
Chapter 5

“A work of art!” Peter thought, waking up to a beautiful sunny Saturday morning in San 
Francisco, opening the window shades to let the warm light in.  It was September, the month that 
gives locals their blue sky Summer, after two months of fog, something like a second Spring.  He 
rushed to the living room to see if the painting was still there, or had only been a dream.

There it stood, a monument before his clothes and his painter’s things, with the same 
strange qualities he had dreamed of.  The image – and what could it be to the viewer but a 
furious explosion of brushstrokes in bluish tones? – still recalled the experience of encountering 
beauty, a little more than 24 hours ago.  But he liked the other image, the scene composed of his 
living-room, the painting in the middle, the clothes, the shoes, abandoned there not only as an 
offering, but as if the artist had put all of himself into it.  As if, in fact, the artist had ascended to 
the heavens of his own art.

This scene would be his next painting.  He would leave it untouched, leave the left shoe 
defiantly raised heel up over the other shoe, and refrain from wearing any of the clothes so 
randomly, yet perfectly, laid before him.  He returned to his room to look for his camera, in case 
something happened between now and his return from work.

For he had to go to work, it was Saturday and the sign on the door of his framing shop 
said he opened at 10 o'clock.  On Saturdays, people came with new projects for their living 
room, perhaps something they bought the night before at a gallery on their way out of a trendy 
restaurant.  And on Saturdays, those who had left their art for Peter to frame on the previous 
Saturday came to pick it up, eager to hang it.

There was only time for a quick hot shower, and a healthy bowl of cereal.  He would get 
coffee somewhere on his way.  Oh, how he wished he could pass by the Marina district, to stop 
at that magical cafe where the subject of his painting probably was busy serving coffee to 
morning joggers with gigantic 3-wheel strollers.  He supposed, as he turned the hot water faucet 
to its maximum, that the coffee shops of the Castro didn't pay as well.  The rents in the Castro 
were so high that only coffee chains opened there, and he could not envision his muse in a 
barista uniform.  It was also true there was no shortage of cute guys serving coffee on this side of 
the hill, Peter realized.  Perhaps he had only been an older man who, like everyone else, 
appreciated the eye candy wherever it appeared.

Walking from his place in the Mission to his shop in the Castro, however, he could select 
any one of a few cafes where the new generation of young workers flocked before heading back 
to their computers.  Peter wasn't sure how to call them, a new category of people to mock or 
despise if you felt you had found San Francisco before it became trendy.  The new people were 
just different, young, and paid well enough for landlords to find tricks around rent control.  Peter 
hoped that his landlord, who now lived in San Rafael, would not start paying attention to the 
trend.  Peter found coffee at Faye's video and espresso bar, where he had a frequent fill-up card, 
and continued his walk towards the Castro, swerving like a drunk man around the dogs on their 
Saturday morning parade. 
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At 10 o'clock his first thought, after turning the sign in his window to “Open,” was to 
make sure he could find the time to pick up a canvas at the art supply store on Market Street. 
Following their Saturday pattern, his customers would leave him such opportunity some time 
around 3pm.  The first customer arrived, predictably, at 10:05.

Saturdays were easier when his partner Bill was alive.  Peter, then, still had his Monday 
to Friday job in Silicon Valley, helped with the customers while Bill worked on fixing last-
minute orders, or longer-term projects when the workload lightened up.  Bill had lived upstairs 
for nearly 20 years, and Peter had felt like a guest for a year or two when they decided to become 
domestic partners.  It was only in his last years of life that Bill had determined they should also 
become business partners as a way to leave everything he owned to Peter.  After Bill's death, 
however, Peter found he couldn't continue living upstairs, where he saw more ghosts than actual 
people.  Living away from the shop gave him enough distance and forced him to go out every 
day.

And the walks became longer, giving Peter the opportunity to exercise and meditate.  In 
this particular rush to the art supply store, his thoughts gravitated around the scene he had left at 
the apartment.  Perhaps he could add a couple of colors to his palette for the occasion?  Perhaps 
he had seen shadows in the scene where there had been no light source nor any person or object 
to define it?  Even the original painting might project a new image onto the new painting.  Peter's 
mind was racing and he was glad to be brought back to earth by the shopping and by returning to 
end the day at his shop.

* * * * *

He had arranged for Amanda to deliver him a small pizza at home for his combined lunch 
and dinner while painting.  He also picked up a couple of beers, and his favorite rice chips. 
Everything was laid out in the corner of his living room where they would not interfere with the 
scene, when Peter realized in an awkward moment that he would need the easel to hold the new 
canvas.  “No,” he thought, devising an alternative with kitchen chairs and duct tape.  He turned 
off his cell phone, and was ready to start.

The kinetics of painting cleared the chaos in his thoughts after a few minutes, as if seeing 
the brightness of the day through a just-washed window.  Shapes were starting to form, 
bypassing the interferences of the left side of the brain which would dictate their structural 
integrity.  Peter had not been in this state in a long time.  He had never been in this state for any 
length of time.  He was entering his art in the way his art was expressing it metaphorically, 
euphorically.

The light in the living room had gradually changed, and he jokingly noticed the window 
in his painting had a supernatural aura about it.  The scene became darker, both in reality and in 
Peter's mind.  It was time to stop before he would impulsively pick up a kitchen knife and stab 
his creation, as a voice in his head suggested, a voice he had not heard in a very long time.  A 
voice he had learned to resist and reject, in an unorthodox way taught to him by a yoga 
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instructor.  He let everything drop, raised his arms up in the air, and stretched.  And breathed. 
The new painting transformed into an intimate beauty expressing the same state of ecstasy as 
when he had finished the first one.  It needed to remain untouched.  On his way to his bedroom, 
Peter amused himself with the concept that there could be a new series of paintings, each 
containing the sum total of all the preceding ones.  Feelings piled up, and he wasn't sure how to 
explain the spontaneous crying, the need to tell himself everything would be OK, as a child who 
just lost confidence that the world of adults would ever welcome him.

* * * * *

In the morning, he had a strong temptation to throw away everything he had done.  Who 
was he to think that these two paintings could be worth more than the canvas and the paint that 
had been applied to it?  His living room was a mess, and pizza and beer had been left on the floor 
to be found by any passing explorator ant.  He picked up the food and the empty beer bottles to 
throw away, came back with a broom and dust pan to clean up.  He picked up the clothes, moved 
the two paintings near the door to take out he wondered where.  They could serve as frame 
demonstrators, he thought, at the shop.  Meaningless art by an anonymous artist used to show off 
a new style of frame.

He wanted to steer his mind away from the painting, and away from his business 
concerns (the end of the month was approaching, there were invoices to pay, bills to collect). 
When Bill was alive, they had a Sunday morning ritual of breakfast in bed, the Sunday papers, 
and coffee.  Now the emptiness of Sunday mornings drove him crazy.  Maybe he was crazy, he 
had often thought.  Moody, at least, he considered, thinking of how he'd been elated by the last 
two nights' work, to find himself so deflated on Sunday.

It was the morning clouds that did that, he thought.  Every month had a peculiar weather 
pattern that influenced his mood, and he was sure he was not alone.  They even had a name and 
acronym for it, Seasonal Affective Disorder, SAD, and in San Francisco the seasons swung one's 
mood like a pendulum.

If he rushed to it, he could find a comfortable armchair at a cafe on Valencia before the 
writers invaded it with their computers.  He assumed they were writers, with their notebook 
computers the modern version of the typewriter, more discrete and more portable.  Their 
presence at the cafe betrayed, perhaps as for Peter, their need to escape the walls of their room 
echoing the sudden silence of Sunday.

And what if, imitating the writers, he took pencil and paper to chronicle the stillness that 
characterized those Sundays?  That became a goal, the carrot hanging in front of him to force 
him to take a step outside, and let the day pass.

At the end of the day, Peter returned to his apartment with renewed confidence in his art. 
He had spent the day looking around him aimlessly, sitting inside a cafe where he could freely 
draw different subjects: an unusual nose, beautiful eyes, the curvature of one's back when 
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working at a computer, and simple objects such as coffee mugs and spoons.  In the process, he 
had regained enthusiasm for his project, the beautiful Max – he now allowed himself to call his 
muse by his real name – and the two paintings leaning against the wall as if ready to be shot dead 
now had ascended to the ranks of #1 and #2 in a long series.  He would frame them, tomorrow, 
and let them adorn the windows of his shop, as publicity for both his art and his framing.  They 
would say to the world, here you can get frames like this for your art, and let yourself be 
immersed in beauty while you wait.
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