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A portrait is a painting, photograph, sculpture, or other artistic representation of a person, in which the face and its expression is predominant. The intent is to display the likeness, personality, and even the mood of the person. For this reason, in photography a portrait is generally not a snapshot, but a composed image of a person in a still position. A portrait often shows a person looking directly at the painter or photographer, in order to most successfully engage the subject with the viewer.

A landscape often combines physical origins and the cultural overlay of human presence, often created over millennia, landscapes reflect the living synthesis of people and place vital to local and national identity. Landscapes, their character and quality, help define the self-image of a region, its sense of place that differentiates it from other regions. It is the dynamic backdrop to people’s lives.
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I/ME/SHE

The Death of a Coat

––––––––

We don’t get up early because of the light.  It reluctantly slinks into the room and gives us no chance to open our eyes, which are heavy and sleep-coated.  We are furry with our own dreams and lie there with leaden arms and legs.  The sheets and blankets make a warm cocoon insidiously inviting us to stay inside as long as possible.  I want to be active, but each time I lift my body Richard reaches out blindly and draws me back into his warmth.  His legs weave their way around me, making a deep, sweet trap.  Those strange self-made dreams of morning, half formed by thoughts, sometimes go out of control, and I’m happy to release them and to reach over on my elbow and touch his sleeping face with light dry kisses until he opens his eyes.

“I need to take a leak,” he says.

His words make me happy because they mean he’s conscious at last.  

When he rejoins me, his body is damp and cold, and he snuggles up to my warmth.  He’s stirred into action by my closeness, but I push him away and don’t want to know him, my mind still full of morning ghosts.

“Can we walk today?”  I ask.

It seems a good day for a walk, not too hot.  The sky looks cloudy through the trees near the high windows.  I watch my own face reflected in his brown eyes.

“Where would you like to go?” He asks.

I can’t answer.  This place is new to me; I am only a visitor in his country.

“I know. We'll hike into the mountains,” he says yawning and forcing me to get out of bed first into the cold room.

I won’t take a shower; it will be wasted.  The bathroom is full of mirrors.  I am not used to the sight of my face yet, and it surprises me with its halo of ruffled hair.  I am completely fascinated by this morning-new girl.

“What are you doing in there?” He asks.

“Just coming, hang on a sec.”

I quickly turn on the taps and wash splashing under my arms and around my neck and face.  I must have been daydreaming in there longer than I imagined.  The water is cold and though shocking at first; it's worth it because of the exhilaration afterwards.

“Oh-oh,” I call out.

“What is it?” 

“The water’s cold.”

“No!” he says in horror.

“Don’t worry, I made it cold,” I tell him laughing.

I run out of the bathroom shivering, and he kisses me, “Mmmmm.”

Good, over his shoulder I see the bed has already been made.  The cover looks perfect without a single crease.  I am sometimes frightened by his tidiness, and I am trying not to be.  I fold my bits of clothing neatly into piles, then move onto books taking them from one place to another, flicking here and there with a duster.  The room is full of old and valuable art.  I am terrified that one day I’ll break something.  What then?  My God, I must stop thinking like this.

It’s my turn to get the breakfast.  A large yellow melon.  It’s very symmetrical and as I observe it closely, I begin to notice all the little green lines running down the sides.  I am frightened to mark it, of cutting things.  The knife hangs poised for a long time glittering over the center.  It goes in easily. I thought this would be more difficult.  I cut again making a boat-shaped piece that slots easily into my hand. Now to scrape off the seeds, but I don’t want to lose the sweet center.  Those pointed caramel bits falling into the garbage mesmerize me.  At last, it’s ready.  

The seeds cling more firmly to the next piece.  Some of the center is lost, and I’m unhappy.  It hurts like an imperfect story which everyone admires; they don’t understand how much it irritates you every time you look at smudged words.

He comes out from the shower with wet hair, and his lips are cool against my neck like a walking ice cream.  He sits down and eats.  He doesn’t know how difficult I find it to present him with such perfection.  Even with the coffee I’m careful to put just the right amount into the coffee maker, he has this ability to detect my tiniest mistakes.  A grain or so more shouldn’t make a difference to our relationship, but sometimes it will surround him with an aura of displeasure.  I can tell whether he finds the coffee good by his smile, his lips stretch a little wider when pleased with me.

The phone rings harshly interrupting our closeness, and we both look up from our cups.

“It’s the phone,” I say.

“I know,” he replies, “I’ll get it.”

“Hi,” he pauses, “What are you up to today?”

It must be Yan, I can tell by his tone of voice.

“Just taking it easy.” He pauses for a minute then laughs at what his close friend has just said.  His curls, which are shiny after the shower, move easily on his head in the shafts of sun coming through the skylight.  “We were thinking of hiking into the mountains today.”  He pauses again.  “Fine, say about a quarter to eleven?”    

He scratches his neck, and I can see that there is a fly that keeps hovering and settling there.  

“Okay, we’ll see you then.”

He puts down the receiver, turning towards me.

“That was Yan. I asked him to come with us.” 

Everything speeds up.  The dishes get rinsed and dried quickly, and I find some walking shoes nestled back into the cupboard.  There is a stone in one of the toes,  it’s slate and must have come all the way from England with me.  The shoes complete my preparations.  We leave minus the dog, poor thing; I can feel his eyes hook into my shoulders, even after we’ve rounded the corner towards the car.

“I wish we could take him,” I say pointlessly.

***

Richard and I sit in our car at the entrance to our driveway and wait for Yan.  The music on the radio is Motown.  It has a beat that makes you want to dance.  I’m sure the unknown man walking towards us will ask me, and I picture the surprise on his face when I leap out of the car and start moving towards him rotating my hips.  Luckily, Yan arrives at this point.  He looks well but tired.  Something that looks like a pajama jacket is showing under his sweater.  I love his face, very noble with many lines on it.  I jump out of the car at him and don't know what I want to do first, kiss him or eat him, he looks so delicious.  We haven’t met for a week.  The last time we were together, we danced to the Blue Danube after eating tortillas and drinking margaritas in a Mexican restaurant, and I lost one of my favorite earrings.

“What’s new?" he asks.  I try to think.  Mysteriously, my period stopped for ten months and finally came back last week.  Yan doesn’t know, and I feel strongly I should tell him.

“I finally had my period,” I say.

He is delighted and congratulates me.

“It must be the sun,” he philosophizes. 

We drive over to the park, then leave the car to climb up into the canyon.  I ‘m not used to the scenery. It seems colorless to me.  The trees from a six-year old fire reach up to the sky, in agonized and disturbing shapes.  As I begin to notice details, however, I smell the bay leaves and hear the water.  There are bushes full of Christmas berries that range from orange to red reflecting in the river like flames.  I want to go down and collect some, but he warns me about rattlesnakes.  I never have thought of them before, and they add a new dimension to all my other fears.

It’s good to feel the activity of my body.  It goes upwards and forwards. My hands and arms hang relaxed at my sides moving easily.  The sky has cleared making it hot, and I’m soon very sticky, beads of perspiration running down the sides of my face and under my hair.  We talk spasmodically.  The light throws the rock faces into sharp relief assuming definite shapes.  We’re all aware of the subtle changes together and stop to take them in.

“What were you doing six years ago?” Yan suddenly asks. 

“I was at college,” Richard answers.

“And you?” Yan asks me.

“I was traveling around the world teaching kids,” I say.

“What could you have taught?” Yan says jokingly.

“Oh, everything to girls in a convent,” I reply.

“I was with Sonya,’ Yan says quietly.

Perhaps his question was an excuse to talk about her.

“I had a beautiful letter from her today,” he continues.

I know little about her and suddenly want to know everything.  Why is Richard, always more careful than me?  I can see it in his look that he doesn’t want me to continue asking questions.

“Who is she?” I ask.

I see the shock in Richard’s back as he turns away.  It surrounds me like cold rain, but I will press on.  I want to know about her.  I’ve seen her face in Yan’s studio. The photograph of a dark-skinned woman stuck onto some stark lines he has drawn underneath.

“She’s black,” Yan says, “I met her in LA.”

Richard’s told me that she’s French, but that’s all, and I want to ask him lots of questions but know he will only talk about her if he wants to.  If Richard wasn’t here, I would have pushed him to tell me about their relationship.

We walk down into the Canyon.  There are enormous boulders flung everywhere, as tall as a seven-foot superman.  They break often to form natural pools in the rock, one and a half times the size of a person, perfect for a dip.  I can tell Yan is determined to swim today, and we are lured far up the river by the promise of bigger and better pools higher up in the canyon.  We scramble over sharp rocks to get there.  At one point, we have to climb a muddy precipice, and the other two proceed ahead of me leaving me on the dirt looking up at the steep incline.  I won’t move, so Yan takes off his shoes to help climb up it.  I feel foolish and frightened because I don’t want to fall.  I’m aware of Richard’s eyes caressing me from a nearby rock.  I don’t think he realizes how frightened I am, and it seems inappropriate to be caressed by his eyes at this time.

When we round the next bend, Richard tells us the river is subtly altered.  Men with machines have blasted into the rock in order to stop the winter floods.  There is evidence of them on a black cement barrel, “J. Williams, Contractors.”  He is  disappointed because they have taken away some of his childhood, remembered pools on hot summer days when he placed his naked body in the sun on the rocks.  I wonder if he thought about the possibility of me then, a sudden and ridiculous jealousy hits me, and I realize at that moment, I don’t want anybody else to see his nakedness, not even the sky.

We turn back to a lower pool.  He waits for me by the danger point while Yan plays chicken on an easy path.  I want to follow him, but Richard holds out his hand for me to come to him.  It would be a betrayal of trust not to take it, so I step out onto the space around the rock face copying his movements like a child.  At the bottom, I’ve already forgotten my fears and leap over many boulders to find a nice flat one.  I want to sit and think.  I find a perfectly round one that looks like a piece of unleavened bread, flat and brown.  I squat on it and watch the light, which has changed again, filtering through the canyon like a mist curtain.  The water below hardly moves totally trapped in its stone belly.

My thoughts are drawn to the Native Americans, this land’s remarkable heritage, almost all killed.  I wonder, too, how the first settlers got their wagons down the steep rocky sides of these mountains, and what it felt like when they caught sight of the sea.  What sort of people could they have been?  I want to think like them, hunched over the rock staring into this pool.  Next to me on the rock's surface, there are deer droppings full of seeds.  Each one is unharmed by its passage through the deers’ bodies lying in their dark surroundings complete and ready to start again.

Yan leaves us to take a swim further down the river.  We sit close together, and I try to explain my thoughts to him as he smokes a cigarette.  Later, I notice it floating in the water and tell him how disgusting it is.  Unfortunately, it isn’t possible to remove, so it stays there, a soft, bloated, white maggot.

We walk down the river to Yan, who is sitting crouched on a rock, and as we arrive, he moves into the water and starts swimming.  His upper body is tan, and I notice that he is strong.  His buttocks are very pale in the water, two hard, white mounds divided by a thin black line.  His sturdy Slavic legs splash in and out making circles of bubbles rise up and burst out of the leaf green surface.  When he finally emerges, the water lets him go reluctantly and the moss, disturbed by his motions, breaks from the bottom and spreads out like lost hair across the surface of the pool.

He puts on his pajama jacket before sitting in the sun.  It covers him all up except for his legs and small, soft organ.  I am not as aware of his nakedness as I thought I would be, and I think he looks strange and beautiful.  I then notice that he hasn’t been circumcised: I thought all Americans were, because it’s cleaner, more sterile.

As the sun leaves us, we walk over towards him and talk about his painting as usual.

“I’ll sell the two for 600 bucks each,” he tells us happily.  

I’m amazed at this declaration.  I realize I feel sad looking at what he’s painting now, they seem all to lack completeness.  His old work was beautiful evoking an immediate emotional response from me.  I try to appreciate the depth of his present work, but I think he, too, knows that he may have lost his muse, and it frightens him, thus his bravado about this sale.

As the sun leaves us, we all begin to feel cold.  The rocks assume shadows and emphasize the goose flesh on our arms and legs, like hearing wind in the trees.  As if pursued by giant fantasies, people gone berserk, shrieking wagons, white-haired water gods with long green lichen-covered nails, all picking at our fears, we take a headlong flight back down the mountain.  Heaving, brown horses, now galloping down the path with as pure an end as a flaming arrowhead follow.  I break pace to tie a shoelace and dance along behind them.  Now I am Gudrun, Isadora, Fonteyn, a Persian belly dancer clumping along in my shoes, moving my hands in swift butterfly movements, in time to silent music.

The path becomes wider and we slow down.  I stop to pick some bay leaves. The sap smells sharp and resinous on the torn limbs.

Yan is shivering; we invite him home for soup. 

On the way home he gyrates in the front seat of the car moving his hands and shoulders in some unknown rhythm.  I respond to him from the back seat as he picks burr grass off his sweater in time to the music.

“Do you have any brandy?” Yan asks.

“No,” Richard says. “We have some liquor of some kind though.”

“Liquor, lovely liquor,” I sing from the back.

Later over bowls of hot, red, cabbage soup Yan interjects, “So, he didn’t like my work?”

“He’s fairly new in town,” Richard says hesitantly, slightly embarrassed, adding, “said it was too European for the Museum’s current collections.”

“He didn’t want to purchase a piece?”

“Nothing else to put it with,” Richard replies.

They’re referring to a large painting of two very strong figures that Richard is trying to sell for him to the curator there.  All the artists Richard represents are playing a game called “Struggling Artists Need Exposure.”  The jackpot could be in the region of $6,000 for them, high stakes.

“He liked your realistic work,” Richard says.

Yan’s spoon poises for second over the hot, red eye of his soup bowl, and says:

“But that’s old stuff, man.”

There is a silence while we concentrate on our food.  Finally, Yan says:

“I know that Jerry is working towards a show for them, in March.”

Jerry is a very young abstract artist, working in a small shed down the road.  He’s just beginning his career and seems to have a struck gold.  But for how long?  Curators are fickle.

Yan goes out to his car and comes back with a pair of leather boots he has bought recently, part of his newfound prosperity.  They like him better in LA where a show is being lined up for him.  He has $90 in the bank for the first time.  These boots speak: they should be in a museum vitrine called “The Success of Yan Alexandrov.” Even standing alone in the middle of the room they have character.

I start writing this story in my mind because they’re excluding me from their conversation, my views on art are clearly not respected.  

“At least in LA I have people buying my work,” Yan says.

“Out of sight, out of mind in the Santa Barbara market,” Richard continues.  As I hear him say this, I think, “Couldn’t you have said something else a little more descriptive?”

Yan suddenly gets up and puts on Richard’s leather coat that hangs over a chair.  It is large and brown with a European flair.  He swapped it for suede jacket with a friend in France recently.  It’s a little tight on him, and the sleeves don’t quite reach down his long arms, but it suits him well. It has style.

Yan puts it on and walks around the room like a tomcat.

“I like it,” he says preening and stroking it.

He takes it off and motions for Richard to try it on.  As usual, he isn’t comfortable being in the spotlight.  Richard reluctantly eases into it.

Yan laughs and says a little too loudly, “Hey man, that looks awful on you.”

I can see that it’s hurt Richard’s feelings.  It's the perfect murder of Jerry’s upcoming show at the museum, clean without blood, and it satisfies Yan’s desire to strike out at the curator for not appreciating his art enough.

“More tea,” Yan says nodding at me curtly in the silence that follows his remark.

I make a new pot, and he has a cup alone; we don’t feel like drinking with him.  The coat, hastily discarded on the bed, lies still like a silent corpse. 

After Yan drinks the last mouthful of tea draining his cup noisily, there is no reason for him to stay any longer.  

When he has gone, Richard won’t sit down, instead he moves around awkwardly smoking two cigarettes putting them out before they’re near the filter.

The coat meanwhile has perked up as it lies on the bed.

“It was a lovely walk wasn’t it?” I say trying to calm him.

“Walk?” he says without much conviction looking blankly at me.

The Art Dealer

––––––––

It was definitely a day for a walk, not too cold, not to warm.  The clouds hung in the sky foreboding and beautiful.  There was a slight breeze, which though cool, would later prove refreshing. She decided she would take the dog, Cicero, with her even though he got lost in the brush, and she knew she would be miserable wondering whether she would ever see him again.  

She doesn’t have a lead for him because Richard refuses to be seen with a poodle on a lead, and this means they can’t take him walking in town or on the beach.  She thinks that the US is a country full of restrictions, and one of them is having to keep dogs on leads.  Another is the large areas of land that are fenced off with barbed wire  with signs reading, “Trespassers Will Be Prosecuted.” 

She notices as they set out on their walk that the mountains have changed color.  They are now dark brown with large shadowy streaks running down their sides.  The peaks are pure black, and deep purple clouds seem to be taking a rest on their tops.  Down in the entrance of the canyon the sea comes in like a giant, blue tongue.  The point of the canyon looks minute, and the houses nestle very closely into its sides.  From where she stands they all look white. She can’t even make out their red roofs; they're so far away.

As she climbs on upwards, she sees some horses in a field by the side of the road. They come close to the fence as she passes, and she notices that their necks are thick, their coats dull.  She figures they must be a cross between a horse and a donkey.  The dog wants to play, and the horses do too.  There is an awful moment when it looks as if he won’t make it out from under their flying, careless hooves.  She has visions of carrying his small broken body back to Richard.  What could she say, she has already broken three glasses this week.  Each time something breaks, she fears it will be one of his priceless antique pots that he has lying around the house, and he’ll ask her to leave.

She realizes as she moves beyond the horses and walks on that the new coolness in the air probably means it will rain.  The tops of the eucalyptus trees rustle.  Their bark looks like a painting by numbers.  There are so many sections; some are sand colored, some grey, and the best one of all is a dark vein – blue – that's almost hidden by the other overlapping bits.

As she climbs higher up the road, a red car passes, with a solitary man sitting in the front.  He smiles at her and she thinks, “I’ve never been frightened of walking in lonely places, and I’m not going to start now.”

She sees some oranges in a nearby citrus grove.  The air is acrid with the smell of ripe fruit, and it makes her think of a lemon flower she picked two months ago.  She took it from a tree one night at a party, placed it close against her breasts, and each time she moved the perfume sprang upwards encouraged by the warmth of her skin. She had been standing outside on the patio at the time, smiling stupidly at the simple happiness the aroma evoked in her, while nearby the ice chinked in glasses when Richard had asked in front of everyone, why she was smiling, and she’d told him “the scent of a lemon flower.”  His friends had laughed politely, and she’d realized she was being excused for her stupidity because she was a foreigner, and they probably thought she was stoned like the rest of them.

Now continuing on her walk, she creeps up the bank and hides under the orange trees squatting close to the earth and peering around the green leaves which seem lacquer-coated.  She reaches for an orange, and its skin feels like a washday hand under hers.  It clings resolutely to the branch as the rotting fruit under her feet sends the smell of cheap perfume up into her nostrils.  She thinks of the dark eyes inside of the fruit that permanently taint their taste.

She pulls the orange towards her, and the whole branch comes as well.  In order to pick it, she holds the stalk with her other hand and twists it free.  As she grasps it, she sees that the top is pale like beige silk, and she presses it gently with her fingers. She begins to peel the skin when she hears the sound of a tractor close by and flings it away running down the bank, bending to hide under a low-hanging branch, and calling for the dog somewhere inside the orchard.  She crouches in her hiding place for several minutes before she realizes that no one is coming, that the sound she heard was from a nearby road.  

She returns for the orange and finishes eating it carefully peeling away the pale yellow sections and letting them slowly burst into her mouth.

She walks on farther, hears a stick move near to her and stops to listen.  It sounds very like shoes  pressing their way towards her.  She waits to see if anyone is coming.  A roadrunner chuckles its way out of the bushes and the snapping stops.  She moves on to join the dog always a little way in front of her, his coat covered in burr grass.  All those little seeds cleverly waiting to be dropped somewhere else, she thinks. 

A tree in front of them twists its way into the ground, and the path leads them through some scrub oaks, then out along the top of a small hill.  She takes a shortcut up a steep bank losing her footing and swaying dangerously over the edge.  Once she crests
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