
A SCENTED REVELATION

Jake tasted his fate, it felt to bite his tongue. The shudders of impending gloom failed to deaden the discomfort, they only competed for his attention. He attempted to clear his mind. He failed. He sought to think of joyous past events – they all paled against his sense of a life defeated. He tried to recall his turning point. For each one, an even earlier one awakened. And so his memory taunted him, that is, until the long-since denied scent of honeysuckle revived his childhood delight. To a time when he stood alone, encircled by honeysuckle bushes, enraptured by their scent, entranced by the tiniest drop of nectar that he licked from the delicate pistil tips.  The countless bees ignored his presence. The abundant supply of succulent sweetness instilled a peace, a harmony, an understanding; all of which he would learn to forget. He grew to earn his detachment. A fleeting thought to his current circumstances rendered the recollection of the nectar all the sweeter. He forgot why he ceased to taste of the honeysuckle. Child’s play, perhaps. But taste of it again, he did, as he took stock of his present and imagined his future.

He opened his eyes. Time had come, he knew, to open the door to his fears and regrets. To the nonsense of the dilemmas of life, to the dreams that so often disturbed his nights. As a child, he recurrently had to traverse a cold, cement basement floor slithering with vipers and constrictors to fetch something from the freezer. A single light bulb lit his way. He wore only pajamas. To clear a path he had to nudge the menacing threats with his bare feet. He knew he’d succeed as long as he showed no fear. Even his dreams demanded repressed expression. He’d awaken exhausted, but never terrified. And even his waking dreams led him to employ his paintbrush to commit his veiled anguish to canvas. So well, in fact, that he enjoyed a subsistence income from their sale.


Later that day, Laura called to commission him to paint a gift for a friend leaving town. She had seen his work at a small gallery by the waterfront. She liked his bold, broad strokes and the rich purples blended with earth tones. She liked his abstract honesty. She disliked, however, the subtle monotonous angst in many of his pieces, but she did see a glimmer of lightness. “I want something to convey the sadness and excitement of departure. Can you do that? Will you do that?”


She saw the painting in her mind just as clearly as she saw her day’s activities, her aspirations, and the thoughts of others as they sized her up. She saw far more than she spoke, and she spoke with the same precision as her images. 


Jake took the phone receiver from his ear and stared at it. He shook his head and responded. “Sure, I can paint that. Will I paint it, though, is another matter. Come by my studio sometime and we can discuss it. It’s a good idea to call ahead to make sure I’m available.”


“I’ll be there in ten minutes,” she said. He checked his watch.


In seven minutes she opened the door to his studio.  She studied the industrial look, the exposed pipe work, the metal circular staircase, the open white space. Canvases hung from rafters, leaned against walls, lay flat on work tables. A huge cork board collected postcards, notes, images torn from magazine pages, and all manners of eclectic hors d’oeuvres to tease the appetite of his imagination. He studied her as she snooped around his studio. He watched her movement, she seemed to flow from spot to spot. Small footsteps he reasoned. But no, that wasn’t it. It had to do with how she turned. Like a model, her head waited until her torso turned. Her long dark, straight hair lent wings to her movement.


He realized too late that he was staring. She smiled knowingly. He turned away, to appear reluctant to play. He had begun imagining how he could simulate her essence with acrylics. He left to play a compilation CD of his making, music that shadowed the images of the corkboard.  


When he returned, she nodded approval and said, “Very nice. Clean. I like it.” He nodded in response. 


“I want to try something different for your friend. Tell me something about her.”


“About him,” she corrected. “We’ve been close ever since I moved to the city six years ago. He lived downstairs in my apartment building and he knew how to cook. He’s watched over me ever since.” 

“But what’s he like? What color is he?”

“What?”

“Not literally.” He moved a stool to her. “Here sit down. Now close your eyes. What color is he now?”

“He’s blue. And some red around the edges, you know, where he glows.”

“And his hands?” Jake asked, “What do they look like?”

“Not like hands at all. They’re like chalices. Like cups you’d receive nourishment from.” Laura opened her eyes and stared at Jake. “I’d like you to paint that.” She met his hesitation with an assurance she could afford whatever price he’d require.

“You don’t even know the nature of my requirements.”

She looked around the studio, then into his eyes. “I trust your integrity and fairness.” He almost challenged her to explain, but again opted to not engage. She returned to discussing the painting. “You mentioned trying something different…”

“Yes. I want this piece to be defined by its texture. I want viewers to see it with their fingertips, to feel what I felt painting it. Maybe your friend would enjoy such a piece?” Her gaze implored further explanation. “I think I’ll paint just his chaliced hands along with swirls of winds and streams of tears. Of course, it will transmute from this original concept. We’ll have to see how it evolves.” Jake uncharacteristically offered to call Laura to discuss his preliminary sketches. 

Laura left to go to the library, to immerse herself in the stacks where knowledge, belief, and wisdom could interrupt her tedium. Where words salved her doubt and disenchantment, where the random choice of a tome on the subject of the history of philosophy could raise her interest if for only a few minutes respite. She feared that a life without goals or purpose surrenders itself to the tentacles of boredom.

She opened the text near the end and read of possibilities – what is possible is true. Her curiosity led her to consider if something conceivable, therefore, is also true. She closed the book and replaced it where she found it. She smiled as she decided that what is beyond conceivability must also be true. She left the library satisfied that she earned herself a double espresso, pulled extra short at her preferred dank café. There, she’d enter the thoughts into her journal, a journal that marked time more than it recorded growth. 

She sipped the espresso. As she crossed her legs, she pulled her skirt above her knees. And she sipped again, wondering which guy would be the first to approach, wondering under what pretense. She rocked her leg to and fro as bait. She couldn’t stifle a smile as she did so. It didn’t matter, it only served to sweeten the temptation. 

Jake sharpened a wood pencil with his knife as he pondered the first line to sketch. He began with lines of strength, later to add sadness and hope. He felt to embark on a self-portrait obscured in abstraction. A charge of excitement gripped his hand. He watched as the pencil posed as a mirror. Rarely was sketching this easy. And rarely did he experience such exhilaration that compelled him to continue to create despite appointments and overdue bills that advised him otherwise. The tightening noose of expectations and desperation no longer felt so suffocating. He found a reason to thrive.

He drew for nearly two hours, rarely erasing, frequently halting to appreciate the work that was not of his hand, but of his inner voice. He loved to draw, to paint, to apply any substance to paper or canvas. Most of all, he loved to tease form and meaning using the delicate tips of an expensive brush. The distractions and pains of obtaining credit, balancing books, paying taxes had distanced him from his pleasure. His talents also disengaged his lovers. They mistook his art for his personality. His art lied. It had to. He reasoned, who wants to pay to fill their homes with despondency? Yet, who could be happy painting lies, even happy lies? He failed to trust that he could be at peace while exposing his weaknesses. 

But this sketch, this project, offered him something fresh, something he could infuse with his creativity. He could reveal himself in the first layer on paper or canvas, then cover that image with the meaning requested by Laura. He could hide in plain sight and never be seen. And, perhaps someday, he’d no longer need to obscure his self-image. It could even grow to where he wished to showcase it. He viscerally knew that his work needed to evolve that way for it to ever be accepted as legitimate.

An older man was first to approach Laura. He did so quietly and politely. His brown hair had yet to concede entirely to gray. His wrinkles gave no evidence of a life filled with smiles. He took a seat at the next table, still close enough to converse in his whispered voice. He surprised her by first asking why she toyed with men. She thought of Jake as she answered. “I’m biding my time. Why spend it alone if you don’t want to? Besides, what does it matter to you?”

“I fell prey to it long ago. And never even knew it… for years.” He continued thinking without speaking. “I thought it was my fault. Then I blamed her. Now I see it was my responsibility after all. All those wasted years.” He resumed speaking to Laura. “I’ll just tell you this, then I’ll leave you alone. If you seek to win in relationships, you both will lose, especially you.”

“Who are you? Why are you doing this to me?”

“Because I wish someone had told me these things many years ago. It seemed to be the right thing to do. I’ll go now.” He took a few steps then stopped and looked back. “Let’s just remember this as one of those conversations that happen in passing. One that might leave a lasting impression. I’m sure you’ve had them before.” He nodded goodbye and shuffled to the exit.

She returned to wagging her leg. No stranger was going to change her mind, especially not while he could see her, no matter how good a point he made. After a couple of minutes she uncrossed her legs and pulled her skirt down below her knees. She didn’t care to see if anyone was watching. 

By this time Jake had finished sketching his self-image. He held it to the light. The graphite seemed to shimmer. What he saw changed him, not instantly, but gradually; not completely, but the changes opened his mind. Now, if only he could learn to open his heart as well.

Laura returned to the studio. She knocked, waited, then pounded again and again. She knew Jake was still there. “Why wouldn’t he answer?” she wondered.

“Why won’t that annoying person just leave?” he wondered. His concentration was giving way to anger. Somebody always wanted something from him – usually something he had no desire to give. He studied the sketch. He saw again a glimpse of what he needed to learn. He stood up and walked to the door.

Laura began to pound again as Jake opened the door. As she fell forward, he grabbed her hand. In that instant he felt her cloaked warmth. She recalled the saving hand her grandfather once extended to her. Whenever she shook hands with a man, she somehow compared it to the time she jumped into the deep end of a swimming pool expecting to know how to swim. She panicked and thrashed her way to the surface, sucking for air, feeling her grandfather’s grasp and seeing his smile of reassurance. Jake showed her that same smile. 

They found something in each other that instant, something their mutual doubts long since convinced them was false, so much so they still questioned its veracity. They both understood that doubt was easier than belief and belief paled against faith. For these reasons, their hands grew cold to the touch though warm to the feel. As they stepped into the studio they entered a common sanctuary where doubt could be silenced and trust allowed to whisper and grow.

Inside, she was first to speak. “I came back because I left something here. I didn’t know what until you grabbed my hand. You awakened me.”

Jake nodded. “Maybe we understand each other more than we should.”

“I want to learn from you,” she said. She immediately shook her head in disbelief. “Where did that come from?” she asked.

He ignored her self-consciousness, looking down as he spoke. “Deciding to learn is the hard part. The rest is fun. I suspect we’ll both learn.”

“Where do you want to start?” she asked. “I’m not being too forward, am I?”
He searched into her eyes. “You can start by asking yourself a question.” 

She squinted at him, perplexed, as she took a seat in the middle of the sofa. He sat down next to her, well within nudging distance.

“What should I ask?”

“That’s a good start. Now answer that question.”

She played with the nail of her left index finger then looked up and spoke softly. “Why must I keep such a distance?”

“From whom?” he asked.

She paused, then exhaled. “From me.”

They sat in silence for a few moments. He spoke first. “That’s good. Now try to answer your question.”

“What question?” she asked.

“Why do you distance yourself from yourself?”

She stood up. “Better yet, I’ll show you. Can I borrow a pencil and some paper?” She began by drawing a little girl. On top of that image she drew the bars of a prison cell, then the face of a screaming adolescent on top of the bars. She overlaid a gagged young woman, then a detached woman seemingly floating in air. She folded the paper as small as she could then slipped it into the pocket of her shirt and half-smiled. Jake disguised that he was moved by her talent and overwhelmed by her expression. “Okay,” she said. “Your turn.”

“For what?”

“To ask and answer a question. You also need to learn.”

“Says who?”

“That’s a good start,” she said in the same tone as he had.

He smiled acquiescence. “What do I need to learn? Let’s see. That’s a tough one. Yesterday I had a different answer. Today, I’d say I need to show more of myself in my work. 

“And who is that person?”

“That’s the question I need to answer first. I’m questioning who I am.” He paused, then nodded. “Here, I can show you.” He showed Laura his sketch. “That’s me.”

She looked at the sketch, then at his face, then into his eyes. She took her sketch from her pocket, unfolded it and laid it next to his on the sofa. 

“Eerie isn’t it?” he asked.

“Eerie doesn’t begin to describe it. They’re so similar! It’s like you knew what I was going to draw.”

“Like I said, we know each other too well.”
“What does that mean, too well?” she asked.

“We got here too easily.”

“So, now what?” 

“I don’t even know if I like you,” he said.

“Me neither. Let’s find out. Let’s do the painting together.”

“Sorry,” he said, “but I don’t collaborate.”

She held up both sketches in front of his face. “Are you sure you don’t?”

“Why didn’t you tell me you were an artist? he asked. “Why are you even commissioning me?”

“Because I paint like you do. That’s why I chose you.”

“Meaning?”

“You’re not happy with who you see in your work… are you?” Jake didn’t answer. “So let’s do it. I’ll start if you wish, then you can paint on top of my work, and so on.” 

“Go on,” he said.

“Give me a starting idea and I’ll begin thinking on it,” she said.

 He thought for a moment. “Pride.”

“Pride?”

“Yes, pride.”

“Why that?”

“I saw a bumper sticker this morning with a flag on it. It said, ‘Power of Pride.’”

“And?” she asked.

“The Bible and Greek tragedies apparently taught us nothing. So, it seems right to paint pride then cover it up. Besides, I’m curious to see what you create.”

She laughed quietly. “Me too. Blue would be much easier to paint.”

“Would it? I doubt it, if you stop to think about it. You can choose to do it instead, if you want.”

“What medium?” she asked.
“Acrylic.”

She put her arm around him, leaned her head back to rest it on the top of the sofa, stared at the pipes crossing the ceiling, and said, “Thank you, Jake.”

He sat still. “No problem.”

Jake awoke to the raucous chime of his cell phone. He looked at the clock. 3:40 AM. He flipped open the phone. “What?!”

“It’s Laura. I couldn’t sleep. I don’t want to paint pride, blue or any other subject that gets covered up. I want to paint like I try to write. Okay?”

“Do you know what time it is?”

“Is that okay?” she asked again.
“Sure. Now let me go back to sleep.”

“You’ll remember this in the morning won’t you?”

“How could I forget?”

“Will you paint like that, too?” she asked.

“Good night, Laura.”

“I should have stayed over, Jake. Good night,” she said and hung up.

He fell asleep wondering what if she had. She lay awake wondering.

She never called again. The old man was right. Maybe she was toying.
She practiced painting rich, alliterative, rhythmic images. And he waited by the phone until he could no longer delay embarking on a journey, by paintbrush, to present his heart in vibrant pigments.
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