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Chapter 1: The Opening Night
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The Maplewood Art Museum smelled of old wood, fresh paint, and expensive perfume.

Jeff Tillery stood in the center of the main gallery, a glass of champagne in his right hand, his left hand shoved deep into the pocket of his rented suit. The suit was too tight across the shoulders. The shoes were two years old and pinched his left foot. But none of that mattered.

This was his night.

Echoes of Stillness — twelve oil paintings, twelve windows into spaces that did not exist. He had spent three years on this series. Three years of late nights in his studio, of paint under his fingernails, of canvases stacked against every wall of his apartment.

And now they were here. On these walls. Beneath these lights.

Margaret Holloway, the museum director, stood at the front of the gallery. She was sixty-two, with silver hair pinned back and a voice that could fill a cathedral without a microphone. She was finishing her opening remarks.

"—and so it is my great pleasure to present Jeff Tillery's first solo exhibition. Jeff?"

The small crowd — about forty people, maybe fifty — turned to look at him. He stepped forward, the champagne sloshing slightly in his glass. He had practiced a speech in the mirror that afternoon. Two minutes. Simple. Grateful.

"Thank you, Margaret," he said. His voice sounded strange to his own ears. "This is... this is a long time coming."

Someone laughed softly. Someone else coughed.

Jeff smiled, said the right things — thank you to the museum, thank you to the staff, thank you to the people who had supported him. Then he raised his glass. "To the work."

"To the work," the crowd echoed.

Champagne glasses clinked. The formal part was over. The gallery doors opened wider, and the guests began to drift toward the paintings.

Jeff stood near the entrance for a while, accepting handshakes and compliments from people whose names he immediately forgot. A woman with a bright red scarf told him his use of light reminded her of Hopper. A man with a beard asked if he sold prints. Jeff smiled and nodded and said thank you.

Then, after about twenty minutes, the crowd thinned out enough for him to move.

He walked the gallery slowly, passing his own work. The Empty Room. The Last Visitor. The House on the Hill. He had seen these paintings a thousand times. He knew every brushstroke, every shadow, every mistake and triumph hidden in the layers of oil.

But he stopped at the seventh painting.

Number seven. The Waiting Corner.

He had painted it eighteen months ago, in the middle of a cold February. It had taken six weeks. He remembered every detail.

The scene was an old-fashioned waiting room — the kind found in a doctor's office from the 1950s, with wooden chairs along the walls and a single window with frosted glass. In the far corner of the room, there were eleven chairs arranged in three rows. And on those chairs sat eleven people.

Different ages. Different genders. Different postures.

An old man in a hat, leaning on a cane. A young woman in a gray coat, her hair pinned up. A middle-aged man with his head down, reading a newspaper that did not have words. A child, legs dangling from a chair too tall for her.

Jeff had painted them all from imagination. No models. No photographs. Just his mind, his brush, and the canvas.

He had painted the woman in the gray coat in profile. Her face turned toward the window, her expression neutral — neither sad nor happy. Just waiting.

That was the point of the painting. Waiting. The in-between space. The moment before something happens.

But now, standing in front of the canvas in the museum, Jeff felt something cold slide down the back of his neck.

The woman in the gray coat was facing forward.

Full face. Looking out of the canvas.

Looking at him.

And she was smiling.

Jeff stared. The champagne glass had stopped moving in his hand. The bubbles had gone flat.

He blinked. Once. Twice. Three times.

The woman did not change. She was still facing forward. Still smiling.

No, he thought. No, that's not right.

He took a step closer. The museum lights were warm and directional — maybe they were playing tricks on his eyes. Maybe the angle of the light was making a side view look like a front view. That was possible, right?

He leaned in. The woman's face was detailed. He could see the brushstrokes he had made — the way he had built up the skin tones, the placement of the eyes, the curve of the mouth.

The mouth.

She was smiling.

He had not painted her smiling.

Jeff stepped back, his heart beating faster. He looked around the gallery. The guests were still moving, still talking, still drinking their champagne. No one was looking at him. No one was looking at the painting.

He turned and walked quickly toward the museum staff desk at the far end of the gallery. Dennis, a man in his forties with wire-rimmed glasses, was standing there, checking his phone.

"Hey," Jeff said. His voice came out sharper than he intended. "Dennis, right?"

Dennis looked up. "Mr. Tillery. Congratulations, by the way."

"Thanks. Quick question — has anyone moved that painting?"

Dennis frowned. "Which one?"

"Number seven. The Waiting Corner."

Dennis glanced toward the painting. "No, sir. We hung them three days ago and they haven't been touched since."

"Are you sure?"

"Positive. We have logs."

Jeff nodded slowly. "Okay. Second question — is that definitely my painting? Is there any chance it got mixed up with another artist's work?"

Dennis gave him a strange look. "Mr. Tillery, this is your solo exhibition. All twelve paintings are yours. And The Waiting Corner is the only painting in this show with that title. I checked the manifest myself."

Jeff said nothing.

"Is something wrong?" Dennis asked.

"No," Jeff said. "No, I just... I wanted to make sure. Thanks."

He walked away.

He pulled out his phone and took three photographs of The Waiting Corner. One wide shot. One medium shot. One close-up of the woman's face.

Then he went back to the reception and smiled at the guests until ten o'clock.
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Chapter 2: The Photograph
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The drive home took twenty-three minutes.

Jeff spent the entire time going over the painting in his head. The woman's position. Her expression. The way the light had hit the canvas.

Profile, he told himself. She was in profile. I remember. I painted her looking at the window.

But another part of his brain — a smaller, quieter part — whispered: What if you're wrong? What if you changed it during the final weeks and forgot?

He parked his car in the lot behind his building and walked up two flights of stairs to his apartment. The hallway smelled of cooking oil and old carpet.

Inside, he turned on every light. The kitchen. The living room. The small hallway that led to his bedroom.

He sat down at the kitchen table and pulled out his phone.

Then he went to his studio — the second bedroom, converted — and pulled out the reference materials. The printed photographs he had taken of each painting before they left his studio. The sketches. The notes.

He found The Waiting Corner.

The reference photograph showed the painting as it had looked the day it left his apartment. He had taken this photo himself. He had looked at it a hundred times.

The woman in the gray coat was in profile.

Her face was turned toward the window. Her expression was neutral. She was not smiling.

Jeff put the reference photo next to his phone.

He looked at both images for a long time.

Then he opened the camera roll on his phone and pulled up the photographs he had taken at the museum.

The wide shot. The medium shot. The close-up.

In every single one, the woman was facing forward.

In every single one, she was smiling.

Jeff's hands started to shake.

He pulled out everything. Every reference photo. Every sketch. Every note he had written during the six weeks he had spent on that painting. He spread them across the kitchen table like a detective laying out evidence.

The numbers matched. The dimensions matched. The colors matched.

But the faces did not match.

He sat there until one in the morning, flipping back and forth between the images. His eyes burned. His neck ached.

Finally, he closed his phone and pushed everything to the center of the table.

You're an idiot, he told himself. You painted it six weeks ago. Six weeks. You remember wrong. That's all. You remember wrong.

He laughed. It was not a happy laugh. It was the laugh of someone trying to convince himself of something he did not believe.

He stood up, walked to his bedroom, and turned off the lights.

The photographs stayed on the kitchen table, stacked in a pile. His phone screen went dark.

In the darkness of his apartment, his laugh faded.

Because he knew.

He had not remembered wrong.
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