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The last brushstroke fell, a whisper of ochre against the canvas.  Rosa shifted, the pose she’d held for the past three hours finally broken.  A sigh escaped her lips, a release of tension both physical and emotional.  She reached for the silk robe draped over a nearby chair, the cool fabric a welcome contrast against her skin, still warm from the studio lights.  She didn’t bother with the rest of her clothes, the robe a sufficient shield in the intimate space.

“Thank you, Rosa,” Cristiano said, closing the entrance door behind the last of his students to exit the studio where they gathered twice weekly to paint and sculpt under his tutelage. His voice, a rich baritone timbre that Rosa had always admired, carried the quiet appreciation of an artist satisfied with his work.  He began to gather his brushes, the rhythmic clinking a familiar sound in the otherwise silent studio.

Rosa watched him, her dark eyes following his movements as she stretched, still enjoying the coolness of silk against the toned contours of her body.  The studio always seemed so quiet after the bustle of Cristianos’s students, comprised mostly of bored soccer moms and college students, departed.  The lingering scents of paint and turpentine seasoned the air.  It was just the two of them, Cristiano and Rosa, as it had been on so many other evenings over the course of the year or so that she’d been posing nude for his classes as their reference model.  But tonight felt different.  Or maybe she simply wanted it to feel different, so it did. Tonight, a restlessness stirred within her, a simmering discontent that had been building for weeks. This had nothing to do with Cristiano, yet it had everything to do with him.

“It was my pleasure, Cristiano,” she replied, her voice a soft murmur.  She’d been posing for his life drawing classes for almost a year now.  At first, the nudity had been awkward, a self-conscious vulnerability.  But over time, she’d grown comfortable, even empowered, by the artistic gaze that transformed her body into lines and shadows, curves and planes.  She’d come to appreciate the beauty in her form, the way it inspired the students’ creativity.  And she’d come to appreciate Cristiano.

He was a man of quiet intensity, his passion for art evident in every gesture, every word.  A few years older than her, he sported perpetually stubbled cheeks and a wiry, firm-looking physique not unlike that of a competitive swimmer, both of which Rosa found herself taking more pleasure in appreciating than was normal for her. His eyes, usually focused on his work, held a depth that intrigued her.  Since she’d begun modeling for him, they’d shared conversations about art, about life, about everything and nothing, with her first couple of sessions being private ones, just him and her, to help acclimate her to spending an extended period of time naked for others to consume.  There had been moments, fleeting glances, unspoken words that hinted at a mutual attraction.  But it had always remained unspoken, a delicate dance on the edge of something more.

Rosa had reminded herself at first onset of temptation fluttering around in the pit of her stomach and, mainly, even lower, that anything happening between her and Cristiano was out of the question. She had always been a faithful woman in her relationships, and she was now a faithful girlfriend. Moreover, she was an adult. With an adult’s firm grasp on impulse control. She couldn’t entertain advances, not that Cristiano had ever made any, from any and every man she found to be attractive. There was a word for a woman like that, and Rosa didn’t like the thought of it ever applying to her, despite that her romantic relationship was less than fine these days.

Tonight, though, the unspoken felt like a tangible presence in the room, a voyeur savoring her secrets, finding gratification in her distraction.  Rosa’s thoughts kept drifting back to her boyfriend, Vance.  Communication between them was feeling strained as of late, the easy laughter and shared dreams replaced by a simmering tension.  He’d been distant lately, preoccupied with work, his touch perfunctory, his words clipped.  Tonight, they’d had another argument, the same tired cycle of accusations and apologies that led nowhere.  She’d left the apartment in a fit of anger, seeking refuge in the familiar comfort of the studio.

“You seemed...distracted tonight, Rosa,” Cristiano said, his voice breaking through her reverie.  He’d finished cleaning and now leaned against a worktable, his gaze fixed on her.

Rosa considered her words before replying, unsure how much to reveal.  “It’s...personal,” she finally said, her voice barely a whisper.

Cristiano nodded. Understanding swam the smoky quartz depths of his eyes.  “Understood. I didn’t mean to pry. But, I’m a good listener if you ever want to talk...”

“Thank you,” she said, a genuine smile gracing her lips.  She knew she could trust him in that regard.  There was a quiet understanding between them, a connection that transcended the professional and overflowed into territory she had yet to define, but in which Rosa found comfort.

The silence stretched, comfortable yet infused with the energy of tensed muscle, of coiled spring.  Rosa felt drawn to Cristiano, his presence a comforting port in the storm raging within her.  She took a step toward him. He watched her approach, unmoving. Then she took another.  The warm scents of saffron and black pepper in his cologne invaded her senses, an intoxicating aroma.

“Vance and I...we’ve been having problems,” she confessed, the words tumbling out before she’d realized what she was saying.  Rosa knew better. She knew what potential for infidelity awaited those who confided about relationship woes in friends of the opposite sex, especially when said friends were attractive and exuded raw sexual verve the way Cristiano did. Yet she found herself telling him about the arguments, the distance, the feeling of being alone even when they were together. All of it.

Maybe, she would muse days from now, she did it out of the desperate need for validation of her own positions in her relationship conflicts, for someone to co-sign her point-of-view and assure her that she’s not wrong and not crazy for wanting certain things. Then again, maybe she’d done it because she’d known where it would lead, and tonight, simply needed to feel desired and understood by a man. Any man other than Vance.

Cristiano listened patiently, his expression sympathetic.  He didn’t offer platitudes or advice, he simply listened, giving an occasional nod, his presence a silent acknowledgment of her pain.

As Rosa spoke, the tension within her began to ease.  She felt safe with Cristiano, understood.  He didn’t judge her, didn’t try to fix her problems.  He simply offered her his ear, his presence, his acknowledgment.

When she finished, a long silence hung in the air.  Rosa looked at him, her eyes searching his.  She saw a flicker of something in his gaze, a spark of desire that mirrored her own. Has it been there all along? she wondered.

He reached out, his hand gently brushing against her arm as he drew her into what began as a consolatory hug from her friend and mentor.  The touch was light, almost hesitant, yet it thrilled her like a lingering kiss.  Rosa leaned into him, returning the embrace, the silk of her robe slipping open slightly, revealing the curve of her shoulder.

Cristiano didn’t pull away.  His fingers came up to traced the curve of her chin, his touch sending warming sensations like electrical currents through her body.  She closed her eyes, savoring the sensation, the feeling of being wanted, of being desired.

“Rosa...let’s not—” he whispered, his voice husky.

She lifted her head from the firmness of his chest and opened her eyes, her gaze locking with his, arresting the remainder of his sentence.  The air in the room rippled with unspoken desire, the tension between them transitioning from a subdued simmer to a rolling boil.  She knew what was about to happen, and Rosa didn’t stop it.  She convinced herself that she couldn’t stop it.  The anger, the frustration, the loneliness of the past few months with Vance–it all coalesced into a burning need, a desperate yearning for connection. A yearning to defy.

His hand moved to the tie of her robe, his fingers fumbling with the knot.  Rosa didn’t move, didn’t breathe.  She simply stood there, waiting, wanting. Letting Cristiano help himself to what he wanted. To what they both wanted.

The robe fell open, revealing her lithe, Iberian-grown nakedness.  He didn’t look away.  His eyes traveled over her body, taking in every olive-hued curve, every shade, every toned expanse, every feminine mound and swelling. The walnut-colored discs of her areolas.  The Brazilian-waxed cleft of her vulva. His gaze was filled with admiration, with desire, with a hunger that mirrored her own.

Cristiano pulled her closer, his body pressing against hers.  She could feel the heat radiating from him, the hard muscles beneath his clothes.  His lips found hers, his kiss tentative at first, then deepening, becoming more urgent, more passionate.

She kissed him back, her hands tangling in his hair.  The world seemed to fade away, the only reality the feel of his lips on hers, the taste of his skin, the scent of his cologne.

They broke apart, gasping for air.  He looked at her, his eyes filled with a mixture of desire and disbelief.  “Rosa...” he whispered again, his voice pained with emotion.

She placed a finger to his lips, silencing him.  She didn’t want words.  She wanted action.  She wanted him. 

Cristiano understood.  He took her hand, leading her towards the back of the studio, to his small office.  The room was dimly lit, the only light coming from a small desk lamp.  He closed the door behind them.

Cristiano turned to her, his eyes searching hers for certainty. “Are you sure about this?” he asked. His tone probed for clarity of mind. He didn’t want to take advantage of Rosa, but it felt good to know that his was not the sole unvoiced attraction between the two of them.

Rosa returned a wordless nod, her eyes filled with a fierce determination.  She’d never
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