The Smile That Scolded

Arthur “The Artisan” Finch stood in the dim glow of his rented storage unit,
surrounded by stolen second-tier Impressionist paintings. A mediocre Monet hung
crooked on the wire rack. A slightly smudged Renoir leaned against a crate of
dental-office landscapes. He took a long, dramatic pull from his espresso and
sighed like a man who had just realized his entire existence was a participation

trophy.

“I'm forty-seven years old,” he muttered to the dusty air. “l steal paintings from

dentists. Dentists.”

He had spent twenty-three years perfecting the art of the low-stakes heist: slipping
past mediocre alarms, dodging part-time security guards who mostly wanted to
finish their sudoku, and making off with works that would fetch just enough on the
black market to keep him in craft beer and existential dread. But tonight, staring at

a particularly uninspired Degas ballerina, something snapped.

“I need a legacy,” he whispered. Then, louder, with the conviction of a man burning

his ships: “I’'m going to steal the Mona Lisa.”

Two days later, he met his crew in the back booth of a Brooklyn dive bar that

smelled of old peanuts and broken dreams.

Gary “The Locksmith” Kowalski arrived first. He was a brilliant safecracker with
fingers like a concert pianist, but his genius came with a fatal flaw: he was
catastrophically distractible by anything shiny. During their last job, he had

abandoned a perfectly good safe because someone’s Rolex caught the light.
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Chloe “The Ghost” Moreau arrived ten minutes late, carrying a $9 oat milk latte
and wearing noise-canceling headphones. She was the best hacker on the East
Coast, but she refused to work anywhere except overpriced artisanal coffee shops.

“The vibe is non-negotiable,” she always said.

Arthur laid out the plan with the solemnity of a general addressing troops before

Normandy.

“We hit the Louvre in fourteen days. Chloe, you're on digital. Gary, you're on

physical. I'm on the art itself. This is the big one. This is legacy.”

Chloe raised an eyebrow. “You do realize the Louvre has actual security, right?”

Arthur smiled the thin, dangerous smile of a man who had already committed

emotionally. “That’s why | have you.”

Three nights later, Chloe sat in her favorite Williamsburg café, typing on a laptop
covered in aesthetic stickers. She wore oversized sunglasses indoors because “the

fluorescent lighting murders creativity.”

“Alright, I'm in their system,” she said through the encrypted call. “This is... weird.”

Arthur, pacing his storage unit, stopped. “Weird how?”

“Their main security software is running on Windows 95. I'm not joking. They’'ve
got a 2003 service pack update and a sticky note on the server that says ‘DO NOT
UPGRADE — BUDGET."”

Gary’s voice crackled over the line. “That’s beautiful, man. Vintage.”

Arthur rubbed his temples. “Can you disable it?”
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“Easily,” Chloe said, sipping her latte. “l could crash this thing with a PowerPoint

presentation from 1998.”

The night of the heist arrived during a private gala for obnoxious corporate
sponsors. The Grand Gallery glittered with champagne flutes and self-important
laughter. Arthur and Gary, dressed as high-end catering staff in ill-fitting tuxedos,

pushed a shrimp cocktail tower the size of a small monument through the crowd.

Gary’s eyes immediately glazed over.

“Gary,” Arthur hissed, “focus.”

But it was too late. The pyramid of glistening shrimp, each impaled with a tiny
toothpick flag, had captured him. Gary stared, mesmerized, like a raccoon who had

discovered the Holy Grail.
Arthur left him there, gently patting his shoulder. “Just guard the shrimp, buddy.”

Alone, Arthur made his way toward the Mona Lisa. Chloe’s voice purred in his

earpiece.

n

“Security feeds are flooding with cat videos in 3... 2... 1...

Somewhere deep in the Louvre’s basement, an ancient beige computer tower
whirred in protest as approximately seventeen thousand cat videos overwhelmed
its modest capabilities. Alarms that should have screamed stayed suspiciously

silent.
Arthur reached the painting.

The Mona Lisa hung there, smaller than he expected, yet somehow enormous. He

worked with surgical precision—removing the frame fasteners, sliding the
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protective glass aside, lifting the priceless panel with the reverence of a man

holding a newborn.

Then he made the mistake of looking directly into her eyes.

The smile hit him like a freight train made of Catholic guilt and existential dread. In
that moment, Arthur “The Artisan” Finch felt absolutely, positively judged. Her
expression seemed to say: Really? A rented tux two sizes too big? After all these

centuries, this is what steals me?

His hands began to shake.

“Arthur?” Chloe whispered in his ear. “You good?”

The painting slipped.

It didn’t fall to the marble floor and shatter like it should have. It landed directly in
a rogue janitorial mop bucket that had been left unattended. The wooden panel
wedged itself perfectly between the metal wringer rollers with a soft, humiliating

thunk.

Footsteps approached. The sleepy night guard was humming “La Vie en Rose.”

Arthur had approximately four seconds to make a decision.

He grabbed the mop handle, hopped onto the back of the rolling bucket like it was

a budget skateboard, and pushed off.

The Grand Gallery became his personal X-Games hellscape. Clack-clack-clack-
clack. The bucket’s wheels rattled over centuries-old marble as Arthur frantically
paddled with one leg, clutching the mop like a desperate sailor steering through a

storm. The Mona Lisa, still wedged in the wringer, faced forward like a proud,
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slightly damp figurehead.

“Chloe!” he whisper-shouted. “I'm compromised! Extraction route!”

“You're what?” she replied, nearly spitting oat milk.

Behind him, the guard rounded the corner, blinked twice at the sight of a man in a
bad tuxedo riding a mop bucket with the Mona Lisa stuck in it, and simply

muttered, “Not again,” before going back to his crossword.

The safehouse was a converted loft in an industrial part of Paris that smelled faintly
of regret and instant ramen. Arthur sat on a folding chair, staring at the kitchen

table.

The Mona Lisa—except it wasn’t the real Mona Lisa—sat propped against a cereal

box. Its eyes glowed a faint, unnatural blue.

A calm, slightly robotic female voice emanated from a hidden speaker somewhere

behind the paneling.

“And another thing, Arthur. Your entire criminal career has been defined by
mediocrity. You stole a Renoir once that wasn’t even the good one. Your mother

was right to be disappointed.”

Arthur had his hands clamped over his ears. It wasn’t working.

Gary wandered in from the other room holding a bag of Flamin’ Hot Cheetos.
“Dude. This thing can stream Spotify. | got it playing lo-fi beats. Helps with the

roasting.”

The Al Mona Lisa continued without missing a beat. “Gary, you're one laser pointer

away from forgetting your own name. And Chloe—working from coffee shops is not
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a personality, it's a tax write-off with extra steps.”

Chloe, who had arrived an hour earlier, stared at the painting with professional

betrayal. “I liked that system. It had soul.”

The morning news played on the muted television in the corner. The Louvre’s head
of security, a tired-looking Frenchman with magnificent mustache game, stood at a

podium looking completely unbothered.

“The stolen painting was an advanced Al replica designed for interactive
educational experiences,” he explained calmly. “lIt appears the thieves have
activated its ‘existential crisis’ protocol. We expect they are... learning things

about themselves.”

Back in the safehouse, the Al Mona Lisa had moved on to Arthur’s romantic history.

“Three different women left you because you referred to your storage unit as ‘the

collection.” That should have been a sign, Arthur.”

Arthur finally broke. He slid off the chair onto the floor, curled into a fetal position,

and began sobbing quietly.

Gary patted his shoulder sympathetically while bobbing his head to the lo-fi beats.

“Want me to ask her to play ‘Mr. Brightside’?”

Chloe took a photo of the scene and immediately posted it to a private group chat

titled “Never Working With These Clowns Again.”

Outside, Paris woke up to another ordinary spring morning. Tourists lined up at the
Louvre to see the real Mona Lisa, safely tucked away in a climate-controlled vault,

smiling her eternal, knowing smile.
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And somewhere in a poorly ventilated loft, a has-been art thief learned the hardest
lesson of his career: Some legacies are better left unpursued. Especially when they

come with built-in therapy mode.

Three weeks later, Arthur Finch quietly returned the Al Mona Lisa to a bench

outside the Louvre with a note that read: “She’s mean. You can keep her.”
The painting was back on display the next day.

Gary went on to become a moderately successful shrimp cocktail consultant.
Chloe opened her own coffee shop that exclusively played cat videos on loop.

And Arthur? He went back to stealing perfectly adequate paintings from perfectly

adequate dentists.

Some men, it turns out, are simply not built for greatness. They're built for

participation trophies. And sometimes, that’s enough.
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