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Lena arrived at the gallery ten minutes early, breathless from the cold evening and from nerves that she couldn’t quite hide. She smoothed down the skirt of her dark dress, brushed back a wave of glossy black hair, and checked her reflection in the window. Her face had always been her most expressive part, rounded cheeks, wide dark eyes, and a softness to her features that made people underestimate her. What mattered tonight wasn’t how she looked, she reminded herself, but what she’d planned to say and who she’d planned to say it to.

Inside, the gallery glowed with warm amber lighting, the walls crowded with the muted blues, grays, and dusky golds that defined Maeve Ronan’s newer work. Lena moved slowly, her eyes cataloging every brushstroke. She had written her graduate thesis on Maeve’s early portraits, work that had changed her understanding of color, vulnerability, and composition. Those paintings had been raw and honest, filled with people who looked as though they were on the verge of speaking. Tonight’s pieces were more restrained, elegant, held together by discipline. More refined, than an authentic expression of their creator. A different expression of their creator’s genius, she supposed. Beautiful, but distant. Like the creator herself.

And then she saw her.

Maeve stood near the center of the room, speaking quietly with a gallery owner. She was unmistakable—tall, with a lithe figure and long limbs that held elegance even in stillness. She looked younger than her forty-five years, though in a sense she also looked simply ageless. Her copper-red hair fell in soft waves, framing high cheekbones and clear green eyes that seemed to analyze every detail around her. She looked composed, self-assured, almost untouchable, like most of her magnificence was held just out of sight, in some other dimension, and this was only a sliver of her. 

Lena’s breath caught. She had seen photos, interviews, grainy videos from lectures. Nothing prepared her for Maeve in person.

She waited until Maeve’s conversation ended before approaching. Her heart thudded. “Excuse me... Miss Ronan?”

Maeve turned, and the sharpness of her gaze softened slightly at the sight of Lena’s earnestness. “Yes?”

“I... I just wanted to tell you how much your work has meant to me.” Lena offered her hand, doing her damndest to keep it from shaking. “I’m Lena Ward. I’m finishing my MFA at Hawthorne.”

Maeve shook her hand, her grip warm, her fingers long and cool. “Ah. Hawthorne. Good program.”

“Your early portraits were my first real inspiration,” Lena said, hoping she didn’t sound like every over-eager student Maeve had ever met. She was quite certain that she did. This moment had been played and replayed a thousand times in her mind, and it had never gone the same way twice. “They changed how I see light. And emotion.”

Maeve tilted her head, studying her more closely, a small pretty interested smile gracing her lips. “Most people prefer the newer pieces.”

“I like those too,” Lena said quickly, “but the older ones... felt more alive. I’m so sorry, I shouldn’t—”

“No.” Maeve’s voice was quiet. “It’s refreshing to hear something honest.”

A small silence passed between them, comfortable for Lena, cautious for Maeve. Then Lena swallowed her courage. She had always liked about herself her sense of YOLO devil-may-care brazenness. She would not be the one to not take the now-or-never leap in her life, no matter how nervous she might be. 

“I don’t suppose I could ever visit your studio sometime? Even just to observe? I’d never get a chance like that again.”

Maeve hesitated, and Lena watched the flicker of indecision cross her expression. “I don’t usually take visitors.”

“Of course. I didn’t mean to overstep—”

“But,” Maeve interrupted gently, “I’ve been meaning to reorganize the place. Catalog some older work. It would most certainly be easier with help.”

Lena blinked. “Are you offering me the chance to help catalog your studio?”

Maeve gave a faint, almost reluctant smile. “If you’d like.”

Something passed between them, in that moment. Lena thought she recognized it; she was only in her early twenties, but she’d seen it on a few women’s faces before. The invitation seemed to be about more than it was about. Somehow, in that instant, the two of them found themselves alone. The emotions struck Lena all at once—gratitude, excitement, disbelief—and before she could think, brazenness, happiness at the invitation, and that gaze all combined to make her try something foolish. She leaned forward and pressed a quick kiss to Maeve’s lips.

It was soft, fleeting, startled out of her. The moment it happened, her eyes widened. “I—oh God—I’m so sorry—”

Maeve froze. Her green eyes widened, but she didn’t step back, not immediately at least. When she did, it was only a half-step, more from shock than offense.

“It’s alright,” she said, though her voice was tight. “Just... unexpected.”

Lena wished the floor would swallow her. “I didn’t mean anything— I was just excited—”

Maeve held up a hand gently. “Let’s not make it a bigger thing. We’ll speak tomorrow. You can come by at eleven.”

“Tomorrow,” Lena repeated, dazed. She could not believe that her foolish little impulsive move had not cost her the studio time. “Yes. I—thank you.”

She fled the gallery feeling both triumphant and mortified.
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MAEVE WAS WAITING FOR her the next morning outside the studio. It was a renovated warehouse, tall windows glowing with morning light. She had her hair in a loose knot, her figure wrapped in a cream sweater and faded jeans that made her look younger, softer.

“Before we start,” Maeve said, unlocking the door, “I think we should talk about last night.”

Lena flushed. “I’m so sorry. Really. I swear it wasn’t planned.”

“I know.” Maeve pushed open the door. “But I should say this clearly: I’m not a lesbian.”

Lena nodded too fast. “Right. Yes. Understood.”

It had been puberty when Lena had realized that she was a lesbian. She had never been with a man, and had zero interest in ever trying it. She had not been coming on to Maeve... not necessarily, anyway. It was complex within her. Her admiration for the older woman was so ferocious, she could probably be talked into doing just about anything with her. And she certainly was easy on the eyes. 

Lena cut off that train of thought, abruptly and ruthlessly. Down that path lay distractions that she didn’t need. It wasn’t going to happen, anyway. 

“And I’ve had... well.” Maeve exhaled through her nose. “Let’s just call it terrible luck with men. Truly appalling taste. Artists, mostly. Never again.”

Lena managed a small smile. “I’ve heard that’s a common hazard in creative fields.”

Maeve huffed something like laughter. “Apparently.”

She walked inside, switching on the studio lights. The room was crowded with canvases, some finished, many abandoned. The air smelled like linseed oil, paper, and something faintly floral.

Lena stepped in beside her, unable to hide her awe. “It’s beautiful.”

“It’s a mess,” Maeve said. “Which is why I need help.”

They got to work sorting canvases by size and period. At first the mood was formal and professional, Maeve maintaining a polite distance. But as the hours passed, the stiffness faded. Maeve’s dry humor surfaced; Lena’s nerves steadied. They began to talk to each other as colleagues, and then friends. 

When Lena lifted a small canvas of a young woman, cheeks flushed, gaze direct, she murmured, “This is from your reconstruction series. Your most emotional period.”

Maeve raised an eyebrow. “You really did study my work, didn’t you?”

“Obsessively,” Lena admitted. She figured she oughtn’t explain the full degree to which she had memorized every event and release of Maeve’s career. That would no doubt scare the older woman off. 

Maeve shook her head, amused. “You’re something else.”

They broke for tea at a small table near the window. Lena watched the sunlight catch in Maeve’s copper hair, turning the loose strands into threads of fire.

“You know,” Lena said cautiously, “I didn’t kiss you because I assumed anything. I just... acted stupidly.”

“Not stupid,” Maeve said quietly. “Just... impulsive.”

“Is that bad?”

Maeve considered. “Not always. I think I actually kind of like that about you. You’ve an artist’s soul, just not the narcissist asshole variety.”

It was the first time Maeve looked at her without guardedness, and the shift was subtle but unmistakable. Lena felt it like a current passing through the air.
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LENA RETURNED TO THE studio nearly every day. She helped archive sketches, stretched new canvases, and brought fresh energy into the quiet space. It was clear that the space was more creatively alive than it had been in some time. Maeve, in turn, began to trust her, sharing stories about her failed relationships, her fear of stagnation, the pressure of her own reputation.

“Every man I’ve dated,” Maeve said one afternoon while arranging brushes, “either wanted a muse or a mother. I’m done with both.”

“You deserve someone who sees you as a person,” Lena said, handing her a jar of solvent. “And understands what a damned genius you are. It blows my mind that a man could believe you should be in service of your art. They should be kissing the ground you walk on. Doing everything they can to facilitate your creative process.”

Maeve gave her a soft, sad smile. “You say that as if such people exist.”

“They do.” Lena held her gaze. “You just haven’t met the right one.”

Maeve looked away quickly, cheeks coloring. “You’re young,” she said. “You still believe in such possibilities.”

“And you don’t?”

“You probably think money makes such things easier,” Maeve replied. “In fact, it actually makes it ten times harder. Impossible. I forgot the third artist type I’ve dated, the ones looking for a patron. It’s all so fucking exhausting.”

She’d spoken that last bit with a sigh. Lena held in a great many words that she wanted to say. She was not about to scare Maeve off. It was incredible getting to know her, believing she was this divine genius touched by
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