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The Painter’s Secret
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Chapter 1 — The Studio on Harbor Street
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Gina hadn’t planned to walk down Harbor Street.

She had meant to turn left toward the café by the pier, grab a coffee, maybe sit by the water and pretend she wasn’t avoiding going home to her too-quiet apartment. Instead, she turned right—drawn by nothing more than instinct, the salty air, and a narrow street she didn’t recognize.

Harbor Street was quieter than the rest of the town, tucked away from tourists and weekend crowds. The buildings were older here—brick facades softened by ivy, tall windows catching the late afternoon light. It felt intimate, like a place meant for people who preferred corners and silence to noise and spectacle.

That was when she saw the studio.

It didn’t announce itself loudly. No bold signage, no neon lettering. Just a wide window, sunlit and open, with the words L. Morgan — Paintings etched subtly into the glass. Inside, canvases leaned against exposed brick walls. The smell of paint and turpentine drifted faintly into the street.

Gina slowed.

Then stopped.

There was a woman inside the studio, standing barefoot on the wooden floor, brush poised in her hand. She wore loose black pants and an oversized white shirt streaked faintly with color, sleeves rolled up to her elbows. Her dark hair was pulled back messily, a few strands falling free around her face.

She was painting with complete focus—head tilted slightly, eyes narrowed, lips parted just enough to suggest concentration rather than thought. The world around her seemed to disappear.

Including Gina.

Gina didn’t realize she’d been staring until the woman looked up.

Their eyes met through the glass.

For a moment, neither moved.

The woman blinked first, surprise flickering across her features before settling into something unreadable. She lowered her brush slowly, like she didn’t want to break whatever fragile moment had formed.

Gina felt heat rush to her face. She almost waved. Almost apologized. Almost walked away.

Instead, she pushed the door open.

A small bell chimed softly.

“Hi,” Gina said, suddenly aware of how loud her voice sounded in the quiet space.

The woman turned fully toward her now. Up close, she was even more striking—sharp cheekbones softened by thoughtful eyes, posture relaxed but guarded, like someone used to watching before being watched.

“Hi,” the woman replied. Her voice was calm, low, slightly husky. “Sorry, I didn’t hear you come in.”

“That’s okay,” Gina said quickly. “I didn’t mean to interrupt. I was just... walking. And then I saw your studio.”

The woman glanced briefly toward the window, then back at Gina. “People usually hesitate longer before coming in.”

Gina smiled, a little embarrassed. “I tend to follow curiosity more than good sense.”

Something passed through the woman’s expression—interest, maybe. Or recognition.

“I’m Lucy,” she said after a pause. “Welcome.”

“Gina.” She stepped farther inside, the door closing softly behind her. “This place is beautiful.”

Lucy’s shoulders lifted slightly, a restrained shrug. “It’s functional.”

Gina laughed quietly. “That’s the most artist response I’ve ever heard.”

Lucy’s lips curved—not quite a smile, but close. “Are you looking for something specific?”

Gina looked around, taking in the paintings more deliberately now. They weren’t loud or dramatic. They were intimate—faces half-turned, bodies caught in moments of stillness, colors layered thick with emotion rather than realism.

“I don’t know,” Gina admitted. “I think I just... needed to see something real today.”

Lucy studied her more closely now, eyes lingering just a second longer than necessary. “That’s usually why people end up here.”

Gina stopped in front of one canvas—a woman standing at a window, light touching only half her face. The expression was neither happy nor sad. Just... honest.

“She looks like she’s waiting,” Gina murmured.

Lucy’s jaw tightened almost imperceptibly. “She is.”

“For what?”

Lucy hesitated. “For herself.”

That answer stayed with Gina longer than it should have.

They stood there in silence for a moment—not awkward, just suspended. Gina became acutely aware of Lucy’s presence beside her: the faint scent of paint and soap, the quiet steadiness of her breathing, the way her hands bore small flecks of color that wouldn’t wash off easily.

“Do you sell these?” Gina asked.

“Yes,” Lucy said. “Some of them.”

Gina turned. “Would you consider a commission?”

Lucy looked surprised. “A commission?”

“I know it’s personal,” Gina added quickly. “And you don’t even know me. I just—” She paused, choosing honesty. “I’d like something made for me. Something that means something.”

Lucy’s gaze softened, though her posture remained cautious. “What kind of piece?”

“I don’t know yet,” Gina said. “But I’d like to figure it out with you.”

That earned a real smile—brief, but unmistakable.

“I don’t usually say yes right away,” Lucy said. “But... we can talk.”

Relief bloomed in Gina’s chest. “I’d like that.”

Lucy gestured toward a small table near the back of the studio. “Sit. Tell me what you’re hoping for.”

Gina sat, folding her hands together to keep from fidgeting. Lucy followed, sitting across from her, close enough now that Gina could see faint paint smudges on her knuckles and the intensity in her eyes when she focused.

“So,” Lucy said quietly. “Why a painting?”

Gina exhaled slowly. “Because words don’t always work for me. And lately, I feel like I’m... paused. Like I’m standing still while everything else keeps moving.”

Lucy listened intently, head slightly tilted. “And you want to see that?”

“Maybe,” Gina said. “Or maybe I want to see what comes next.”

Lucy didn’t answer immediately. Her gaze drifted—not away from Gina, but inward. Then she nodded once.

“I can work with that.”

Something warm and electric settled between them.

As Gina stood to leave a short while later, Lucy walked her to the door.

“We’ll schedule a session,” Lucy said. “So I can sketch, get a sense of you.”

Gina smiled. “I’m looking forward to it.”

Lucy met her eyes, holding the gaze just a fraction longer than polite. “Me too.”

Outside, Harbor Street felt different—brighter somehow.

Gina walked away with the strange, certain feeling that she hadn’t just found an art studio.

She’d stepped into the beginning of something she didn’t yet have words for.
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Chapter 2 — A Commission of Chance
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Lucy’s studio smelled different in the morning.

The sharp tang of turpentine had softened overnight, replaced by fresh coffee and the faint mineral scent of wet canvas. Sunlight poured in through the tall windows, pooling across the wooden floor and illuminating dust motes that drifted lazily in the air.

Gina stood just inside the door, taking it all in again—this quiet, this intimacy, the way the space felt suspended from the rest of the world.

“You’re early,” Lucy said.

She was already there, hair pulled into a low knot, charcoal pencil tucked behind her ear. She wore dark jeans and a soft gray sweater that slipped slightly off one shoulder, revealing skin Gina tried very hard not to stare at.

“I didn’t want to be late,” Gina replied, smiling. “First impressions and all.”

Lucy’s lips curved faintly. “You’ve already made one.”

Gina followed her farther into the studio, heart beating just a little faster than necessary. Lucy gestured toward a tall stool near the window.

“Sit there,” she said. “The light’s better.”

Gina obeyed, smoothing her hands over her thighs, suddenly aware of her posture, her expression, her breathing. Lucy moved around her quietly, setting up an easel, flipping open a fresh sketchpad.

“This is just preliminary,” Lucy said. “No pressure.”

Gina laughed softly. “Easy for you to say. You’re not the one being stared at.”

Lucy glanced up. “I look at people for a living.”

“Yes, but I don’t sit still for a living.”

That earned a small smile. “Try.”

Gina settled, shoulders back, chin slightly lifted. Lucy studied her—not in a way that felt invasive, but deliberate, focused. Her gaze lingered on Gina’s face, the curve of her mouth, the way her eyes softened when she relaxed.

Lucy began to sketch.

The scratch of charcoal against paper filled the room. Gina found herself watching Lucy instead of the window—how her brow furrowed slightly when she concentrated, how her fingers moved with practiced confidence.

“So,” Lucy said without looking up, “what made you decide on a commission?”

Gina considered the question. “I think... I wanted something that wouldn’t disappear. Something that wouldn’t change depending on the day.”

Lucy’s hand paused for half a second before continuing. “People usually want to be seen as they wish they were.”

“And you?” Gina asked.

Lucy shrugged. “I paint what’s there.”

Gina’s chest tightened at the implication. “Even if they don’t like it?”

“Especially then.”

The air between them felt heavier suddenly—not uncomfortable, just charged. Lucy stepped closer, adjusting Gina’s chin with two fingers, gentle but firm.

“Like this,” she murmured.

Her touch was brief, professional, but it sent a warm shiver down Gina’s spine.

Lucy pulled her hand back immediately, stepping away as if she’d crossed an invisible line.

“Sorry,” she said quickly. “Habit.”

“It’s okay,” Gina replied, voice steady despite the heat blooming under her skin. “I trust you.”

Lucy didn’t respond right away. Her jaw tightened almost imperceptibly.



The sessions became a rhythm.

Gina came twice a week, always at the same time. She learned how the light shifted across the studio throughout the afternoon, how Lucy preferred silence while sketching but grew more talkative when mixing paints.

They talked about small things at first—favorite books, cities they loved, food they missed from childhood. Lucy laughed more than Gina expected, though she always seemed to pull back just when the moment felt too intimate.

One afternoon, Gina arrived to find Lucy standing unusually close to the canvas, staring at it as though it might betray her.

“Bad day?” Gina asked gently.

Lucy exhaled. “Long one.”

Gina didn’t press. She took her seat, letting the silence hold them. Lucy began painting, brush strokes slow and deliberate.

After a while, Gina spoke. “You know... you don’t have to keep such distance.”

Lucy’s hand froze mid-stroke.

“I’m not,” she said, too quickly.

Gina met her gaze. “You are. Just enough to notice.”

Lucy set the brush down carefully. “It’s easier that way.”

“For whom?”

Lucy hesitated. “For everyone.”

Gina stood, moving closer—not touching, but near enough that Lucy could feel her presence. “I didn’t commission a painting to stay distant from the person creating it.”

Lucy’s eyes darkened, something unreadable flickering there. “You don’t know what you’re asking for.”

“Then show me,” Gina said softly.

For a moment
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