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Turpentine has a way of eating through the skin of your thumbs if you don’t wash it off fast enough. I sat in the middle of my dusty, high-ceilinged loft, staring at a canvas that had remained blank for three weeks. The white gesso had cured to a hard, chalky glare, reflecting the gray light of the late afternoon. My brushes lay in a neat row on the side table, bristles stiff and dry. I was thirty-four years old, and my hands, which once translated the subtlest shifts of shadow into living flesh on canvas, felt like heavy, useless blocks of wood.

I’d spent the last six months in a state of quiet paralysis. My previous exhibition, filled with technically perfect but emotionally hollow portraits, had left me drained. The critics had been polite, but I knew the truth. I’d lost the ability to paint anything real. The connection between my eye, my heart, and my brush had severed. I’d become a reclusive shadow in my own studio, surrounded by the remnants of past success, watching the dust settle on my easel.

Across the room, Katy sat on the elevated wooden platform. She was twenty-six, with a quiet, radiant confidence that filled the cavernous space more effectively than any of my old work. Her long blonde hair fell over her shoulders in loose waves, catching the pale light that filtered through the grime of the north-facing skylight. She wasn’t posing. She watched me with a look of critical amusement, her chin resting in the palm of her hand.

The studio smelled of linseed oil, dry pigments, and the cold metal of the old radiators that remained silent in the autumn chill. On the industrial shelves behind me, glass jars of cobalt, burnt umber, and yellow ochre sat like colorful dust, waiting for a life I could no longer give them. I’d spent hours grinding my own pigments on a heavy glass slab, hoping the physical labor of prep work would spark something inside me. The scraping of the muller against the marble had been the only sound in this room for weeks, a dry, repetitive sound that offered no comfort.

“You’re staring at the canvas like it owes you money, Greg,” Katy said. Her voice had a rich, grounded quality that seemed to anchor the entire room.

“I’m thinking,” I replied, my voice dry. I rubbed my shaved head, feeling the warmth of my own scalp. I was a big man, athletic, accustomed to physical control, and yet the tiny piece of willow charcoal in my fingers felt like an impossible weight.

“You’ve been thinking for forty minutes,” she said, shifting her weight. The platform creaked under her movement, a warm, organic sound in the sterile quiet. “And your canvas is still blank. I didn’t sign up to sit in an unheated loft while you have an artistic crisis.”

“The light is changing,” I said, looking up at the skylight.

She laughed, a light, genuine sound that bounced off the brick walls. “The light’s exactly the same as it was ten minutes ago. You’re afraid.”

I didn’t answer. I looked down at my wooden palette, where I’d laid out a series of skin tones. I’d mixed titanium white, yellow ochre, cadmium red, and a touch of ultramarine blue. The piles of paint looked dull, cold, like grease on a plate. They lacked the translucent quality of living flesh. They were just chemical compounds, inert and flat.

Katy stood up from the platform. The silk of her dark green robe rustled, a soft, dry sound that seemed incredibly loud in the quiet studio. She didn’t walk away. Instead, she walked slowly toward my easel. Her bare feet made no sound on the dusty floorboards. She stopped just inches from my stool, standing over me with an expression of intense curiosity.

She smelled of  something warm, like toasted almonds. The contrast between us was stark. I was dark, paint-stained, and tense; she was pale, luminous, and completely relaxed. She had an easy grace that made me feel clumsy, despite my athletic frame.

“I’m not afraid,” I said, though my fingers tightened on the charcoal until it snapped. A black smudge marked my thumb.

“You are,” she insisted, looking down at the broken charcoal in my hand. “You’re trying to paint what you think you see, but you’re not looking at me. You’re looking at an anatomical chart. You want to paint skin, real, living skin?”

She reached out. Her hand was warm, her fingers touching my wrist with a firm, steady pressure. I froze. The professional boundary I’d spent a decade maintaining felt incredibly fragile under the weight of her touch. I could feel the heat radiating from her palm, penetrating the fabric of my sleeve.

“What are you doing?” I asked, looking up at her.

“Teaching you,” she said softly. “You’ve spent so long hiding behind your easel, pretending you’re a camera. Paint isn’t camera film. It’s oil and pigment. It’s supposed to feel like something.”

She didn’t wait for my permission. She took my right hand, the one holding the broken piece of charcoal, and guided it toward her collarbone.

“Close your eyes,” she whispered.

I hesitated, my heart knocking against my ribs. I let my eyelids fall shut. The darkness made my other senses expand. The smell of the lavender soap grew stronger, mixed with the faint, metallic scent of the charcoal on my fingers.

“Feel that,” she said, pressing the flat of my palm against the curve where her neck met her shoulder.

The warmth was immediate. It wasn’t a uniform heat; it was a living, pulsing temperature. I felt the thin, delicate barrier of her skin over the hard structure of her clavicle. I felt the slight, steady rise and fall of her chest as she breathed. My thumb brushed the soft slope of her shoulder, feeling the incredible softness of her skin, contrasted against the rough calluses of my own hand.

“You’re trying to paint flesh with blue and white and yellow ochre,” she said, her voice close to my ear. I felt the warmth of her breath on my cheek. “But you forget that skin has a furnace underneath it. If you don’t feel the heat, you’ll only paint a corpse.”

I opened my eyes. Our gaze locked. Her blue eyes were steady, challenging, completely devoid of doubt. She was entirely in control of this moment, reversing the typical dynamic of painter and model.

“Is that what you want to paint?” she asked. “A beautiful corpse?”

“No,” I said. My voice was thick, almost unrecognizable to my own ears.

The block in my mind didn’t just crack; it dissolved under the direct pressure of her skin against mine. I let my hand slide down her arm, slowly, cataloging the changes in texture. The skin over her shoulder was smooth and cool, but as my fingers moved down to her bicep, the temperature rose, the muscle underneath firm and alive. I guided my hand down to her inner wrist, where her pulse beat rapidly against my fingertips.

She watched my face, a satisfied smile playing at the corners of her lips. “Better,” she murmured. “Do you feel the gradient? The way the heat pools in the hollows of the body?”

“Yes,” I admitted. The sensory information was overwhelming. I’d spent years analyzing light curves, color temperatures, and anatomical structure, but this direct, physical connection made all of that academic knowledge feel useless. The real truth of her body was in the heat she radiated.

“Now look at your palette,” she said, her hand still resting over mine, holding my fingers against her wrist. “Is that shadow under my jaw really just a dark blue? Or is it a violet that burns from the inside?”

I looked at the palette, then at her neck. The shadow under her jaw wasn’t just dark. It was filled with reflected light from her skin, a warm, glowing amber that defied the cool daylight of the room. I saw the subtle greens in her temples, the pale rose on her collarbone, the delicate yellow-gold where the light caught the edge of her shoulder.

I let go of her wrist, my fingers tingling from the contact. I picked up a palette knife. My movements were no longer hesitant. I scooped up a portion of the dull flesh tone I’d mixed earlier. I added a touch of alizarin crimson, then a sliver of cadmium yellow. I scraped the mixture across the wooden palette, blending the colors until they resembled the warm, living tone of her skin under the cool studio light. The metal blade of the knife made a clean, sharp scraping sound against the wood.

“Show me,” she said, stepping back just a fraction, though she remained close enough that I could feel her warmth.

I picked up a large, hog-bristle brush. I dipped it directly into the wet paint, loading the bristles with a thick, heavy dollop of color. I approached the canvas. The hesitation that had paralyzed me for weeks was gone. I made a bold, sweeping stroke across the white gesso. The paint went on thick, textural, alive. It wasn’t a perfect representation, but it had a vitality that had been missing from my work for years.

She watched the stroke appear on the canvas, her eyes shining with satisfaction. “Yes,” she said. “Like that. You’re painting the weight of it now.”

I didn’t stop. I mixed another color, a deeper, warmer tone for the shadow. I applied it directly beneath the first stroke, letting the wet paint blend on the canvas. My hand moved with a confidence I thought I’d lost forever. The brush strokes were loose, expressive, driven by the memory of her skin under my palm.

“But you’re still guessing,” she said, her voice dropping to a low, intimate whisper. She stepped closer again, her shoulder brushing against mine as she looked at the canvas. “You feel the shoulder, but what about the rest? The heat changes when the skin is thin, or when the blood is closer to the surface.”

She reached out and took my hand again. This time, she guided my fingers to her cheek. Her skin was incredibly soft, warm, and slightly
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