactly accurate,” Luc said and rested his arm against a chair. April shuddered as she watched the price depreciate beneath his careless, untrained touch. “Technically I represent not Madame Quatremer but the estate. Generally they don’t allow dead people to hire attorneys. In any case, this was her grandmother’s flat. Madame Quatremer resided in Sarlat and never made it up this way, as you might’ve surmised given the condition of the interior.”

“And Monsieur Thébault is the one who called us about the items,” Olivier explained. “For which we are quite grateful.”

“You should be.” Luc turned to April. “You”—he said and scanned her from head to toe— “could almost pass for French. I was not expecting … that.”

April smiled weakly. Years ago, after she managed to snag the curator position at an eighteenth-century Paris furniture museum (now defunct), she read up on how to look Parisian. Or, rather, how not to look quite so American. Dress in smart, dark, tailored items, the literature told her; things easy to put together, to match, to throw on and look as if you’d hardly done anything at all. And that, April thought, was more or less how she was thrown together. Straight, dark, and tailored, made entirely of clean lines. The hair, the eyes, the nose: all casually assembled; unobjectionable basic pieces. To stand out all she needed was a jaunty scarf and a Bréton top, which was Impersonating-the-French Rule Number Two.

“No response, Madame Vogt?” Luc said. “Not so garrulous as you should be. I thought these Americans, they jibber-jabber all the time.”

He moved his hand like a quacking duck.

“We choose our words more carefully than most, it seems.” April lifted her chin, then turned. “So, Olivier. It looks like we have a bit of work to do.”

She glanced over his shoulder and spied a Louis-Philippe malachite table butted up against a glorious Louis XVI walnut canapé. Her eyes bugged. The treasures seemed to multiply before her.

“Some of these pieces—they’re unbelievable.” Her voice came out reverential and yet also sad.

April thought of the failed furniture museum and frowned. What if it hadn’t gone under? What if she had stayed in Paris one more month? Two months? She met Troy at Charles de Gaulle on her way out of the city. He took a seat across from her in the Air France lounge, a chance meeting, as she’d never been in a business-class lounge before, much less allowed herself to be chatted up by some random guy in one. At the time April figured if you were leaving town in shame you might as well do it in style. Inexplicably, Troy found her appealing and remained undeterred by this dark-haired woman sucking in tears, trying to let go of the first adult dream she ever had.

“No need to cry over it, Madame Vogt,” Luc said. “It’s only furniture.”

“I wasn’t crying,” she snapped. “And ‘only furniture’? Please! You could fill an entire museum with only the pieces in this room.”

“Never mind the settees and bureaus, Madame Vogt,” Olivier said, snapping his fingers and startling April to attention. He pointed to the spot in front of him. “Do you see this? The painting?”

April made a wide arc around Luc and walked toward Olivier. Before him, against a wall, rested a portrait of a woman. The painting was almost as tall as April, and though the woman herself was in profile she was unquestionably stunning.

Leaning on a mauve daybed, the subject stared away from the portraitist. Her hair was brown, mussed, pulled back so loosely it was really more out than up. Her dress was pink, frothy, and magnificent, whipping around her bottom half like a mermaid’s tail. Despite the grandeur of her gown, the woman’s jewelry was spartan, spare, and her face the very clearest sort of beauty.

“She is gorgeous,” April said, mind still picking through the furniture but eyes fixed on this. “Simply gorgeous.”

“Gorgeous. Yes. But do you see it? Do you see what this is?”

April moved closer and straight into a bath of sunlight.

“Please close the shutters,” she said and futilely held her tote up to the light bursting through the glass. “We need to be careful with the items in here.”

“The lady,” Olivier urged. “Madame Vogt. The painting.”

April stopped. She looked, harder this time, again noticing the woman’s minimal jewelry (a small strand of pearls, one ring for each hand) and also her downright aggressive décolletage. If the painting were a modern-day photograph someone would enlarge it to catch a glimpse of nipple.

Then she saw it. The color. The brushstrokes. The unmistakable swish.

“Oh my god,” April said and tucked both hands under her armpits. She wanted to touch the painting. She wanted to touch it badly. It was half the reason she had been drawn to the industry in the first place. There were things she got to put her hands on that the general public did not.

“What do you think of her?” Olivier asked. It was a challenge, not a question. He wanted specifics. He wanted to compare notes.

“Boldini,” she whispered. “I think it’s a Boldini. But that can’t be. Is it?”

“Yes!” Olivier clapped his hands together, nearly singing with satisfaction. He’d found both the portrait and the right person to do the job. He turned to Marc. “See? This is what I told you. You said to me, ‘Non, c’est impossible!’ But Madame Vogt sees it too.”

“I thought she did furniture,” Marc pointed out.

Luc snorted. April shot him an unintentional scowl.

“Yes, well, I know a few other things too,” she said.

Indeed, one did not spend years chasing multiple Art History degrees, or living in Paris for that matter, without the ability to recognize a little Giovanni Boldini. The “Master of Swish” was once the most famous portrait artist in the world. In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries you weren’t anyone unless Boldini painted you. This woman was someone.

“I don’t remember this one,” April said. “Portrait of Madame Juilliard, Lady Colin Campbell, the Duchess of Marlborough, several of Donna Franca Florio. But not her.”

April’s heart was racing now. She liked Boldini. She liked him fine. One could not dispute his mastery of portraiture. But although she’d seen a dozen or more of his paintings in person, April had never felt like this. The woman was beautiful, yes. But she was more than that. She was a presence.

“I cannot believe this,” April whispered.

“As far as I know, this is not in his repertoire,” Olivier said. “Could it be a fake?”

No. Not a fake. April understood this already.

“A damn good one if that’s the case,” she said. “On the other hand—” April paused for a moment and pretended to contemplate the possibility. “Who’d lock a Boldini up all these years? He didn’t have to die to become famous. He was already known. Who would do this? Why?”

“Who’s Boldini?” Luc asked as he lit another cigarette.

“Can you put that out?” April snapped. “I don’t want the odor attached to everything in the place.”

Luc cackled something to Olivier. April opened her mouth to remind them she was fluent enough to understand the French equivalent of “uptight.” That’s when she noticed, pushed up against the wall, the mauve daybed from the picture. April’s breath caught. All at once she could see this woman sitting on that piece of furniture. She could see her at the dressing table, writing letters on the bureau plat, gazing at herself in any one of a hundred looking glasses. A room that was dead ten minutes ago suddenly felt very much alive.


 

Chapitre IV

April had overseen hundreds of auctions in her career. The spoils usually came from different versions of the same place: grandmother’s manse or father’s country house or a penthouse having just gone on the market. Unlike the contemporary-art world, where pieces now traded like stocks, for sport and for gain, April still procured her assets from three D’s: debt, divorce, or death. The pieces before her were from a dead woman’s apartment, yes, but more than that, they were from the past. Countless museum-quality objects, untouched, curated only by spiders and ghosts.

April slipped on her gloves and approached the daybed.

“Madame Vogt?” Olivier said. “Madame Vogt, are you listening?”

“Oh, what? Sorry, I was just…”

She’d nearly forgotten her colleagues were still present.

“We’re going to step outside for chat and a smoke. For your benefit, bien sûr.”

“Merci.”

“I’d invite you along but presume you’re disinterested in such an arrangement.”

“Please, go ahead. I’ll stay behind and begin a plan for the sorting and inventorying of the items. So much to do!”

April tried to contain her glee. Yes, bons messieurs, please leave. She wanted to be alone with this woman and her things.

“Ah. The famous American work ethic on full display,” Luc said. “Très bien!”

“Well, I’m here to do a job.”

Together the men, inexplicably, laughed.

“Don’t start calculating the premiums without us!” Olivier called before the three slipped out of the flat.

April nodded and forced a smile. The door clicked. She shot across the room to the bookcase near the doorway.

It was the bookcase she had almost knocked over on her way in. She did not care for the piece. Though old, it felt more late-century college-dorm room than upscale bordello, and would not fetch much at auction. But its shelves were crammed with papers, which she’d spied during her labyrinthine walk over. On every conceivable surface sat a stack, on every stack, five more stacks. The resident of the apartment was either a prolific writer or the nemesis of every bill collector in Paris.

It was not snooping, April told herself. Not really. It was provenance. The documents would aid with provenance. Maybe they’d mention the painting. Unlikely, but a good-enough excuse.

April picked up one stack, and then another, and then a third, releasing each from its seventy-year slumber. The documents were bound with faded ribbons: green and pink and light blue. The papers themselves were yellowed, worn down to the weight of the cobwebs around her. The writing was faint, at times illegible, but as April leafed through the pages, the words seemed to brighten, the sentences perked up.

Papers in hand, April crept toward the window. She looked down to the street, where Olivier, Marc, and Luc were yukking it up on the curb, the lead glass no match for their voices. She had some time. April knew from experience that once Olivier got going he was difficult to shut up.

She sat down on the very chair she’d previously shooed Luc away from. With the first stack on her lap, April cautiously untied the celery-colored ribbon. As she separated each sheet from its neighbor, April flipped through the documents. Bills. Letters. Diary entries. Her heart galloped.

The numbers did not seem right. Madame Quatremer sealed the apartment in 1940. Boldini, if the painting was a Boldini, died in 1931. But these dates? They could not be correct.

Then again, if they were—if on the off chance these dates were valid and not falsified by Madame Quatremer or her shifty solicitor, Luc—then the story was not an amazing 1940 plus seventy years. The tale was older than that.

The page April held read in tight, neat script: “2 July 1898.” It was not from the last century but the one before it. She glanced at the bookcase. How far back did this go?

April scanned the letters, biting back a smile. This woman, the writer, she was brave, unfettered, and damn funny. Her penmanship was impeccable, even when writing words like “flatulist,” “manhood,” and “nipples.” If these letters were real—and of course April knew they were—if these entries were real, the author had guts. She was unafraid. Then again, she was also unaware. Never could she have envisioned an American pawing through her belongings a century in arrears.

Guilt creeping in, April retied the stacks. The documents weren’t part of the Quatremer estate, at least not as it related to the auction house. Exposed skin and gastrointestinal problems would not establish provenance no matter how much April wished it so.

As she looped the ribbon around itself, a single sentence caught April’s eye. Her first thought was, thank god, I’m not completely invading someone’s privacy.

Her second was: holy crap. We were right. That painting is a Boldini.


 

Chapitre V

Paris, 20 July 1898

I sat for Boldini today. Again.

Only a few more sketches and all will be right, he promises. A few more sketches? That man and his incessant scribbling will drive me straight into an idiot’s asylum! Truth be told, it would prove welcome relief. At last I would finally be done with this godforsaken portrait. A veritable fool’s errand it is. He has yet to pick up a brush! Let this be a warning to all women: A celebrated, handsome artist intent on re-creating your likeness is not so romantic a scenario.

Turn this way, turn that way, he says. Frowns, furrowed brows, salty language, and much crumpled paper. Then we start the whole thing over. Did I mention it is hot? Murderously hot? Between the heat and the fumes I expected to keel over at any second. I would be offended if the rigmarole was not so very Giovanni. He has done this before.

“You are meant to be a painter,” I said to him. “Not a cartoonist!”

He did not appreciate the inference, but, truly, there is perfectionism and there is dementia, and he is teetering dangerously close to the latter. “Master of Swish,” indeed. It would behoove him to swish a little less.

Marguérite came with me the last time. She told me I do not make it easy on him, at which I had to laugh. Has she ever known me to make it easy on any man? No, in fact mostly I aim to do the opposite. Either way M. Boldini absolutely deserves it. I do tease him. I do warn him against repeating his forebear’s succès de scandale. God help me if a strap falls off my shoulder and I become the next Madame Gautreau.

But it is all in good fun. He knows this and, further, would never repeat Sargent’s artistic miscalculations no matter how many (many, many) times I say he is in danger of doing exactly that. Unlike Sargent, Giovanni will take caution. He values commerce as much as art and has no desire for la vie de bohème. In that way we are quite the same.

I suppose I could let up a little, but what I did not tell Marguérite—nay, what I did not tell Giovanni himself—is that it is not merely my impatience driving me to niggle. There is a certain deadline we are working against. If Madame Gautreau’s errant strap threatened to destroy multiple reputations, I cannot fathom what would happen at next year’s salon if Boldini displayed a painting of a woman ripe with pregnancy. An unmarried woman, no less! Mon Dieu!

It is easy enough to hide, but a time will come when I must confess to Giovanni, to Marguérite, to all of Paris! For now, I will delay the inevitable as long as possible. I have not yet decided what to tell Boldini. Will I say the baby is his? Will I say it is someone else’s? Lying to this man does not sit well with me, especially with all the lies and secrets kept about my own lineage. However, a woman cannot live on good intentions alone. Sometimes you have to tell a lie to live the truth.


 

Chapitre VI

Paris, 1 August 1898

Boldini, the bastard! His latest sketch is beyond unacceptable. And he intends to use it! The situation is disastrous. He is such a merde!

The sketch was only practice, he said. I should have known better, and in fact the minute he picked up a pencil I objected. I was in no form for immortalization, having just been très horizontale with him on my purple lounging chair.

“You look sublime,” he said, when in fact I did not. I had only just sat up. My eyes were slits, my hair tousled and out of its form. I had lost a bracelet in the sheets, and my whitening powder was almost completely rubbed off.

And my dress! I can hardly stand to discuss the state of my gown. Dear God: crunched-up sleeves, wrinkled bodice, and not even laced all the way closed! It is a dress I hate, no less. One I never meant to buy! I will have to write about the dress. I should have known the blasted pink frock would prove my downfall. Now if Boldini has his way the wretched gown will outlive me!

“Unless you want me to break your sketching hand,” I warned when he did not stop his scribbling. “Please release the writing implement.”

“I told you, it is simply practice,” he promised. “You look so beautiful I must capture it.”

“You are quite the snake charmer. But I am no snake, thus not to be charmed.”

“Not to worry,” he said, the hint of smile dancing on his lips. “It is just for me, for my private use. Trust me, my sweet, you have never looked so exquisite. I want to remember this.”

How could I possibly object to the sentiment? My shoulders relaxed. I no longer glanced around trying to locate a pistol.

Stupid, stupid woman am I.

For a moment the process was not untenable. It was enjoyable, even, a wonder to see Giovanni actually smile when he worked instead of grimace and shriek and act like the petulant child he is. He called me beautiful and perfect, and as anyone familiar with Giovanni knows, these are weighty words for that man.

Eventually he finished. As I rose to my feet, he continued to sit at his drawing table, grinning like a madman, pencil clenched in his fist. I said the only thing I could: “Merde.”

Laughing maniacally, Giovanni threw his pencil to the ground, clapped his hands together, and deemed this the portrait he would paint! Not the one we’d been working on for the devil knows how many weeks. Not the one of the carefully selected frock, proper jewels, and head tilted just so. Donna Franca Florio herself (spit, hack) could never look so good. No, he wanted this, sketched in haste, painted in cruelty!

“Off to Monte Carlo!” he then said.

Monte Carlo! For a month! I wanted to lock him in a stranglehold, but even that seemed too generous a treatment.

“Mon Dieu!” I said.

He laughed.

“Never speak to me again!” I said.

He laughed.

Stupid, awful, deplorable man. You can’t pry a blasted smile from beneath his mustache for months on end, and suddenly he was giddy as a loon.

“I hope your genitals rot and fall off!”

And then I told him.

Of course I had to tell him. I planned to all along, but his indecorous behavior hastened the news. As it turned out he had recognized the changes in me. He took note of the extra roundness in my stomach and bosom. It was easy enough to hide on the street and in company, but one cannot wear a corset at all times. Well, some people are fond of such arrangements, but not M. Boldini.

“I did wonder,” he said once all was done, once the confession fell from my mouth and we both said things we already regretted. “That you could not get back into that dress.”

The nerve!

I wanted to scream, remind him there were certain considerate gentlemen in this city who employed coiffeurs and chambermaids during the four-to-five for any ladies who might find themselves a touch unkempt after a visit. A tightening here, a bustle there, hair fixed, shipshape back to one’s rightful state! What M. Boldini failed to comprehend was that not everyone suffered the indignity of sneaking back home with a whalebone corset sequestered beneath her cloak!

“You are not exempted from aiding me in these matters,” I told him. “This gown will not lace itself.”

“Not unless,” he said, “it has very big hands.”

The gown! The dratted gown! I hated it the minute I laid eyes on it! And now it was to be immortalized in a picture, by the very hand of the Master of Swish.

Alas. I must write about the gown.

Earlier in the week Doucet, my preferred atelier, sent over a woman and three dresses. The model was instantly familiar. She put on the first dress. I said no. She put on the second. Again I said no. All the while my brain tried to place her. When she put on the third, a translucent pink gown with deep décolletage and sleeves the size of tents, the recollection hit. I stifled a giggle because at our last meeting the young lady was in a most indelicate position indeed!

It goes back to Marguérite, which is almost always the case. She is my closest friend, indeed, “friend” is not strong enough a word. As delightful as she may be, one must temper the information one provides sweet Marguérite. Several months past I elected to share with her my most prized beautification secret. She agonizes endlessly over her (lack of) clear skin and (lack of) sweet breath. I prescribed a daily enema as a solution but neglected to add it should be done in private. With Marguérite these things must be spelled out!

When I went to call on her the next day, there she was, leaning against the mantle, her robe d’intérieur hiked up around her waist and a chambermaid administering the very treatment I ordained. No fewer than four Arab servants looked on with eyes popping out of their skulls. Oh, Marguérite!

So on that day, when the model stood before me in a pink dress much the same color as Marguerite’s undercarriage, the memory clicked into place. Here was the former chambermaid, the enema giver! A smart woman, she. It did not take her long to seek alternate employ. And really, she was too pretty a creature to tussle with Marguérite’s backside.

“Well, you have certainly moved up in the world,” I said with a laugh.

“Beg pardon?” The woman turned to better display the frock.

“No need to be coy,” I said. “I do not blame you for leaving Marguérite’s home. Let me apologize for my friend. Her enthusiasm for new beauty regimes often obfuscates her sense of decorum. I would have been in Doucet’s begging for a job, too!”

“I have no idea of what you speak,” the woman replied, lips quivering.

“You were a chambermaid with my dear friend Marguérite. I saw you assisting in certain matters.”

“I am going to change,” she said. “Please consider these dresses, and inform M. Doucet if you plan to purchase one.”

She scuttled out of the room so quickly I did not have a moment to provide assurance that Marguérite was the one to be embarrassed, not her.

In the end I felt obligated to purchase the pink gown, and further obligated to wear it at least once. If I had not cared so little for the dress I wouldn’t have been so careless in Giovanni’s studio! You see? As I said, it always goes back to Marguérite.

Dear God, Giovanni is going to paint the dress.

Dear God, what did I tell Giovanni?

Giovanni. The baby. I need to address that particular fiasco. Now is not the time. As they say: J’ai d’autres chats à fouetter. Plus I’ve lost the mood to write. All this talk of Marguérite and I cannot stop seeing her up against the fireplace, flesh displayed like a ham hock at the market, coils and coils of tubes dropping from her nancy. And, I must add, a nancy not so pert and fresh as it once was!


 

Chapitre VII

“Reading private correspondence, Madame Vogt?”

April jumped. The pages tumbled out of her hands and she caught them between both knees. Skin throbbing, April looked up at the faces of the three men, their expressions ranging from amusement to scorn.

“Oh, hello there, I was just—”

Luc reached down. He patted her thigh.

“Allons-y!” He tapped her again. “Open up.”

April separated her legs an inch and let the papers fall into his hands. The day was cool, but sweat collected along her hairline and on the back of her neck. She did not need a mirror to acknowledge the round tomato redness of her face.

“I thought you were a furniture specialist,” Luc said as he thumbed through the pages. “Olivier did not tell me of your expertise in manuscripts. I will have to confirm whether the beneficiary of Madame Quatremer’s estate wants these papers assessed as well. Until then they are not for public consumption.”

“It’s not exactly public consumption,” April said, nausea snaking up through her insides. She’d been in Paris sixty minutes and already pissed off the client. He could easily have another house conduct the auction. The premiums on the take would be stratospheric, and her job gone within thirty seconds of losing the deal.

“Madame Vogt—” Olivier started.

“These documents will help with provenance,” she said quickly. April cleared her throat and glanced toward the painting. “In fact, you were correct, Olivier. What an eye you have! The portrait is a Boldini. I believe we’ve found the journals of the very woman in the painting!”

“Really?” Olivier raised an eyebrow. “Alone not five minutes and you’ve already authenticated the piece? Monsieur Thébault, please return the journals to April so she can show the group the relevant entry.”

Luc smirked, apparently the one expression he most often used, and passed the papers April’s way. Not once did he take his eyes off hers, not once did he soften the look on his face.

“Merci beaucoup. Let’s see … here it is! July twentieth, 1898. ‘I sat for Boldini today,’” she read.

“Hmm…,” Marc said. “I suppose that’s a start.”

“Our authoress also goes on to call him ‘Master of Swish.’ She even mentions the pink dress.”

April pointed to the painting, to the very frock the woman despised. She suppressed a grin, thinking of Marguérite and her nancy.

“Something amusing, Madame Vogt?”

“Yes, well. The woman has a way with words. She’s fascinating, really, and I’ve only read a few pages. According to the entry, she was pregnant at the time of the portrait, a child possibly even fathered by Boldini himself.”

This was no small thing: a mother-to-be rendered by the most famous portraitist of the Belle Époque. Why hadn’t Madame Quatremer wanted the painting? April had begged her father for one measly photograph of her own mother while pregnant, it didn’t even matter the baby inside. Her brother, her—April would’ve taken either one. She only wanted to see her mom as exactly that: a mom. Maternal. At the start of her life instead of in the hopeless half-state in which she toiled out her final days.

Sorry, kiddo, your mother and me, we’re not packrats. We were never big on photography. All we ever needed were the memories.

Fat lot of good that did everyone.

“A bastard child,” Marc clucked. “Quite interesting.”

“I’m not one of your so-called furniture experts,” Luc said as Marc flicked through the pages. “But a dead woman’s sexual … proclivities hardly seem relevant to the appraisal of furniture.”

“Unfathomable,” Marc said, scanning the entry a second and third time. “It is a Boldini.”

“Well, we shall need a touch more to authenticate the piece,” Olivier said. “But this is a good start. Thank you, April, for taking care of things while we stepped out.”

April nodded and tried to avoid Luc’s serpentlike, lingering gaze hovering somewhere on her periphery. Beneath her suit trickles of sweat continued to roll down her back. If only he’d stop staring this would all go away.

“Look at this entry,” Marc said. “Someone’s a sniffeur?”

“Our lady enjoyed the cocaine?” Olivier said with a chuckle. “That could explain the mess in this home.”

“Hold on just a minute!” Luc lunged forward and reclaimed the diaries. “These are private documents, and you’ve not been granted permission to rifle through them.”

Luc grabbed a box from the corner, a box so old and worn it could’ve been how the journals arrived in the first place. Perhaps the woman ordered them shipped to her home in bulk, a whole pallet full, enough to put down any word that floated into her brain, any feeling that surged through her body.

“Would you like to borrow a pair of gloves to handle those?” April had to ask.

“No need.”

“Where do you plan to take them?” April said and looked toward her colleagues. “Will they be somewhere we can access for research? It’s possible I might need them for provenance.”

“Yes, Madame Vogt is correct,” Olivier said. “Perhaps you can leave them with us, to aid with valuation.”

“Non. I’ll return them to the beneficiary of Madame Quatremer’s estate,” Luc said as he transferred ribbon-wound stacks of paper from bookshelf to box. “She can decide how to dispose of them.”

“Dispose?” April said with a gulp.

“You have no need of them here.”

Wincing at his gross mishandling of the papers, April felt an unexpected sting somewhere in the middle of her chest. She wanted more. She wanted to know about the pregnancy, about Boldini’s reaction, and, God help her, she wanted to know more about Marguérite’s tawdry behavior.

“If I may, who is the beneficiary?” April asked.

“It hardly matters.”

“You said Madame Quatremer’s grandmother rented this flat. Is the woman in the painting the grandmother? Was she pregnant with…” She tried to do the math. “Was she pregnant with Madame Quatremer’s mother? Does that pan out?”

“None of that is necessary to your appraisal,” Luc said as he flung the last stacks of papers into the box. “It’s gossip, nothing more.”

“Actually,” Olivier started. “If we have more color as to the background of the furnishings, we can elicit a higher price at auction. People like pieces with a bit of history, a story to tell.”

“We are done here,” Luc snapped. “My client cares not of maximum dollars.”

“Doesn’t everyone care of maximum dollars?” April said, trying for a joke. “That’s what they teach us in America.”

Luc rolled his eyes and chucked a few more books and documents on top of the diaries. April turned away from him and stared at the woman in pink, as if she were physically in the apartment, too. With a sudden feeling of responsibility for her voice and legacy, April mouthed a quick apology of regret.

“Gentlemen, if you’ll excuse me,” April said, her breath tangled up somewhere in her ribs.

She shouldn’t care that Luc was manhandling the documents but April cared more than was appropriate. It was easy, sometimes, in her line of work to picture only things and not the people who once owned them. April would not make that mistake now.

“I’m going to start on the furniture. Snap a few photos. Get straight to work.” Her voice cracked, and cracked again. April forced a cough to cover it all up. It was dusty. A good-enough excuse. “Monsieur Thébault, nice to meet you.”

She shook his hand and quickly skittered out of the room, leaving the men to discuss contracts and timelines.

As she walked down the hallway, April imagined the dark-haired, full-bodied woman moving, dancing, floating through the flat. She tried to picture her own mother too, once dark-haired and full-bodied herself, yet somehow less real than the woman in the painting. There were no portraits, no pieces of furniture, nothing to anchor her mom to the world. April squeezed her eyes closed but, like trying to grab a sunset, she saw flashes of color but could not hold on.


 

Chapitre VIII

In the antechamber April busied herself with a blue-and-gold lacquer armchair and a Tabriz meditation carpet from Persia, which, though not Continental by origin, was by purchase. In other words, exactly the kind of thing you’d find in a wealthy European’s nineteenth-century apartment.

As she picked through the items, April tried not to think of the Boldini, or the woman in the painting. Sorting it all would prove challenge enough. Emotions had no room to hang out.

April stepped behind the armchair to inspect a mahogany writing desk. It was perfect and simple, this piece, though not insignificant. She ran her fingers across its surface, clearing the dust to reveal two stamps bearing the name “JH RIESENER.”

“Jean-Henri Riesener,” she whispered in awe.

Riesener was the favorite cabinetmaker of Marie Antoinette. Even this basic unadorned writing desk had almost incalculable value.

“Who were you, Madame?” she said. “Who were you?”

Atop the Riesener sat two carved ivory figures of Jeanne d’Arc. Behind the Jeannes stood a thick jade vase etched with a battle scene. Unable to reach it, April stepped on a nearby trunk, treading carefully on its steel hinges so as not to damage the piece. April stretched toward the vase to check for the artist’s markings but found the object too weighty for her thrilled and shaky hands. As she pushed it fully back onto the shelf, goose bumps tickled the back of her neck.

“Madame Vogt.”

“Mon Dieu!”

She leaped from the trunk but misjudged the floor’s traction. Slipping on her slick-bottomed flats, April tumbled backward, nearly impaling her upper left hamstring on a fireplace poker, though ultimately finding herself in a far more precarious position: cheek smack against Luc’s chest. He looped an arm around her back.

“Tout va bien?”

“Merde.”

“Oh là là! I did not expect this language from such a nice American!” Luc said, with what was becoming a trademark smirk.

“I’m not that nice.” April pushed away momentarily but had not regained her footing. She grabbed for Luc again, choosing to decimate her pride instead of the eight-foot-tall glass butterfly behind her. “I apologize if I offended you, but you snuck up on me.”

“Je suis désolé,” Luc said, grinning, no hint of apology anywhere near those pointy teeth. He tightened his arm around her shoulders. “The salty language is unexpected but, yes, this hug. It is very American.”

“It’s not a hug.”

April tried to jerk her body away but had not an inch to move.

“Careful.” Luc released April from his hold, but she continued to feel every part of him. That was his hip, non? It was merely his hipbone.

“I’m nothing if not careful,” April muttered.

“Tell me, Madame Vogt, are you staying nearby?”

“They’ve rented a flat for me on the rue Fontaine,” April said absently. “In the Ninth.”

Usually she would not divulge such details to a strange man in a foreign city, but April was still trying to work out how to stop touching him in this packed and delicate space.

“Are you familiar with Le Café Zéphyr? It is also in the Ninth.” Luc held tight to April’s gaze and remained entirely unbothered by her squirmy panic. Could he feel the sweat on her? she wondered.

“Never heard of it.”

April wiggled to the left, but it came across as more of a snuggling-in than an attempt to escape. She could nearly hear the woman in the portrait tittering in amusement. This wasn’t a publicly attended enema but humiliating all the same.

“Do not look so worried, Madame Vogt,” Luc said with a chortle. “I am not trying to … what do they call it in America? Oh, yes, I am not trying to sexually badger you.”

The image of a sexual badger popped into April’s mind, a furry varmint with oversize teeth, gold chains, and a silk smoking jacket. She laughed in spite of herself, in spite of Luc Thébault and this ridiculous situation she found herself in.

“It’s ‘harass,’” April said and pursed her lips. “Not ‘badger.’ You’re not sexually harassing.”

“I’m glad you concur,” Luc said, pleased, as he (finally!) stepped out of April’s way. A pocket of cool air whooshed through the space.

“I don’t … I don’t not concur.” April shook her head, confused. “Sorry. Jet-lagged. Not thinking clearly. So you want to meet. When? Why?”

“It seems you have questions, so many questions,” he said. “The first of these about the woman in the painting, non?”

April nodded, curious but also wary.

“I can answer your questions, Madame Vogt. At least some of them. If you are willing to meet for le café with a sexual badger, that is.”

April hesitated. It didn’t seem right to discuss business over coffee without Olivier and Marc present, especially given the annoyingly flirtatious mannerisms and French swagger of this particular individual. April thought of Troy, of his ceaseless client lunches and dinners. Because it was scandalous once didn’t mean it had to be every time. Anyway, at least one of them was capable of a little restraint.

“I suppose,” she said at last. “What time?”

“Three o’clock,” he said. “Café Zéphyr. I will be on the patio. Waiting.”


 

Chapitre IX

Hazy and hollowed out from lack of sleep and food, April plunked down on the apartment building’s cold marble staircase. Thirty minutes until her meeting with Luc. Not enough time to work, but enough time to do what she had to. It was a task April looked forward to and dreaded in equal measure.

Twenty-six minutes remained. Twenty-three. April wavered. Three months ago she’d already have dialed Troy’s number. Now, phone in hand, April ran the expected script through her brain.

First Troy would inquire about Paris. Fine. Lovely. A lot to do. April might ask about the previous night’s soiree, though she’d already received a partial report via text from a grad-school friend who secured overpriced artwork for the folks in Troy’s sphere. “Some chick was all over your husband,” Melanie wrote. It was the first thing April saw when she stepped off the plane in Paris.

Yet. Troy was still her husband. Gossipy text or no, April had to call. She would say some things. He would say other things. All these things would be dwarfed by what they didn’t say.

It was eight-thirty in the morning in New York, which was the best time to reach Troy if one wanted to reach him at all. Much past nine o’clock and everyone already had their claws into him. As April punched in his number, her hands felt clammy, her heart noisy. Maybe she should call later, when he’d be too busy to talk. There really was no winning, only lesser degrees of loss.

“Troy Vogt’s office,” said a cheery voice.

Troy’s assistant. Sweet. Upbeat. Perhaps in possession of inside information.

“Hi, Kimberly, it’s me.”

A pause. April imagined all he might’ve said to her. Troy was tight-lipped, taciturn, only ever showing the best side of himself. Still, sometimes there were certain explanations required, directives to make: You can put the calls through. Don’t worry, April is no longer in the house.

“Oh! April! Hi!” Kimberly chirped. April tried not to assess the degree of effort she put into her greeting. “How’s Paris? God, you are the luckiest person in the world! Paris. Jeez. I picked the wrong career path.”

“Well, I’ve only been gone about eight hours, so there’s little Paris so far. Only a dusty, abandoned flat and some surly Frenchmen.”

“The apartment sounds dismal, but I’d take the Frenchmen.”

“Trust me when I say the flat is the better deal,” April said. “So, is Troy in? Or is he already unreachable?”

April was hoping, a little bit.

“For you he’s always available.”

Sarcasm? Smirking? April shook her head. Jesus, Vogt, get a grip.

“If he’s not around, I can call back—”

“No. He’s around. Hold on a sec, I think someone is standing in his doorway.”

“Really, it’s fine. I’ll try later.”

“Nope! Give me one little minute! I’m going to put you on hold.”

Click.

April exhaled. Instead of the standard office-line Muzak, she listened as a pretty, tinkly voice updated her on the latest machinations of the capital markets. It was funny, her career versus his. The value of April’s work hinged entirely on history, on provenance. In Troy’s no one cared unless it happened in the last quarter or had some chance of happening in the next three to five years at a 20-plus percent return.

“April!”

She jumped.

“I didn’t think I’d hear from you,” he said.

“You didn’t think you’d hear from me?” April tried a giggle. As she had never been a giggler, the whole thing came out sounding like someone stepped on a chipmunk.

“I mean … um … I only meant I didn’t expect to hear from you so soon.”

“I had a break between meetings,” she said. “So, uh…”

Wrong. It felt wrong. This was her husband, but everything was off.

“So, yeah,” she said. “Thought I’d … well … give you a ring.”

As she spoke April looked down at her hands. She tried to picture the antique platinum band now in its safe, and the three-carat yellow diamond engagement ring Troy offered when he proposed at some muckety-muck private club in Pittsburgh. She’d already been in town for work, staying up the street at an Omni when Troy materialized by surprise, via private jet. He whisked April away from chain-hotel ordinariness to the secret parts of a city she’d never seen.

“Well, I am honored,” Troy said. “This is a great way to start the morning. So, how is springtime in Paris? The old broad a hoarder like I said?”

“Actually.… yes. Sort of.” April shook her head, and smiled. “But this is the good kind of hoarding. Not like the people on television with decades-old pizza boxes and seventy-two piles of terrier crap in their living rooms. This is high-class hoarding. If everyone hoarded like this my job would be a lot easier.”

“Details, Vogt. Give me the details. What did you find?”

“What did I find?”

April could’ve told him about the girandole or the mounted rhinoceros horn or the bronze bathtub, but all she wanted to talk about was Boldini. Boldini and the woman in pink.

“I found the Belle Époque,” she said. “This flat, it’s not a mere house. It’s a time period. God, I can’t help but think of my old museum. If we’d been able to procure any of these items—it never would’ve closed.”

But then April wouldn’t have met Troy, she realized too late, the words already out of her mouth.

“If only,” Troy said as he clacked out something on his keyboard. “So, which is your favorite piece?”

“Favorite piece?” April said and feigned a gasp. “Troy Edward Vogt, I can’t believe you’d ask such a thing! I love all my furniture equally.”

This was not true, of course. She already had a favorite, the Boldini, a piece not even in her purview.

“Come on,” Troy said. “It’s like children. You might not have a favorite overall but you have a favorite today.”

“All right, well…”

April thought again of the Boldini, not that she’d ever really stopped. She opened her mouth to tell Troy, but as the words started to form, April held them back. All of a sudden she felt protective, selfish almost, of the woman in pink. For now it was the two of them. April wasn’t ready to share her with another man.

“Well.” She cleared her throat. “The last thing I saw was a Louis XV ormolu porcelain mantel clock, circa 1750-something. It’s in perfect condition and will easily go for over a hundred thousand. But you should see it! If I were describing it to my father, I’d call it a dog clock. Porcelain pugs and roses. Gaudy as hell but such a rare find.”

“A dog clock for a hundred grand. Sometimes I wonder about other people.”

“I also found a positively shocking pair of painted ostrich eggs sequestered aux chiottes.”

“What?” Troy barked out a laugh. “My French is a little rusty, but did the well-mannered, sweet April Vogt just tell me there were ostrich eggs hidden in the shitter?”

“Non! I would never use such foul language.” April grinned. It felt good to smile with Troy even if she could not see his face. “You misheard. Alas, yes, the eggs were in the lavatory. One pair of gorgeously painted eggs with the most intricate chinoiserie imaginable.”

“Chinoiserie. Sounds like something you’re not supposed to say in polite company.”

“Please. Nothing so scandalous, really. It’s a painting style, Asian-inspired vignettes. On the eggs there’s a woman carrying a lamp, a man with an umbrella, monkeys waving a flag, you know, the basic hallmarks of the style.”

“Monkeys,” Troy said. “Now you’re talking.”

“They’re mounted on these incredible bronze stands,” April said, immune to her husband’s teasing. She closed her eyes and pictured the gilded legs with their pineapples and branches and serpents. Catalog copy started to form in her head. “The stands themselves are works of art. And the eggs, they’re in perfect condition. An amazing find on their own, but a drop in the bucket, a miniscule speck in the universe that is this person’s home. By the by, there is also a formerly living Malayan tiger, now stuffed and lying on his side in the hallway.”

“The whole thing sounds wild.”

“Exactly. Wild. It’s incomprehensible that someone knew about this apartment and didn’t touch a thing.”

April thought of the people then: the daughter, the granddaughter, the other bodies who must’ve come into and out of their lives. The word in April’s head was “legacy.” Why did someone board up a legacy? The rhinoceros horns, mounted butterflies, and fancy pianos were merely the start.

“How long do you think you’ll be away?” Troy asked.

“I’m scheduled for a month,” April reminded him, insides churning as she tried not to contemplate the real reason he might want a firm date. Her flight to JFK was not the only return trip in question.

“A month?”

“It could be less,” April added quickly. “The Paris office can help out on the furniture side. On the other hand, it could also be longer. A lot longer. I can’t even estimate how many pieces we have.”

“So, what? Two weeks? Six months? In between?”

April forced a smile. “Trying to get an exact date out of me, Monsieur Vogt?”

Other wives might joke about a fictional girlfriend at a time like this. But not April. Definitely not April.

“Just anxious for you to come back to the States,” Troy said. “That’s all.”

His face moved over the line. He frowned. Or grimaced. Troy enacted some kind of facial shift that caused his rough and stubbled skin to sandpaper against the mouthpiece. Whatever the case, he sounded sincere. April understood at least that much.

“I’ll let you know as soon as I do,” she said.

That Troy seemed anxious for her to return only made April’s stomach knot further. Was it longing and desire, or eagerness to finally take their marriage out of limbo? Was it possible to serve divorce papers to someone in France?

“Listen, we should talk about—”

“So how was your dinner last night?” April asked, unprepared to grapple with the topic of her questionable return. “I heard it was quite the event!”

“You heard? From whom?”

“No one. I mean. Well. Melanie—the one from grad school?”

April hated that her words came out like questions.

“Oh yeah? And what did this Melissa person say?”

“It’s Melanie. Not Melissa. She said it was glitzy. Lots of diamonds. Spectacular food. Tout à fait délicieux! You know, the usual. Anyway, I’ll let you go.”

“April—”

“Seriously.” April jumped to her feet and started cramming papers into her tote. “I have a meeting. I really should be off. Au ’voir.”

“Hold on a minute! Are you okay?”

“Okay? Of course I’m okay. Who wouldn’t be okay in Paris?”

“Well, you sound like you’ve had a few too many cafés. I know you. You do this when you’re nervous. Or upset. Did Melissa say something?”

“Melanie. And no, she didn’t say anything. Forget I mentioned it. Do you hear me now? I’m talking normally.” This was going even worse than she’d feared.

“I think I know what this is about,” Troy said and sighed. “So let’s put it on the table.”

“There’s no table. Nothing to put on it.”

A lie. A flagrant, screaming, bloodred lie.

“Susannah was at the gala last night.”

April almost laughed. That was Troy’s big revelation? Susannah was there? With Troy? April had a thousand concerns when it came to her husband, but his ex-wife wasn’t one of them.

“Great,” April said, and meant it. “Terrific. Hope you two got to catch up. I’m sure she and Armand have a wonderful summer planned for the girls. And, for the record, Melanie didn’t mention Susannah at all.”

“Perhaps not. But Susannah was up to her usual tricks. You’d think over a dozen years of separation and a subsequent marriage to an arms dealer would eliminate her desire to bad-mouth me.”

“Armand is not an arms dealer.”

“Right.” Troy snorted. “So they insist. Anyway, Susannah was at it again last night, worse than usual. Her looks may have faded but not her ability to be a bitch.”

“Okay, that’s rude, not to mention untrue. About her looks, anyway.”

“And that was just during cocktail hour,” Troy went on. “She was hammered. And acting horrible, even by Susannah standards. I’m not sure if this Melanie person ran into her or one of her cohorts—”

“Enough about Melanie, all right? She didn’t say a peep about your ex-wife. And, by the way, you could stand to be a little less haughty. You’re not exactly free and clear of the bad-mouthing of ex-spouses bit.”

This was old hat. Susannah was known to slander Troy, and he was known to bite back. She started it, yes. But of the two of them, Susannah was the one who stuck closest to the truth.

Okay, so maybe April had one teensy problem with the ex-wife. It wasn’t about the gossip, either. Nor was it about Susannah’s looks (prettier, if not older) or that she birthed Troy’s two daughters. No one could compete with the warm bath of postbaby love into which every couple dunked, however briefly, however shitty the marriage. April had no ambitions to unseat the mother hen and could suffer steely Nordic looks and lithe, beautiful teens all day long. But April could not stand feeling dumb.

Susannah didn’t have a better degree from a better college or a superior job—or even a job at all—but what Susannah had was “knowledge.” She’d left. Moved on. Seen Troy for who he was. April was the blind and doltish second wife. There were entire sitcoms based on the likes of her.

“I’m not bad-mouthing Susannah,” Troy insisted. “I only mentioned her name because you brought up this friend of yours.”

“All I said was Melanie was there. You took it to some other place.”

Poor Melanie. One semidrunken text and she’d fallen smack in the middle of marital unrest. April pictured court documents with her friend’s name in them, subpoenas of old grad-school friends.

“All right,” Troy said. “You insist on avoiding this. Avoid it, then. Forever. I give up.”

“You give up. Fantastic. Glad I’m in the loop.”

“I don’t mean it like that. You know I don’t.” He made a choking sound. “I have to go. I can’t have this conversation right now.”

“Fine.” April knew she sounded petulant, but it was the only way to maintain a semblance of dignity. Any softness would’ve sent her straight into wrecked sobs. She’d seen him with his daughters. Troy had no patience for tears.

“For the record, April, in case you were wondering. Willow was also there. Okay? She was at the dinner-gala thing—”

There it was. The word April was waiting for. Willow. A punch to the gut.

“Troy, really. I have to go.”

“April. Listen. We need to talk about this. Willow was there.”

Another punch, harder this time. It was as if he were hitting her on purpose.

“Enough.”

“And because Susannah was also there,” he continued, “she was positively thrilled to assemble all the random pieces and form some kind of sordid story.”

“It’s an old story,” April grumbled. “Already been told.”

“I avoided Willow as best as I could, I promise. If we hadn’t been in public, I would have physically tossed her into the coat check. But I had to at least be civil for work’s sake, and she used every opportunity to make it as uncomfortable as possible. It probably looked disastrous. Willow can be so—”

“Can you stop saying her name?”

April hated that godforsaken name. It was a ridiculous moniker, probably not even real. In April’s head she was only ever the Consultant or, alternately, Get out of my brain you horrible slut.

The Consultant was a renowned “environmentalist” (please!), with long, scraggly hair and big saucer eyes and the proclivity to sit cross-legged when interviewed on national television. Willow freaking Weintraub. Or, more likely, Jennifer or Debbie Weintraub. Debbie Weintraub could never be a renowned environmentalist with fluttering Bambi eyes, but Willow Weintraub was a name destined for morning talk shows and glossy magazines.

For the last six months (of a twelve-month contract) she consulted on Troy’s version of the ubiquitous “green fund” at a rate of $375 per hour. Ms. Weintraub was contractually in bed with Stanhope Capital. And on one infamous occasion, also with April’s husband.

“Okay,” Troy said. “I’ll stop saying her name if you tell me what I should say.”

“Nothing, all right? I’m done talking about this. It sucks, but there’s nothing to discuss. It’s over. I’m over it.”

“Are you sure?” Troy asked. “Because you keep saying you’re fine, but sometimes I have to wonder.”

She was mad, but Troy was right.
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