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“Whoa. You really painted this? It looks so good!”

I turn the little spaceman over in my hands. He should look cartoonish, with his chunky design and flamboyant yellow armor, but somehow he doesn’t. Well-placed shadows and subtle color transitions create the impression that I’m looking at a real person, an actual snapshot of a titanic super soldier striding across the chaotic battlefields of the far future. Even though his head is the size of a pencil eraser, his look of grim determination is plain as day. I can even tell which way his pinprick eyes are looking.

“How’d you do the little hearts?” I ask, pointing to the heraldic badge on his tiny shoulder pad.

“Very carefully,” Helen intones solemnly. She waits a beat for the joke to land, then cracks a big smile. “No, seriously. Once you learn how to thin the paint right and keep the brush steady, it’s really not that bad. I had a much harder time getting the yellow to look right. No, if you wanna see some crazy freehand, check this guy out.”

She picks a standard-bearer off the shelf and places him in my hand. My heart skips a beat as her fingers brush against mine.

The figure is just as nice as the first, but the centerpiece is obviously the banner he carries. It’s almost twice as big as he is, and absolutely festooned with imagery. Winged skulls weep tears of blood into a great chalice against a background of a ruined city, all immaculately rendered.

“Shut up! You did not paint this!”

“Did too!”

Helen is beaming with pride, relishing my compliments. I’m trying to get on her good side, of course, but I don’t have to lay it on at all. Her work really is breathtaking.

So is she. She’s got a cute, round face framed by cute, round glasses and eyebrows I would kill for. Her makeup is subdued, but her jewelry is not. Rings cover all of her fingers, both her ears are full of jangling earrings and she wears no less than five gold chain necklaces. Even her bellybutton piercing is ostentatious, consisting of a bright stone and a short length of golden chain. The swinging of the chain as she moves about draws my attention, and I find myself staring at it. Her belly is very cute, of course, but I can’t stop thinking about the way the chain seems to beckon downwards.

Next to her, I feel very plain in my jeans and sweatshirt. She looks like a goddess, and I could barely be bothered to wash my hair this morning. I’m becoming acutely aware of my love handles, my botched eyeliner, and the laundry list of my other inadequacies. I stare dejectedly at the miniatures in my hands, the physical manifestation of the distance between us. The smile drains from my face.

“I’ll never be this good,” I say quietly..

“You will if you want to be,” Helen says matter-of-factly. She takes the miniatures from me and puts them back in their display case. “But honestly, I wouldn’t recommend it. It takes an insane amount of work to get them to this standard, and I barely even play with this army anyway. It’s so goddamn easy to get them to just look good, but I keep driving myself crazy because I insist on great.”

I can’t hold my tongue. I genuinely hate it when people try to tell me things I find hard are secretly easy. It makes me feel like an idiot.

“Of course it’s easy for you,” I hiss.

“Nope! It’s just easy,” Helen replies cheerily. She gives me such a warm smile that I can’t help but reciprocate, mad as I am. “Come on, I’ll show you how.”

She grabs me by the hand, and my heart skips another beat. I was going to keep arguing, but the feeling of her skin against mine drowns out all other thoughts and feelings, and I follow obediently as she drags me to her work station.
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TWO OFFICE CHAIRS ARE set up in front of the ancient work desk. In front of each is a handful of paint brushes and another little spaceman, spraypainted a uniform gray and sellotaped to an empty bottle of nail polish so we don’t have to touch it directly. Shelves upon shelves of tiny paint bottles line the workspace, of which a dozen or so have been taken down and lined up neatly on the desk. On the table, between the chairs, is a plastic case, in which sits a piece of parchment paper on top of a thin sponge soaked in water. It’s one of the few things here I recognize, thanks to a late-night YouTube binge; a wet palette, to keep the paints from drying out.

“I can’t find my other palette, so we’ll have to share this one. You wanted to do blue, right?” Helen asks. “It’s fine if you’ve changed your mind, I’ve got pretty much every color you could imagine. Somewhere.”

“Blue is fine.”

“Okay, cool. I’m gonna do blue too, it’s been a while since I tried it. I picked out some colors for you, but again, feel free to just grab anything off the shelves if it strikes your fancy.”

She offers me the nicer of the two chairs, and I sit down. I survey the tools laid out before me. Tentatively, I reach for a bottle of a nice cobalt blue.

“Start with this one?” I ask.

“Sure! Now, the first thing you want to do is thin the paint to the right consistency so it doesn’t obscure the details. Grab your brush and take a little bit of water-“

Sharing the palette turns out to be surprisingly intimate. We have to sit so close that our knees are touching, and I keep turning to find her face inches away from mine. Every time I do, she smiles at me, and I have to look away to hide my reddening cheeks.
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THE BRUSH SLIPS AGAIN, leaving another ugly mark, and I scream in frustration.

“Goddammit! I told you I can’t do this shit. It’s too small! It’s too fiddly!”

I toss the miniature away and cross my arms in a huff. I knew patience would be a problem, but I had no idea I was this much of an oaf.

Helen reaches across the table to pick up my discarded spaceman, and inspect him. She regards my incompetence dispassionately before gently placing the miniature back down in front of me.

“Honestly, you’re not doing that bad. You just need to steady your hands. Here, let me show you.”

She gets up and stands behind me. A strangled noise escapes my throat as she leans over, pressing up against my back. Her head is so close to mine that the frames of our glasses tap against one another, and her breasts rest on my shoulders. She grabs my folded arms and gently teases them apart.

“First, place your elbows on the table.”

She grabs my elbows and places them firmly in the edge of the desk.

“You’re right-handed, yeah? Then hold the miniature with your left hand and the brush with your right. Like that, yeah. Then rest your right hand on heel of your left, like this.”

She pushes my hands together and holds them there for a long, quiet moment. My throat is dry. I feel her breath hitting my clavicle.

“Paint with your fingers. You need as much finesse as possible, and you won’t get that with bigger movements.” She turns until our cheeks are almost touching, her right eye looking into my left. I’m suddenly very glad I’m wearing jeans rather than a cute skirt like her. Sitting down like this, the folds are doing an admirable job of hiding my boner.

“I find this level of control is necessary for a satisfying result,” she murmurs. She has not let go of my hands. If it’s control she wants, she has it. I would do anything she told me to. “Try it.”

“Try wha-“ I begin, before hurtling back to reality. “Oh right, the painting.”

I tear my eyes away from her and grab a bit of brown for the leather details, and do what she told me. Elbows on the desk, right hand in left, paint with my fingers.

It’s almost infuriating how well it works.

“Good job,” Helen says, patting me on the shoulder. The tension evaporates as she goes back to her usual self. “You’ll still make mistakes, but don’t worry about them. Just let it dry and paint over it with the right color. Practice makes perfect.”

#
[image: ]


I INSPECT MY FRESHLY painted spaceman, hemming and hawing. He looks all right. It’s not
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