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In the Mirror 

Chapter 1 – Reflections
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The first thing Angie Moreno did every morning was avoid the mirror.

It wasn't a dramatic act. She didn't cover reflective surfaces or turn photographs facedown. She simply moved through her apartment with practiced efficiency, brushing her teeth while looking at the sink, fixing her hair while focusing on the window behind her, choosing clothes without meeting her own eyes.

By thirty-four, avoidance had become muscle memory.

Today, however, there was no escaping reflection.

Her exhibition, Reflections, opened in less than four hours.

Angie stood in the center of Blackwood Gallery holding a clipboard while assistants adjusted lighting and polished glass frames. Twenty-six portraits lined the walls, each capturing an ordinary person in an extraordinary moment of honesty: a baker with flour still dusting her cheeks, a mechanic wiping tears after receiving a phone call, an elderly man laughing so hard his eyes disappeared into wrinkles.

None of the images had been retouched.

That was the point.

People spent so much time editing themselves for the world that Angie had built a career around showing what remained when the editing stopped.

"The lighting in the west corner is ready," her assistant called.

"Thank you."

Angie checked the setup one last time. Every frame hung perfectly level. Every caption sat precisely where she wanted it. The gallery smelled faintly of fresh paint, wood polish, and the lilies someone had delivered that morning.

A successful photographer should have felt proud.

Instead, a familiar nervousness tightened beneath her ribs.

Not because people would judge her work.

Because tonight they would see her.

Across town, Brian Carter adjusted the cuffs of his charcoal shirt while studying the gallery invitation on his passenger seat.

REFLECTIONS – Photographs by Angela Moreno

Interior design consultation by Carter & Stone Design

He smiled.

Technically, his contribution had been minor—helping Blackwood Gallery redesign the exhibition space—but he was curious about the photographer whose work had inspired the renovation.

The gallery owner had described Angie as brilliant, demanding, and almost impossible to photograph herself.

That last detail interested him most.

As an interior designer, Brian spent his life creating spaces that revealed something about the people who occupied them. Anyone who dedicated their career to revealing others while hiding themselves was either deeply private or deeply wounded.

Possibly both.

His phone buzzed.

Lisa: Running late. Save me a glass of wine?

Brian: Only if you promise not to critique my taste in art.

Lisa: No promises.

Brian laughed and started the car.

By seven o'clock, Blackwood Gallery buzzed with conversation.

Guests drifted between photographs, speaking in hushed voices that grew louder whenever a particular image struck them. Angie remained near the entrance, accepting congratulations and answering questions about her process.

"How do you get people to look so... real?" a journalist asked.

Angie gave the answer she always gave.

"I stop asking them to perform."

More guests arrived.

Collectors. Critics. Local artists. Friends of the gallery owner.

Then a tall man with dark hair and an easy smile approached, studying the room with the appreciative eye of someone noticing more than the photographs.

"You must be Angie," he said.

"Brian Carter."

His handshake was warm, confident without being forceful.

"The designer," she said.

"Guilty."

He glanced around. "The space finally makes sense now that your work is in it."

Most compliments about her exhibitions focused on the photographs. Very few acknowledged how carefully she chose the environment surrounding them.

Angie found herself unexpectedly pleased.

"Thank you."

Before Brian could say more, a woman in a navy dress hurried toward them, slightly out of breath.

"Please tell me I haven't missed the opening speech."

Brian turned. "Lisa."

"Only by twenty minutes," he said.

Lisa groaned, then noticed Angie. "I'm so sorry. You must be the photographer. Lisa Chen."

"Angie."

Lisa's smile was quick and genuine. "One of my patients is featured here. She wouldn't stop talking about this exhibition."

"I hope I don't disappoint."

"Judging by the crowd, I think you're safe."

The three of them moved aside as another group entered. For a moment they stood together in comfortable silence, watching guests circulate through the gallery.

Then someone near the back exclaimed, "Oh, look at this mirror!"

The antique mirror had been the gallery owner's last-minute addition.

Nearly six feet tall with an ornate silver frame, it stood at the end of the exhibition beneath a small sign:

What do you see?

Angie had considered the installation overly dramatic.

Unfortunately, it was becoming the most popular part of the evening.

Guests gathered around it, reading the sign and studying their reflections with amused curiosity.

"That was your idea?" Brian asked.

"No," Angie said quickly.

"I prefer the photographs."

Lisa tilted her head. "You don't like mirrors?"

The question landed too directly.

Angie forced a shrug. "I spend enough time looking through a lens."

Brian watched her carefully, as if hearing more than she had said.

Before he could respond, the crowd around the mirror suddenly shifted. Someone bumped the frame.

A sharp crack echoed through the gallery.

The room fell silent.

Everyone stared at the mirror.

A thin fracture now ran diagonally across the glass.

"Well," Brian said after a beat, "that's either a disaster or the most interesting artistic statement of the night."

A few guests laughed nervously.

The gallery owner hurried over, horrified. "Is it ruined?"

Angie stepped closer, examining the damage. The crack was surprisingly delicate, catching the light like a silver thread.

"No," she said quietly.

"Just changed."

Brian looked at her. Lisa looked at the mirror. The tension eased as conversations resumed around them.

"You know," Lisa said thoughtfully, "it actually fits the exhibition better now."

"Because it's imperfect?" Brian asked.

"Because it's honest."

Angie met Lisa's gaze.

For the first time that evening, she felt something shift—not in the gallery, but in herself. A small crack in a wall she had maintained for years.

Later, after the crowd dispersed and the gallery quieted, Angie stood alone before the damaged mirror.

The fracture split her reflection into uneven pieces.

One version of her looked composed. Another looked tired. Another looked almost afraid.

Footsteps approached behind her.

"Still deciding whether to keep it?" Brian asked.

Angie didn't turn around.

"The owner wants to replace the glass tomorrow."

"And what do you want?"

She considered the question.

In the broken mirror, she could see Brian standing a few feet away. Behind him, Lisa was collecting her coat near the entrance, glancing in their direction.

Three reflections. Three strangers.

Or perhaps not strangers.

Angie touched the edge of the frame lightly.

"I think," she said, surprising herself, "I'd like to keep the crack."

Brian smiled.

"Good," he said.

"Perfect mirrors are overrated."

Near the door, Lisa laughed softly, as if she had heard him.

Angie looked back at the fractured glass.

For a brief moment, she met her own eyes.

And for the first time in a very long while, she didn't look away.
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Chapter 2 – Cracks Beneath the Surface
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The morning after the exhibition, Angie woke before sunrise.

She lay in bed for several minutes listening to rain tapping gently against the windows of her apartment. The city outside was still wrapped in gray silence, giving her a rare excuse to remain still.

Normally, the day after an exhibition brought relief.

Instead, she found herself thinking about a cracked mirror.

The gallery owner had texted her late the previous evening.

Should I replace it before the weekend?

Angie had surprised herself with her answer.

Leave it.

She couldn't explain why.

Perhaps because perfection suddenly seemed less interesting.

Or perhaps because she had finally looked at herself without immediately finding something to criticize.

The thought made her uncomfortable.

Her phone vibrated on the bedside table.

Brian Carter.

She frowned before answering.

"Hello?"

"Good morning," Brian said cheerfully. "I hope I didn't wake you."

"You didn't."

"I have a proposition."

Angie smiled despite herself.

"That sounds dangerous."

"I've been accused of worse."

She heard papers rustling on his end of the call.

"Would you be interested in meeting for coffee this afternoon?"

"About?"

"A client wants something unusual."

"Unusual usually pays well."

"It does."

She laughed softly.

"I thought photographers weren't supposed to ask that first."

"I'm a practical artist."

"So am I."

Brian's voice became slightly more serious.

"The Ashcroft Group recently purchased the old Hawthorne Hotel downtown."

Angie immediately recognized the building.

It had once been one of the city's grandest hotels before decades of neglect left it abandoned.

"They're restoring it?"

"Completely."

"I thought it was becoming luxury apartments."

"They changed their minds."

"What does that have to do with me?"

"They don't just want a hotel."

He paused.

"They want an experience."



By early afternoon, the rain had stopped.

Angie arrived at Willow & Bean Café carrying her camera bag out of habit, though she had no intention of photographing anything.

The café overlooked a small public garden where puddles reflected patches of blue sky breaking through the clouds.

Brian was already there.

He stood when he saw her, waving from a table near the windows.

"I ordered you tea," he said.

"You remembered."

"You don't seem like a coffee person."

"I'm not."

She removed her coat and sat opposite him.

The table was already covered with blueprints, sketches, and color samples.

Brian's enthusiasm was obvious.

"I've been working on preliminary concepts all week."

"You work quickly."

"I get excited."

"I noticed."

He grinned.

"Guilty."

Brian spread out the architectural drawings.

"The Hawthorne has eighty guest rooms."

Angie studied the plans.

"The owners want each floor to have a different emotional theme."

She looked up.

"Emotional?"

"They want guests to leave feeling changed."

"That's... ambitious."

"They hired me because they don't want another luxury hotel filled with marble and expensive furniture."

"What do they want?"

"A place where people reconnect with themselves."

Angie leaned back.

"That sounds more like therapy than hospitality."

"Exactly."

His smile widened.

"And then I saw your exhibition."

Understanding dawned.

"You think my photography belongs there."

"I think your work already tells the story they're trying to build."

She glanced down at the blueprints again.

"What exactly are you asking?"

"I want you to create original photographic collections for the hotel."

She blinked.

"Permanent installations."

"Every floor."

"Different themes."

"Different stories."

The project sounded enormous.

And strangely exciting.

"I'd have creative freedom?"

"Complete freedom."

Angie looked thoughtful.

"When would we begin?"

"As soon as the client approves."

"Then I should probably meet the client."

"About that..."

Before Brian could continue, someone called his name.

"Brian?"

They both turned.

Lisa stood a few feet away carrying a paper cup and wearing a cream-colored trench coat. Her dark hair was tied loosely at the back, and she looked pleasantly surprised.

"I thought that was you."

Brian laughed.

"This city really isn't that big."

Lisa approached the table.

"I was grabbing lunch before heading back to the clinic."

Then she noticed the blueprints.

"Oh."

"I hope I'm not interrupting."

"Actually," Brian said, "maybe you're not."

He frowned thoughtfully.

"You know the Ashcroft Group, don't you?"

Lisa nodded.

"My clinic treats several of their executives."

"What about Eleanor Ashcroft?"

Lisa smiled.

"I've known Eleanor for nearly ten years."

Brian stared at her.

"You're kidding."

"No."

"You never mentioned that."

"You never asked."

Brian looked at Angie.

"Well, this just became convenient."



Twenty minutes later, Lisa had joined them.

Another cup of tea appeared.

The blueprints spread wider across the table.

Lisa studied them with interest.

"Eleanor has been talking about this project for months."

"Does she really want something this unconventional?" Angie asked.

Lisa nodded.

"After her husband died, she traveled all over the world."

Brian listened quietly.

"She stayed in beautiful hotels."

Lisa continued.

"But she said she couldn't remember any of them."

Angie understood immediately.

"They all looked the same."

"Exactly."

Lisa smiled.

"She wants people to remember how they felt."

Brian snapped his fingers.

"That's exactly what she told me."

The conversation flowed naturally after that.

They discussed architecture.

Photography.

Art.

Travel.

None of it felt forced.

For the first time in years, Angie found herself enjoying conversation without mentally planning her escape.



Eventually, the blueprints disappeared beneath empty cups.

The discussion drifted away from work.

"So," Brian asked casually, "what convinced both of you to become obsessed with your careers?"

Lisa laughed.

"That sounds like therapist language."

"I have many hidden talents."

"I doubt that."

Brian pointed toward her.

"See? Defensive humor."

Lisa rolled her eyes.

"I became a dermatologist because my mother thought medicine was respectable."

"And?"

"And it turned out I actually loved helping people."

"But?"

She looked down at her cup.

"But somewhere along the way..."

Her voice softened.

"I forgot to ask myself what I wanted outside of work."

Neither Angie nor Brian interrupted.

Lisa took a slow breath.

"My fiancé and I ended our engagement three months ago."

Brian's expression immediately gentled.

"I'm sorry."

Lisa shook her head.

"Don't be."

"Were you together long?"

"Almost six years."

Angie looked
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