
She sits at the kitchen table, a sketch pad tucked under her arm and pencils clutched in her fist.  Steam 

curls from the mug of cinnamon tea sitting next to a Delft plate with buttered toast.  There is no light 

save that coming from a predawn sky.  It is enough compared to the darkness of the room in which she 

sits. 

Once settled, she performs the ritual of lining up her pencils on the table and rolling them back and 

forth with her palm to hear them clack.  Only then can she open the sketchbook to a fresh page and 

begin. 

Charcoal scratches softly on the paper, producing random lines of various thicknesses, all merging to 

create a scene.  Her thumb smudges the paper creating shadows in the appropriate places.  A gaping 

door and lifeless windows take shape beneath her hand.  Swaybacked wooden steps fuzzed with moss 

share space on the page with the delicate heads of Queen Anne’s lace balanced precariously on slender 

stalks. 

Five large stones of unknown purpose peek through the grass grown long from neglect.  Broken slats of 

the picket fence and slate shingles litter the porch, and a rain-warped wardrobe, doors hanging open, 

sits under a gnarled apple tree. 

Before the picture is complete, her tea has cooled, the butter solidified on the coarse bread.  She hides 

her initials in the corner, tears the page from the book, and goes in search of the paper cutter to trim 

the rough edge. 

Framing takes place in the basement where the whitewashed foundation stones radiate cold.  The scent 

of fabric softener mingles with that of sawdust.  She makes all of her own frames, using anything from 

barn wood to antique crown molding.  Today’s choice is burled wood salvaged from the top of a Bombay 

chest.  Her mother taught her how to use something old, commonplace, and turn it into something new 

and beautiful. 

Nails are tapped, screws twisted, and wire strung tautly across the back.  She sits on a stool admiring the 

finished project propped on her workbench, an old scene waiting for fresh eyes.  Even now, she hears 

her mother’s voice guiding her to grow her memory by allowing her mind to wander over a scene as if 

caressing each item, and to trust that she will remember as she transfers the images to paper. 

Most importantly, her mother emphasized that everyone sees things differently, and that’s okay.  Ten 

people can look at the same scene and produce ten unique versions all based on their perception.  

That’s what the lesson had truly been about, to not surrender her perspective for there is no right or 

wrong in art, and everyone views things through the eyes of their own experiences and opinions. 

Her cheeks flush with the reminiscence of sitting in the back of her mother’s art classes.  There was no 

favoritism shown for the teacher’s daughter; everyone learned from the ground up, proving their own 

merit by how well they received instruction. Her determination, earning a squeeze to the shoulder as 

her mother walked the room evaluating, is why her artwork depicts stunning depth and meticulous 

detail. 



The basement steps creak and groan under the weight of Jimmy’s descent.  His approaching presence 

ripples the air like concentric circles disturbing the lake of her solitude, and while she’s glad for the cup 

of coffee he holds out to her, the space between her eyes accordions as she smiles and takes the cup 

from his hand. 

Her lover usually consumes several cups of strong, black coffee before he is able to function; he is 

worthless first thing in the morning until his blood has been adequately caffeinated.   Most of their 

fights occur during the agonizingly slow time it takes him to wake up.  She is a morning person. 

Why he chose to invade her quiet time is a mystery to her, especially when they agreed to avoid each 

other during these early morning hours.  But today, his smile appears slowly over the rim of his mug, a 

first important sip halted to show appreciation for her picture.  His sharp intake of breath and nod is 

followed by a long exhale signaling his approval. 

Her head turtles, as Jimmy calls it, disappearing into her shrugged shoulders.  Her crossed ankles and 

entwined arms flex and tense with delight as she balances on the stool.  Jimmy isn’t an artist, but her 

lover’s opinion means the world to her.  Together they wrap her newest creation and fifteen other 

framed sketches in plain brown kraft paper and tape the seams with book tape swiped from the 

bookstore where Jimmy works. 

Once the task is complete, they finish their cooled coffee grown bitter, silent in the earthy smelling 

basement, forgetting their mugs on her workbench.  Cellar doors are thrown open, showering the stone 

steps with dust and leaf litter.  Sunlight filters through the yawning portal, barely reaching the hidden 

corners of the basement where cobwebs dangle from the rafters like so much tattered lace. 

Jimmy loads her pictures into their rusted, blue van parked in the weeds beside the ancient farmhouse, 

making several trips up and down the cellar steps, his contribution to her creative process.  She directs 

him where and in what order to layer the precious packages among the items already stowed in the van.  

The shotgun slam of the van’s double doors echoes across the valley. 

She grabs a quick shower and dresses in faded jeans and a navy cable knit sweater, the cuffs unraveling.  

A comb is dragged through her wet hair which is then fastened in a ponytail high atop her head.  Her 

eyes squint and water as she triple twists the rubber band, still smelling of newsprint, around her thick, 

dark hair. 

With a towel she swipes the fog from the bathroom mirror and peers at herself, her nose only inches 

away.  She frowns at her freshly scrubbed face with its sprinkling of freckles.  Her mother always said 

she possessed a natural beauty that required no embellishment, whatever that means.   It’s not as if 

makeup could fix her cheekbones too low on her long face or soften the square jaw she inherited from 

her father.  She makes several absurd faces, each one slowly blending into the next, and finishes by 

sticking her tongue out before fleeing the bathroom in search of her lover. 

Jimmy waits for her in the kitchen, enjoying the second and third cups of coffee he was denied earlier.  

He showered last night after they made love, the lime scent of body wash ghosts across his skin.  She 



crosses the kitchen to kiss him behind his ear where the scent of sleep warmed oily hair still lingers.  Her 

dropped head prevents him from seeing her wrinkled nose, and he stands to leave without returning her 

affection. 

Underinflated tires slap the pavement as they drive to town, windows rolled down.  Snatches of 

birdsong compete with static and country music dribbling from the radio.  Jimmy drives the dilapidated 

van too fast over the rough roads; every bump shifts the pile of sketches in the back.  She wants to 

shake her head at him, sigh her displeasure, but she doesn’t trust his reaction to her scolding. 

Instead, she scrunches sideways in her seat, arm propped on the open window and lanky legs drawn up, 

and takes measure of her happiness.  Even after eight months together, she cannot believe someone as 

beautiful as Jimmy is with her. 

- - - - - 

They met at a poetry reading hosted by the bookshop where Jimmy is now employed.  He attended with 

his girlfriend, Samaria, the featured poet; a fact of which she was not aware.  To her, he was simply the 

tall, elegant man in black jeans and a leather jacket with silver streaked chestnut hair shagged around 

his ears in the most seductive manner. 

Jimmy stood at the back of the crowd and fidgeted throughout the entire reading, bumping into her 

with every flick of his wrist.  Before the final applause faded out, he had sauntered over to the 

refreshments table for a cup of stale coffee and a store-bought cookie. 

She clumsily struck up a conversation as she picked at the cookie on her napkin, teased him for jarring 

her shoulder every time she tried to concentrate on the poet.  He said he was a drummer, his statement 

the only explanation for his constantly moving hands.  Her smile slipped and her eyes flickered when he 

said the poet was his girlfriend.  To cover her gaffe, she complimented Samaria’s unusual name and 

exotic beauty.  Jimmy just shrugged and slurped his coffee. 

His voice flowed like water over pebbles, resonated like the low tones of a piano.  She wanted to believe 

that her welcoming presence accounted for the ease with which he revealed so much about his life.  

Later she would come to know that Jimmy’s favorite subject was Jimmy. 

She learned that the pair hailed from New York but had set up housekeeping in a cabin that Samaria 

planned to turn into a music studio where Jimmy could compose songs for his band.  Unfortunately, the 

other band members didn’t share Samaria’s enthusiasm for getting back to nature.  Jimmy didn’t either, 

but he admitted being drawn to the passionate aura and zest for life Samaria created around her, 

igniting everyone who dared to love her. 

The band members failed to flame at Samaria’s spark.  They accused Jimmy of spending more time 

making love to his girlfriend than he did writing music, and eventually the band disappeared one foggy 

morning without telling him they were leaving, headed God knows where. 



Two weeks later, for some unknown reason, he and Samaria split.  She was pleasantly shocked and not a 

little curious when he sought her out after his breakup.  He found her from a flyer posted on the library 

bulletin board, advertising an upcoming art show.  She was flattered that he remembered her name.  By 

then he had found work at the bookstore and rented a room in a houseful of college kids who needed 

extra money. 

He claimed to be finished with the music scene, the long hours playing crap gigs for little or no money 

just to get your name out there, shady agents who couldn’t deliver good venues, the drugs, alcohol, and 

endless parade of women all promising their eternal devotion.  What she heard was I’m too old to keep 

this up. 

He attended her showings at summer festivals hosted by the business and arts districts, but dinner and 

movies weren’t part of his dating repertoire; breakfast in bed after he spent the night at her place was.  

Somehow they morphed into a couple, just not one that was comfortable and familiar.  Perhaps her 

friends are correct in saying she’s the rebound girl. 

In the early stages of their relationship, she didn’t know what to do with the moments when she found 

him chain smoking on the wraparound porch at four in the morning or suggesting outrageous road trips 

in the middle of the week.  While he still wrote an occasional piece of music, he was never satisfied with 

the outcome and criticized everything she did to make up for his lack.  Placating words meant to 

empathize were met with the reminder that they were not both artists; he was a musician, and that’s 

much different.  To her mind, this was interpreted as more important. 

She did her best to make a home with him and create a life conducive to art in all its many forms, always 

hoping that she would cure the big city ambitions right out of him and help to settle him down. 

- - - - - 

They arrive as other vendors set up temporary booths in predetermined rows, creating the 

neighborhood grid that is the flea market.  Fruits and vegetables, pottery and paintings, herbs and 

flowers are unloaded from pickups and vans, arranged in eye-catching displays meant to attract a 

customer’s attention.  Homemade root beer, kettle corn, and doughnuts scent the air with carnival-like 

sweetness. 

Good fortune secured a spot for her close to the front of the market between two well-known local 

artists when the prior vendor retired to Florida.  Now customers see her work first, and even if they 

meander past to explore the other lanes of the market, many people return once they’ve viewed all 

there is to see, claiming they just wanted to be sure before they made a final decision. 

With a chin thrust toward the sprawling market, Jimmy releases her from the obligation of unloading 

the van and setting up her booth.  He knows she wants to run off and find her friends, and he is content 

to play the role of older, more mature boyfriend.  She grabs a small stack of sketches from the glove 

compartment and dashes away before he changes his mind. 



Her old Converse sneakers soak up dew from the grass, water seeping in between the split where fabric 

and sole meet, drenching her socks before she hits the paved path.  An arm thrown up in greeting and a 

smile are returned for each Hello and Good Morning she receives.  Many of them are long time 

participants, people who’ve been selling here since her childhood when she came with her mother.  

They welcomed her into their ranks when her mother passed from cancer.  She is one of them now. 

This fact is evidenced by the gifts bestowed upon her.  She returns with a bouquet of dried lavender, a 

sack of peaches, a string-tied bunch of carrots still damp and dirty, and a pack of notecards painted in 

misty watercolors with matching envelopes.  Her own sketches have been handed out in return.  Jimmy 

smiles at her bounty; he understands the tradition, appreciates it.  His lopsided smile provides the only 

clue that he wishes to be part of it. 

A softly drawn breath alerts him that she wants to encourage him yet again to play CDs of his music 

while they sit at her booth.  The suggestion is stifled in a rough, open-mouthed kiss that tastes of coffee.  

Teeth crash into parted lips, but only she winces, keeping the comment to herself.  There is no other 

option but to sit in the lawn chairs they brought and wait for customers. 

- - - - - 

The sun peaks and dries the grass but doesn’t manage to remove the coolness from the air.  She is glad 

she wore her sweater since the entire market is under a canopy of trees.  Jimmy, however, has made 

another bad choice in clothing; he sits in a patch of sunlight outside the edges of the market.  She can 

see his neon green t-shirt from her booth. 

From where he sits, he spies her watching him, and he throws his arm up then stands and walks away.  

The gesture could mean anything, but a quick check of the courthouse clock confirms that it is noon.  He 

has gone in search of lunch. 

Rumbling from her stomach makes her wish she’d eaten breakfast; she knows Jimmy’s quest for food 

will be sidetracked several times when something interesting catches his eye.  They won’t eat before 

one o’clock at the earliest. 

Further worsening the problem is the fact that he is a notoriously picky eater, shunning the sandwiches 

and salads most vendors will make up on the spot per request.  One time, he returned with a jar of 

homemade bread and butter pickles and strawberry-rhubarb jam to be eaten on the sleeve of Ritz 

crackers he kept in the van.  She immediately knew he wouldn’t like the flavors of the items he chose, 

but she was too hungry to argue.  The hors d'oeuvre-like lunch washed down with lemonade suited her 

just fine, but he left most of his untouched. 

Yet it isn’t his choice of food that concerns her the most; she is worried about where Jimmy’s 

wanderings will take him.  There is one booth at the market she wishes he would never visit.  Henna 

tattoos and herbal tea, exotic spices and imported jewelry are just a few of the outlandish things 

Samaria sells at her stall.  There are saris from India, sandals from Saudi Arabia, and jade from Japan.  If 



only that woman would have left with the rest of Jimmy’s band members.  There is absolutely nothing 

here for her now that the lease on the cabin is up and the owner sold it to a land developer. 

Several more customers browse her booth, each leaving with a paper-wrapped purchase, when Jimmy 

finally comes back.  She nearly drops the cash in her hand when she sees him pulling a laughing, kimono 

clad Samaria behind him.  Her eyes flash over the unwelcome woman before she turns to fiddle with the 

lock on her cashbox, her throat tight and dry. 

Red creeps up her ears and she looks around wildly to gauge the reaction of those nearest when Jimmy 

and Samaria unfold a blanket in front of her booth and unpack a picnic lunch.  He beckons to her, a smile 

nearly pushing his cheeks into his eyes.  Samaria kneels perfectly in her kimono, hands resting on her lap 

and fingertips barely touching; a Middle Eastern geisha. 

Her stomach lurches but not with hunger.  How she hates Jimmy right now and loathes Samaria’s 

ridiculous outfit.  Yet she sits cross-legged on the corner of the blanket and obediently receives her 

square plate and chopsticks like a child.  Who the hell brings real dishes to the market?  She cannot lift 

her head to meet Samaria’s eyes. 

The merciful hand of God clouds the sky and sends a rain shower halfway through the meal she cannot 

choke down.  Jimmy and Samaria laugh as they snatch items and jam them into the picnic basket, 

spilling food within and stacking plates in such a way that the lid will not close.  They toss her off the 

corner of the blanket when they yank it up before sprinting toward Samaria’s stall. 

Customers run for their vehicles, but the vendors peek between the branches and scrutinize the sky, 

trying to decide whether or not they want to wait out the storm or call it a day.  She opts for the later 

and removes her sketches from their shelves to rewrap them.  The last picture she grabs is the one she 

completed that morning. 

She holds the frame in both hands as she stares at the perfectly portrayed sketch.  It has been over two 

weeks since she spied the farm while driving through the neighboring county, yet every leaf and blade of 

grass, every nail head and doorknob, every cobweb and flake of paint has a life of its own, jumping off 

the paper, to greet the viewer with stunning clarity. 

What you see is what you get, her mother said, so give them what you see. 

A careful observer will take the time to find the fireplace in the shadows of the front room, the sunlight 

streaming through the hole in the roof, illuminating the staircase.  They will be amazed when they 

discover they can see all the way through the front windows to those on the back of the house and on 

out to the meadow behind where a butterfly alights on a wild rose.  This kind of artwork doesn’t happen 

by accident; it is the result of patient observation. 

Jimmy hasn’t been paying attention, but then neither has she.  

A quick glace in the direction her lover ran reveals  Jimmy’s hand on Samaria’s elbow as he guides her 

beneath an awning and shields her from the rain with his body.  She sees him lean into Samaria, gently 



brushing loose hair from her damp cheek, his face bent toward her ear, making her flinch in mock 

surprise and place a hand over his heart. 

A tap on her shoulder reclaims her focus from the painful scene, and she turns to look into the smiling 

face of the artist stationed on her right.  Together, they gather her artwork and take it to the van.  As 

they return, they pass the friends who gave her gifts earlier in the day, carrying the walls of her booth 

and loading them for her.  The lawn chairs and scraps of litter are picked up, each stashed in the proper 

place, and then handshakes of thanks are given all around.  An invitation to a soup supper is extend by 

the woman who gave her the carrots.  She accepts. 

With her hands gripping the wheel, she sits alone in the van, waiting to see if she will leave the market 

unaccompanied.  The seconds tick by, and she turns the ignition, adjusts the rearview mirror, but there 

is nothing to see behind her. 

The old beast lurches as she shifts her feet on the pedals and puts it in gear.  Even with a crack snaking 

its way across the windshield, the view ahead is clear.  The van creeps forward, gravel crunching 

beneath the tires as it gains speed.  Her foot hovers over the brake in case customers cross her path as 

they look for their vehicles but is never depressed; her departure gains momentum. 

Just as she reaches the edge of driveway leading into the market, three desperate thumps reverberate 

in the hollow cavern of the van, and she jams her foot down.  The van skids to a stop, and Jimmy’s 

anxious, annoyed face appears in the driver’s side window.  He shrugs his shoulder and shakes his head.  

His mouth hangs open with an unasked question as she quickly rolls down the window, the crank 

sticking and squealing.  Neither speaks. 

A stroke of luck has placed the picture she created that morning beside her on the passenger seat.  Even 

wrapped, she recognizes it by its size.  Without hesitation, she picks up the picture and hands it to 

Jimmy through the open window.  Before she drives away she says, “When you’re able to see this, come 

find me.” 


