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  Beauty Thine, Beauty Mine


Russel opened the tub and was met with an aroma that stung the inside of his nose. He had never smelt a substance quite like it before. It hit him in the same way that drinking a shot of spirits hits you. 
‘It must work if it smells as strong as this,’ he mumbled. Living alone, he was accustomed to verbalising his thoughts.
He was in his spare room, which he had transformed into an artist’s studio. This was his sanctum. It was where he zoned out and created works of art that earned him meagre sums of money. The dream was to make a living from painting; he was a long way off that, but at least he was monetising it to some degree.
That was why he had invested in the special substance. After getting over the strength of its odour, he put the lid back on and set it aside on the table where he kept most of his supplies.
What he specialised in was portraits highlighting the female form. There was nothing he found more beautiful than a woman’s body. He had painted many women in his time. Most of his pieces were of women posing in places that were less than desirable. His aim was to give the observer a stark visual contrast so that the woman’s beauty would come to the fore and stand out more.
Though he appreciated everything about the female body, he had never produced any nude paintings and wasn’t planning on doing so any time soon. He was a great believer in modesty. Even though some of his subjects would have been comfortable posing naked for him, he wouldn’t have felt comfortable depicting a full, unclothed body for others to see.
For him, it was the face where beauty was exemplified the most. When painting women, he always took extra time to make sure he depicted the face in such a way that it was accurate and indicated what the woman’s personality was like.
The women he had recently painted were beautiful. However, their beauty wasn’t exemplary by any means. There was nothing particularly outstanding about them. Russel felt that if he was going to make more money, reach a broader audience and earn more of a name for himself, he had to paint a woman whose beauty was like nothing he had ever seen; a woman whose looks set her apart from everyone else.
He was in pursuit of the perfect woman. A female whose appearance was so striking, exquisite and captivating that she beguiled men and turned heads wherever she went ... whose face and body were so perfectly formed that they engendered lustful thoughts in every man who laid eyes on her ... whose eyes drew a man in so much that he felt weak at the knees ... whose smile had the power to enslave.
Such a woman was nigh on impossible to find. Russel wasn’t going to give up until he found her and she was on a canvas of his.

      ***The local market was held in the town square every Saturday and Russel had a stall there. He sold prints of his paintings and offered to do commissions. Though the body of his work consisted of paintings of beautiful women, his commissions saw him tackle a broad range of other subjects. They didn’t earn him as much as his paintings, but they helped bring in some extra money.
‘What about that one there? The one in the orange top?’
Russel was at the market, standing at his stall. It was nearing midday and sales were slow. His neighbour, Alfie, was an overly enthusiastic young man who seemed to have the same fondness for women. Russel, on the one hand, just wanted to paint beautiful women. Alfie, on the other hand, wanted to sleep with them.
The two got on well enough. When they weren’t dealing with customers or encouraging drifters to come and have a look, they would often chat about their week and what they were selling – and women, of course.
‘Already painted her. Look, here she is,’ Russel produced a painting that was indeed of the woman in the orange top; she was at a nearby stall perusing some scented candles with a friend.
‘I would,’ Alfie remarked. ‘Both of them.’ He was the type who didn’t care who was listening to what he was saying, even if it wasn’t exactly polite or appropriate.
‘She’s got a boyfriend. Well, she had one when I painted her.’
‘Damn. What about her friend?’
Alfie was usually like this, constantly trying to meet new women and rack up notches on his bedpost.
‘Don’t know,’ Russel replied. He gazed at the friend for a moment and knew instantly that he didn’t want to paint her; she wasn’t beautiful enough. Her looks were average. There was nothing about her that appealed to him. She didn’t strike him and make him want to look again; she didn’t make him yearn for her affection; she didn’t cause him to feel excited in any way.
Russel soon found himself dealing with someone new. He was around the same age as Alfie – mid-twenties or so – and explained that he was on the lookout for some new painters to follow. He was sifting through Russel’s collection of prints, picking the odd one up to have a closer look at it.
‘Ah yes. The female form set against scenes of negativity and despair. Can you tell me, what inspired you to go down this route?’
The potential customer was bespectacled and had messy, jet-black hair. He was carrying a large caffeinated drink, from which he took regular sips. Russel could tell this guy was really into art.
If someone only had a passing interest in art, Russel would explain his work, but not in that much detail. If a person had a genuine passion for the subject and had studied it and maybe even practised it themselves, he would offer a more in-depth summary of his work.
‘What inspired me was, well, beautiful women, to put it simply. I want to pay tribute to women and their natural beauty through my work. I feel an effective way to highlight a woman’s beauty is by placing her in a setting that’s not so desirable – a landfill site, an alley strewn with rubbish, the ruins of a burned-out building, for example. But, as you may have noticed, all the subjects aren’t distracted or disgusted by their location. Each woman looks as if she’s somewhere normal, somewhere pleasant. In this one, for example, the subject is on a pier on a miserable, wet day, and she’s about to be attacked by a flock of seagulls. And yet, as you can see here, she’s completely relaxed in her posture – she’s even smiling! She’s not letting anything about the setting affect her. So what I want to get across with my paintings is that, no matter what the situation, a woman’s beauty always manages to shine through.’
‘I can see that, yes. Very interesting. I like the use of thin, delicate brushstrokes too. Lots of detail. Have you been doing this for long?’
‘A few years now.’
‘Well, I do like your work.’
‘Thank you. Do you do any paintings yourself?’
‘Me? Gosh, no. I’m nowhere near good enough. I prefer to collect them and study them. So, how much for ten prints?’
Russel was pleased to have made a sale. Once the man had selected some prints to purchase, the two continued engaging in conversation about art. When he eventually left, Alfie had something to say: ‘You missed a right corker!’
‘What?’
‘While you were dealing with that customer, a right babe came to my stall. I’m not kidding, she was a ten. No, an eleven. She didn’t buy anything but she didn’t need to. She’s given me plenty of food for thought already!’
‘Did you try your luck with her?’
‘She was with her parents. Didn’t want things to be awkward, you know.’
‘How beautiful would you say she was?’
‘Honestly, off the scale. I wish she’d stayed a bit longer. She came over, looked at a few of my books and left. I was busy with a customer so I didn’t have time to speak to her. But honestly, mate, you should have seen her.’

      ***It was the following Saturday. Russel was back at the market and he and Alfie were both experiencing a lull in sales. The footfall wasn’t as great as it had been the previous week.
‘I haven’t sold anything for two hours. Days like this make you want to throw in the towel,’ Alfie remarked. He thrived on having a steady stream of people visit his stall and look at his books; he quickly became bored and irritable when the traffic receded.
‘We’ve still got three and a half hours. It might pick up soon.’
‘I sure hope so. There’s not even any eye candy.’
‘I thought you liked the woman with the knitwear stall?’
‘Used to. She turned me down, didn’t she?’
‘Ah, right.’
Before Alfie had a chance to narrate the full details of his rejection, someone came up to his stall and, thankfully, ended up making a few purchases. Footfall picked up and the two of them found themselves making some more sales before the market ceased trading for the day.
‘Could have been better; could have been worse,’ Alfie commented as the two started packing up their things. He was doing a pub crawl with some friends later on. By the sounds of it, they were going all out.
Russel had finished putting his things in his car and was heading to a nearby coffee shop to get a drink when he saw her: the most beautiful woman he had ever had the pleasure to look at. He came to a stop and observed her. As he did so, it seemed as if time itself was slowing down, affording him more precious moments to take in her beauty. She was utterly alluring. The shape of her body … the look of her clothes … the long, auburn hair blowing in the breeze … and the face … Such a sublime woman, such a sight for sore eyes …
Russel came to his senses and realised he had been standing on the road for longer than he should have been. He got onto the path and saw that the woman was further along the street. He wondered if she was the same woman Alfie had seen the other week.
The effect she had on him was like nothing he had ever experienced. He didn’t even see her from the front, only the side. If that sidelong view of her was enough to make him feel as giddy as he was feeling now, he couldn’t even begin to think what seeing her upfront would be like.
He had found her. He had to have her.
Instead of going into the coffee shop, he headed down the street, following the woman but being careful not to make it clear he was in pursuit of her. She stepped into a corner shop and Russel realised that this was going to be his only chance.
He usually found the subjects of his paintings by putting out ads or meeting women at the market. When a woman approached him about getting painted, he would oblige only if he deemed her beauty to be of a good enough standard. If he thought her beauty was inferior, he would make the excuse that he was too busy. Rarely did he approach a woman and ask her if he could paint her. It was something he would only do in exceptional circumstances. This moment right now was an example of one.
Standing outside the corner shop, he thought about how to approach the woman. Lots of possibilities came to mind. By the time the woman came out the door, he was at a loss for what to say. She walked past him and left him feeling thrilled yet frustrated at himself for missing out on the opportunity. He could have walked after her, but that would have been a step too far.
His goal was to paint her. He had to be a gentleman about it; if he came across as a creep or anything like that, she wouldn’t agree and he wouldn’t get his painting.

      ***‘You told me last week about a stunner you’d seen. What did she look like?’ It was another Saturday at the market. Russel had finished setting his stall up and was keen to find out if the woman Alfie had seen two weeks earlier was indeed the one he had encountered the previous week.
‘She’s mine, mate. Haha, only joking. Man, where do I begin? She’s a brunette … tall and slim …’ Alfie trailed off, lost in his thoughts.
‘Is that it?’
‘It’s hard to describe her. She was so beautiful I didn’t take everything in, you know? Though I’d recognise her if I saw her again, definitely.’
The day proceeded as normal. Customers came and went. Of all the people that came up to Russel’s stall, the majority left without purchasing anything. The few that did do business with him were agreeable and spent a decent amount of money.
‘Watch my stall for five?’ Alfie said before leaving to have a toilet break.
It was then that Russel saw the woman from the previous week. She was at one of the other stalls, her perfection making her stand out from the crowd. She was flicking through some vinyl records and picked up one to have a closer inspection.
Russel observed her, grateful that there was no one at his stall – or Alfie’s – to distract him. He took joy in watching her every move and tried to make his act of staring not so obvious. He wondered if other people here were as drawn to her as he was, and he was right.
Breaking his concentration on her, he had a quick look round and saw a few other men casting their gaze over her. Most of them, like Russel, were trying to be discreet about it, but there was one who was so caught up that he failed to notice the customer right in front of him.
Seeing her again reinforced the notion that she was the one. He felt so compelled to paint her that nothing else mattered; no other woman mattered, for she was the most stunning of the lot. He had a single purpose in life right now: to produce a painting of this most beautiful of women, this graceful lady with the finest of forms. Doing so would be a real pleasure; being able to bask in her presence while depicting her form on canvas would be a true gift, an experience to savour.
Alfie came back and Russel pointed the woman out, asking him if she was the same woman he had seen two weeks ago: she was indeed. Just a few minutes later, she had made her way over to Alfie’s stall and was looking at his collection of books. No one else was there, so Alfie was able to give her his full attention, which he no doubt enjoyed.
Russel watched him and found it intriguing to see the effect this woman was having on him. Alfie stammered repeatedly and became a lot clumsier than usual; he managed to knock over one of his stands, sending a dozen or so books flying to the ground. He was becoming a nervous wreck.
The woman asked if she could help Alfie pick up the books. He thanked her for her offer but said it was his fault so he would pick everything up. Her voice was mellifluous and had a soothing, calming effect. It was a voice you could listen to for hours on end without feeling anything negative. It caused the bad to dissipate and the good to flourish.
Russel was thinking of things to say. However, by the time the woman turned her attention to his stall, he felt flummoxed. He was overcome with nerves. This wasn’t just another potential customer he would hopefully do business with. This wasn’t just another woman who was approaching him and inquiring about him painting her. This was the most beautiful woman he had ever seen. He had to say the right things if he was going to get from her what he so desperately wanted.
He was aware that this may not be his only opportunity. She had been here before, so there was every chance she would come back. But he was keen, very much so. He wanted to paint her as soon as he possibly could. He didn’t want to wait; doing so would be incredibly frustrating and arduous.
‘I’ve been looking for paintings like these,’ the woman said as she held up one of Russel’s prints and examined it.
Russel observed her and saw that she was eyeing the piece with great interest. He could tell she had some level of appreciation for art.
‘Thank you,’ was all he could say.
‘I love this one. I like what you’ve done with the shipwreck – it looks so realistic. And this one too with the swamp and the woman sitting on a log.’
She made a few more comments about some of his works and, to his surprise, said, ‘I don’t suppose you’d want to paint me, would you?’
Russel’s wish had come true. He felt a sense of relief crash over him and couldn’t believe he had been so lucky. He no longer had to ask her himself.
Part of him wanted to jump over his table, take this dazzling young woman in his arms and embrace her, but he knew well enough that behaviour like that was excessive and would most certainly put her off. He had to be restrained in his demeanour, though still able to express his gratitude.
‘If you don’t, that’s fine.’
‘No, no … I mean yes, yes I’ll paint you. Sorry, I wasn’t expecting you to ask me that.’
‘Are you too busy?’
‘Not at all, no. I can … we can arrange something, yes.’
Russel found himself fraught with nervousness. Somehow though, the conversation went well and he ended up exchanging numbers with the woman.
‘I’m Leanne, by the way,’ the woman said.
‘Russel.’
‘Nice to meet you. I’ll buy these and I’ll call you tonight so we can arrange a sitting?’
‘Perfect.’

      ***Two weeks had passed since Russel met Leanne. He was finally about to start painting her. Most of the time, he would ask his subject to sit down or recline. He would then envisage a scenario and create that around the woman’s pose.
They were in his home studio, his spare room that always felt a bit cramped whenever he had someone in. It didn’t help that it was packed full of supplies, prints and paintings.
Everything was set up. Russel hadn’t forgotten the special substance, which lay among the rest of his supplies.
Usually, his subject would take up about a third of the painting. For this particular piece, however, Russel decided that Leanne would take up much more of the painting; he would devote about half of it to her. The scene around her would have slightly less prominence, but he would pay enough attention to it that it would still provide a discernible contrast with Leanne and her ravishing beauty.
‘Thank you again for doing this. I’m very grateful.’
Leanne smiled and Russel felt weak. He paused to compose himself before he got started. This was a key moment in his career. Hopefully, this painting would boost his work life and, consequently, bring about some improvements to his life in general.
Leanne was sitting down on a chair with her arms on the rests. Russel’s idea was to depict her as some sort of fairytale princess amid the carnage and destruction of a battlefield. Like the subjects in his other paintings, Leanne would be oblivious to what was going on around her. She would be gazing directly at the viewer; her persona would be innocent and playful.
‘Let me know if you need a break.’
Russel got started. He did a light sketch of what he was going to paint on a separate pad. When he was happy with how everything was going to fit together, he transferred his attention to the canvas.
He couldn’t believe his luck. Here she was, the most beautiful woman he had ever had the joy of viewing, right here in his studio, giving him the pleasure of painting her. This piece of work was going to mean so much to him. It was going to be the stand-out piece in his portfolio.
Before getting started with the actual painting, he picked up the tub with the special substance in it and reread the instructions printed on the side. It was to be mixed in with regular paint in order to give it an extra effect. Satisfied with what he had to do, he set the tub aside for the time being. He then took a deep breath and began.

      ***‘Your beauty is like a fine wine,’ Russel remarked with newfound confidence as he worked, regularly switching between looking at Leanne and focusing on the canvas. He rarely dished out compliments like this when he was at work; this time was different.
‘But the problem with fine wine is that the demand for it is high; too high. The beauty you exhibit is of such a quality that I can’t let anyone else paint you.’
He looked across at Leanne and saw her smile.
‘You’re very complimentary,’ she said, her face warm and inviting. She was adorable in her ignorance; if only she knew he was being serious.
Russel had been painting the sky above her. It was plagued with languorous black clouds and a few fighter planes that were shooting at one another. Next, he was going to start painting her head.
Before he set about doing this, he had to add the special substance to his paint. He opened the tub and dipped his paintbrush in it. Once the brush was loaded with a healthy dollop of the substance – colourless and viscous – he mixed it in with some of the paint on his pallet. He then started applying this to the canvas.
As he painted Leanne’s hair, he noticed that her actual hair was changing: it was turning a shade of grey and, as he could tell by looking at her lap, some strands had fallen out. Leanne, ever the perfect subject, was blissfully unaware of this. She maintained her pose and kept her gaze firmly forward.
Russel then directed his focus to her face. Before starting, he had asked Leanne to tie her hair back so he could see her face in its entirety; she had agreed to his request without question. Her face was her most entrancing feature and there was no sense in concealing any part of it.
After mixing some colours on his pallet, Russel applied one of them to the canvas as the starting strokes of Leanne’s forehead. As he deftly carried on painting, her actual forehead began to deteriorate in appearance: the skin was reddening and looked sore and dehydrated; a few pus-filled spots and other facial deformities appeared across it too.
Leanne had still not noticed anything was wrong.
Her eyes were what Russel was going to paint next. He hesitated slightly before starting on these, but one look at his subject reaffirmed that he had to complete this painting and could let nothing at all get in the way. He took his time to capture the vivacity of her eyes and translate the piercing gaze they had into paint form.
He was surprised to see that nothing was happening to her eyes. If they had changed in any way, the changes were minimal and hard to detect.
When it came to painting her lips, her actual ones became dry and lost their healthy shade of red. Other parts of her were equally affected when painted: her cheeks began bearing acne; her nose, once dainty, became awkwardly misshapen; and her ears started to shrink and crease in on themselves.
And yet, while all of this was happening, Leanne maintained her gaze, patiently posing for the artist. She still had no idea what torturous destruction was befalling her face.
Her neck soon became encrusted with some sort of unpleasant skin condition. Her bosom, which many a man would deem one of her most appealing features, became desecrated. Her breasts shrank and one did so at a much quicker rate than the other, with the result that they looked lopsided. Russel could just about see the tops of them above Leanne’s blouse. He noticed that the skin on them was marked with scratches of varying depths and lengths; most of them were red raw.
He didn’t let anything distract him, despite the rapid transformation that
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