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        Excited for his first showing at the gallery, Craig Reardon accepts an offer of a congratulations dinner from celebrated artist Richard Damon. All goes well until Damon requests to see Craig’s paintings. Then he offers a critique Craig might not like. Or survive.
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      Waiting outside the director's office, Craig struggled to look casual. Sitting on the plain brown couch, he leafed through the latest edition of Art World, aware of the secretary's bored gaze. She was bored. The idea amazed him. How could she be bored when his first exhibition started tomorrow?

      Okay, maybe it wasn't of earth-shattering importance to anyone else, but for him it was everything. He'd spent so many hours, so many years, struggling through art school, through lean years, knowing his chances of ever selling were almost nil. Yet he believed in his art, in his vision. But in the middle of the night, fear nagged at him; maybe his work wasn't worth buying. Maybe he was just fooling himself.

      However, Martin Patterson, director of the gallery, obviously didn't think so. He'd chosen four of Craig's paintings to be included in the New Artists exhibit. Four! Craig had almost had an asthma attack from excitement when the call came.

      “Mr. Reardon,” the secretary's voice interrupted his thoughts. “Mr. Patterson is ready to see you now.”

      Martin Patterson hunched over his desk, shuffling papers over the polished surface. With his heavily lined face and fat cigar dangling from his mouth, Patterson looked like he'd be more at home at the race track than sitting behind a desk in an art museum. Craig knew that contrary to his appearance, the director held several degrees in art and art history, and was an accomplished painter himself. Patterson glanced up when the door opened and gestured to a chair in front of his desk. “Be with you in a minute, Craig.”
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