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HOLINGER’S GALLERY



John Garland Wells
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Mr.. Robinson, Mr.. H. Thomas Robinson, of Robinson’s Diner, died on August 6, 1996. Within six days of his passing a strange-looking gentleman from somewhere up north, maybe even across an ocean, arrived at the desk of the real estate agent, and the space was sold. Just like that. 

It’s important to understand that in a town of our size, which in the grand scheme of population statistics is minute, certain businesses become staples of the community, like how gyms and bars with signature cocktails are in big cities. However, whereas the average New Yorker would not bat an eye when their nearest deli closes shop, the death of Robinson’s Diner sent mournful shockwaves throughout our small and humble community. In other words, a pillar had fallen, and the change in the foundation had been felt holistically. As silly as it sounds, there was a genuine elegiac tone that set itself upon the town when the “Closed” sign went up for the final time. 

Given that the community prided itself on its intimate nature, gossip ruled the day and every day after. Thus, it’s no surprise that salacious details of the spot’s new owner made their way across town with astonishing celerity. Whether one was in the tire shop on the northern side of town or the tea parlor on the southern side, the conversation between the locals paired off in secret corners, as their children tottled on in the background, exclusively centered around the personal details (and prospects) of the mysterious new owner of the former home of Robinson’s Diner. 

Allegedly, according to some whispered information passed along by old men in the barber shop,  his name was Gustav Holinger, a Swede that had been in America since immigrating in 1978. Beyond that little was known/available in regards to Gustav Hollinger. His allure and the mystery regarding his intentions grew exponentially, and soon he was the only topic of conversation in the entire town. Everyone had their own concerns, their own perspectives on the matter. To some, the stranger was a phantom, a boogeyman from a foreign land of evil; to others, he was an opportunist and an example of capitalism's last assault on the final bastion of ‘Old America’—the Mom and Pop Diner— now being washed in the tides of greed and real estate politics. 

Regardless of his intentions, Holinger seemed impartial to everything and everyone around him. On the rare occasion that he would leave the now-gutted property, he would walk to the pub, sit in the corner alone, and sip at two whiskey neats before standing up and leaving without eye contact or a word in anyone’s direction. His nonchalance infuriated nearly everyone, and by the end of the month, Holinger was the most despised man in the town’s limits by a wide margin. 

With all of the conjecture and negative gossip surrounding the man, it was strange and surprising that there wasn’t a single idea from anyone regarding his plans for the empty space. Everyone in the town was at a loss for what could have brought such an unlikeable man to our quaint slice of countryside. 
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For as long as I can remember, I’ve been surrounded by talks of dreams. Perhaps that perceived phenomenon led to my pursuit of professional psychology. I had been fortunate enough to carve out a nice slice of average within that small town as a therapist, occasional sleep scientist, and all-around mental health consultant off-the-record-no-insurance-required type. It suited my modest ambitions well and I rarely, if ever, had any qualms with any aspect of my quiet life. I was everyone’s confidant, everyone’s friend, yet I remained personally anonymous to most. That was a choice, a conscious choice. 

That being said, and in the interest of full disclosure, I cannot continue without speaking about the scenario, the dream really, that propelled my life, and preoccupied my passions. As a child, I watched very little television. In fact, I can only remember one program making any sort of an impact on me; every Saturday at 1:00 pm, the local station would pick one of three or four classic films and play them uninterrupted. These films were nothing special, cheap public domain schlock fests for the most part, with the exception of a rather handsomely mounted adaption of Tom Sawyer. 

I remember bits and pieces, fragments of imagery from the film, though one sequence forever ingrained itself in my brain, and became something of an obsession. About halfway through the film, as dictated by Twain’s novel, Sawyer finds himself in a position where he is believed to be dead by all of the townspeople. As a result, they have a funeral for him, which he promptly views in morbid delight from the rafters of the small building. From his perch, our hero is able to hear all of the good things people had to say about him, and was provided a window into how his death would impact the community. What a miracle idea that seemed to me in my young mind. Since then, whether it be the nature of how childhood memories evolve and recalibrate as we age, or simply just the brilliance of Twain’s idea, the concept of stealing away as my presumed corpse is lauded and proselytized became one of the very few dreams and desires that rose me out of my bed every morning and dragged me into my cozy little office to bear the weight of everyone else’s confessions and mental struggles. I had been a shrink for over twenty-five years before the irony occurred to me—I listened to everyone’s gossip about everyone else, except for me. I had no idea how anyone in the town that had been my home my entire life truly felt about me, neither positive nor negative a reputation had I. 

To think back on that mindset now renders me a neurotic mess. Ignorance truly is bliss in matters such as these. 

Anyways, I felt this document would not be complete lest I finally committed that piece of me to text. 

Reading it now, it seems so frivolous. 

We should move on to the gallery. 
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The first invitation went out roughly two months after Holinger had first appeared. The recipient was a beloved schoolteacher named Bert Hummel. Hummel was just four years from retiring as the most popular of all the local high school Spanish teachers. One Friday morning, Hummel went to the mailbox to find that, amongst the pile of bills and coupons, there was an ornate brown envelope hand-sealed with what looked like something from the medieval period, a bright right pressing with a strange crest in the center. 

He opened it.

The rest of the story is pure conjecture, pieced together from town gossip and brief glimpses I gathered from a few of the police offers that were patients of mine. 

Allegedly, Hummel’s letter was an invitation to a private event at an art gallery owned by Gustav Holinger that was to take place that very evening. Apparently, it heavily suggested secrecy. The other contents of the letter, the words that must have paired with sheer human curiosity that led to Hummel going to the gallery that night, were lost. 

According to witnesses, the teacher was in the building for no more than half an hour before he came barreling out the front door, his eyes wide with terror and sweat dripping off every angle of him. 

Nobody heard anything else from the usually chipper Bert Hummel. 

Three days later, the police responded to a welfare check request from the school. They found him in the small living room of his tiny house, in his favorite recliner, mouth agape in permanent screams. Large sewing needles protruded from both of his eyes. 

The best the police could figure is that poor Bert did it to himself. 
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After that, the letters came bi-weekly, and seemingly at random. Nobody in town, from the smartest lecturers all the way down to the mentally incompetent, could posit any theory in regard to a pattern. The mysteries only began there and got much darker the further down the rabbit hole one went. As more and more of our citizens received their invitations to the dark gallery, it seemed more and more that we were on a trajectory of some kind, a path towards a reckoning that only one person knew the details of. 

Two weeks after Hummel’s (presumed) suicide, the mayor of our town, Bernard Kincaid, got an invitation in his box at City Hall. This particular invitation was noteworthy because the letter had been delivered to a public official whose mail was vetted first by his secretary. Whereas the previous invitations had been delivered to people living alone or at the very least known to be private about their personal matters, this letter had been delivered in a very public manner to the mayor. Essentially, a spectacle could no longer be avoided. 

There was a town meeting the next day. Unsurprisingly, everyone within the town limits crammed into the tiny room, anxious to understand what the city officials intended to do in response to the stranger, his strange gallery, strange invitations to the strange gallery, and the strange suicides of the recipients of the strange invitations to the strange gallery. 

Mayor Kincaid took to the podium and began to speak in that faux-small-time politician tone. Everyone was immediately hanging on to every last condescending word. 

“Friends and citizens, this conference has been called to address the community’s concerns regarding the new business established in the former home of Robinson’s Diner. I would like to publicly assure you all that the new iteration of the space is currently not under any official investigation by the city or the city police department. All is well in our town.”

Everyone suddenly felt a lot better. 

It is our understanding that three hours after giving that conference, Mayor Kincaid accepted Holinger’s invitation and went to the gallery unaccompanied. 

The next day his body was found in the mayor’s office. His body hung from the ceiling, mouth stuffed with the bloody mass of his castrated genitals which had bled relentlessly onto the brand-new carpet. 

His secretary disappeared soon after. 
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That brought the grand total to seven. Other than the two already described, there had been a homeless man (the only one to receive a hand-delivered invitation), a 90-year-old widower who knew no one, and a pair of 16-year-old teenagers that had snuck out of their house to uphold their reservation at the gallery and had been missing ever since, though they were presumed dead in the court of public opinion. 

Even though we were fairly isolated and insular, the number of suicides led to rumblings that the national news circuit might soon be upon us. We thought it best to take care of it in a communal way before that came to pass. 

I of course heard the worst of the town’s anxieties about it all over my weekly sessions, bearing witness and scientific confessor to all of the ways our citizens saw the situation panning out. Not one single patient saw a happy prognosis.

When I was honest with myself, neither did I. 

For some reason, perhaps just general inherent narcissism, when my invitation arrived I was very surprised, shocked even. So much so that I held it in my hand for over half an hour before I had even the slightest inclination to open the thing.

When I finally did, I forever wished I hadn’t. 

To: Dr. Justin Lerner 

From: Dr. Gustav Holinger 

I will not dance around with pleasantries for a man of your intellect and social standing. I have no doubt that by now someone from this community has mentioned unsettling notions about me and my connection to the recent deaths. 

I assure you that I have nothing to do with these deaths and their tangential connection to my gallery is purely coincidental. 

It is true that the victims did visit my gallery by invitation, the recipient selection of which is completely randomized, and that they all followed through with their attendance at the gallery. That is where the relationship between the incidents begins and ends. 

I fear that I will no longer be able to continue my very unique work here without an endorsement from someone whom the public has trust and respect for. Thus, I am writing you to not only invite you to my gallery this Wednesday but also to humbly ask that you report your experience to those whom you see every week as to dispel this burgeoning conspiracy that I fear will be detrimental to us all should it be allowed to reach a fever pitch. 

If you choose to accept my invitation and proposal, meet me at the front door of my gallery on Wednesday at 11 PM. The exhibition will be specifically curated for you, thus it would be best to come alone. 

Sincerely, 

Gustav Holinger, Ph.D. 

I closed the letter and folded it back into the envelope. I had no doubt in my mind that the entire angle of my opinion being publicly broadcast in whatever way possible was a tactic to lure me to his little shop of abstract horrors. It was a convincing written performance, but ineffective, nonetheless. Furthermore, I suspected that Holinger had taken my suspiciousness into account and had simply written it that way to cover his tracks should anyone come across the invitation after whatever was going to happen to me happened. 

With all that being said, there was also not a doubt in my mind that I would be able to resist the invite. In fact, like I had been reverted back to childhood on Christmas Eve when I laid down that night, I was unable to banish my excitement and anxiety enough to fall asleep. When I went to the office the next day, none of my focus would leave the gallery long enough to focus on whatever weight was bearing down on the lives of my patients. 

That was Tuesday. 

The next day, Wednesday, the lack of sleep caught up with me. The result of that was falling asleep in the middle of multiple sessions, a mistake that would no doubt be on the lips of everyone at the bars that night. I had a hunch that in the long run, it would not matter much, if at all. 

The night came on slowly, dragging its feet to hand me the baton in the final stretch of the marathon. Finally, the little clock above the stove clicked 10:30, which was my cue to put on my tie and suit coat and leave out the door, abandoning guaranteed safety in the face of pure curiosity and ego. 

When I arrived, the lights were off in the gallery, and the front doors were locked and bolted shut. The place was lifeless. Perhaps I had been played, perhaps the letter had been a fake, a prank pulled on me by some disgruntled patient who felt they had not received adequate attention. 

I was early, yes. But I also assumed that Holinger would be there, putting on any finishing touches to whatever presentation he had curated for me. I would wait until exactly 11:00, then I was good as gone. 

Sure enough, and to my honest surprise, as soon as my watch read 11:00, the building lit up, the sounds of pleasant classical music rang out across the space, and the electronic bolt and lock shifted, allowing the automatic doors to open. I stood back, gathering myself as I did, and allowed the doors to latch into place at the end of their hinged runs. 

A young woman, no older than 16, appeared at the door, scantily clad. She held out her hand. 

“May I see your invitation?”

I snickered as I reached into my coat pocket and removed the folded envelope, placing it in her palm. Without even opening it, she nodded her head and motioned for me to follow her into the building. I obliged. 

The girl led me through a dark foyer illuminated by a dimming string of blue lights. I suppose it was meant to evoke some kind of mysterious ambiance. Once we cleared that area, we arrived in a small carpeted room with no windows. There were red curtains everywhere, and cheap Sainted candles from the local market. This
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