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The Woman Who Curated Everything

Except Herself

Dr. Miranda Quill arrived at the Metropolitan Gallery of Civic Art at precisely 7:42 a.m., as she did every day of the week, and every week of every year, with the punctuality of a Swiss watch and the emotional accessibility of a concrete block. She unlocked the staff entrance door with a swipe of her card, one which suggested that it should be grateful, and it obeyed obediently.

As usual, the gallery was deathly quiet, and like all galleries, it emanated a reverential tone of tranquillity that had never disappointed Miranda. And she liked it that way.

She moved through the marble foyer with her usual brisk, blade-like stride, her heels tapping out a rhythm that made junior curators unconsciously straighten their posture. 

Her hair was pinned into a bun so tight that it could have been used to tune a violin. Her suit was charcoal grey, immaculate, and tailored to a degree that implied she had opinions about lapels as well. She usually carried a leather folio under one arm and a sense of superiority under the other.

Miranda Quill curated everything, paintings, exhibitions, staff behaviour, and the humidity levels in Gallery Three, but she had never ever attempted to curate herself. 

Her inner life was a storage cupboard which had been locked for decades, and if there had been a label, it would have said, “Miscellaneous, this is something to avoid.” She preferred it that way.

At 8:03 a.m., she entered the Dutch Masters Wing to conduct her morning inspection. She preferred to do this alone, before the staff arrived, so that she could commune with the art without the distraction of human incompetence.

She paused before a 17th-century Dutch painting called Still Life with Pears and Pewter. It was one of many that she had personally shepherded through a painstaking restoration process the year before. She admired the brushwork, the chiaroscuro, and the delicate rendering of the fruit. And then she saw it. A small black-and-white cat sat neatly between the pewter jug and the bowl of pears and Miranda was horrified.

“How did that get there?”

The cat was painted in the same style as the rest of the work, with the same palette and the same brushstrokes. It looked as if it had always been there, as if the original artist had intended it to be there. Miranda had spent six months overseeing every microscopic detail of the restoration and the cat was not visible at any stage.

“No,” she said aloud, because sometimes the universe needed to hear what she said.

She leaned in for a closer look and noticed that the cat’s expression was placid and faintly amused, and she hated the fact that it was looking directly at her and acknowledging her presence.

“This has to be a prank,” she declared to the empty gallery. “A juvenile, idiotic, career-ending prank.”

By 8:07 a.m., she stormed into the Conservation Studio like an unwelcome weather event.

“Who changed the Dutch still life?” she demanded to know.

Three conservators froze mid-coffee, mid-conversation and mid-breath. One dropped a biscuit and another instinctively shielded a canvas with their body.

“N-no one, Dr. Quill,” stammered the head conservator, an expert who had once restored a Renaissance fresco but had never learned how to withstand Miranda’s glare.

“Someone,” Miranda said in her most volatile voice, “has painted a cat into Still Life with Pears and Pewter.”

A collective gasp followed, a mug of coffee almost hit the floor, and someone had the temerity to whisper, “Oh God.”

Miranda paced about like a general preparing for battle.

“I want names. I want explanations. I want the culprit in my office in ten minutes with a written apology and a plausible reason why I should not have them escorted from the premises.”

The staff scattered like pigeons as if fleeing from a vindictive witch on a carcinogenic broom.

Now that she was alone, Miranda tried not to overthink the problem. She was not prone to hallucinations. She did not drink. She slept exactly six hours a night, no more and no less. She ate sensibly. She meditated, but only because her doctor insisted that she do so.

She marched back to the Dutch Masters Wing, determined to document the vandalism but when she got there, the cat was gone.

The pears were pears. The pewter was pewter. The shadows were shadows but there was no feline, no trace and no evidence.

Miranda checked the lighting and the security feed. And she even checked the label, as if the cat might have been officially added to the provenance but she found nothing.

“Absolutely not,” she muttered. “I refuse to believe this.”

Infuriatingly, the painting refused to explain itself but somewhere deep inside, behind the locked cupboard of her inner life something was rising, something that Miranda had ignored for far long was stirring. It wasn’t fear or wonder. It was something stranger, something like recognition.
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The Cat That Shouldn’t Be There

By Tuesday morning, the staff of the Metropolitan Gallery of Civic Art had already begun to whisper. They whispered in the corridors, in the stairwells and in the staff kitchen where the coffee machine listened with interest.

It was all because Dr. Miranda Quill, brilliant, terrifying, impeccably dressed Miranda had accused an entire department of painting a cat into a Dutch still life, and then, twenty minutes later, she had accused them of removing it. The conservators were still recovering.

Miranda, however, had decided to proceed with her day as if nothing unusual had happened. This was her preferred method of dealing with the inexplicable, to prevent it from getting any oxygen or any meaning, and to deny it the satisfaction of being unusual.

She strode into the European Romanticism Gallery at 9:15 a.m. to check the lighting on one of her favourite paintings, Moonlit Shepherdess. She had adjusted it only yesterday, but perfection required vigilance.

And then, she stopped in her tracks. There it was again. A small black-and-white cat, perched on a mossy rock beside the shepherdess, gazing serenely at the moon.

Miranda’s pulse was about to go nuclear, and she cried, “No. Absolutely not.”

The cat was painted in the Romantic style, soft edges, luminous fur, a faint halo of moonlight, and even though it looked as if it belonged there, it did not, but it was there all the same.

Miranda took three slow steps backwards and she was seething. “This is sabotage,” she cried, her voice reverberating through the empty gallery. “This is a coordinated attack.”

By 10:02 a.m., she had summoned the entire curatorial team to the main boardroom. They arrived with the nervous energy of people who suspected they were about to be blamed for something they had not done or even heard about.

Miranda stood at the head of the table; her arms were folded and the set of her jaw was a dead giveaway.

“Someone,” she proclaimed, “has inserted a cat into Moonlit Shepherdess.”

A murmur rippled through the room and one brave junior curator raised a tentative hand. 

“Dr. Quill. There is no cat in that painting.”

Miranda inhaled sharply. “There is or there was.” She cut herself off. “It was there. I saw it.”

The curators exchanged glances, the kind that said: She has finally snapped. The kind that said: We should update our résumés. And the kind that said: Is there a mental health protocol for directors?

Miranda slammed her folio onto the table.

“This is not a hallucination. This is vandalism.  This is sabotage. This is a deliberate attempt to undermine this institution.”

The head of Collections cleared his throat. 

“With respect, Dr. Quill, no one has touched the paintings.”

Miranda’s eyes narrowed. “Then explain the cat.”

A long, painful silence followed, and by lunchtime, the whispers had evolved into folklore.

“She saw a cat in a painting.”

“No, in two paintings.”

“No, in three. And
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