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As Robert sat before the canvas he remembered the aftermath—the emails he had sent, the dismal poetry on his old Myspace, and the dark clothes he had donned. Scarlet rose, spreading up from his neck and across his forehead as he recalled the suicide notes, the razor he had kept in his sock drawer. If only she had been able to see him as he let the blade graze his flesh… as the blood seeped out. Then she would have realized, wouldn’t she? She would have realized that she was making a mistake—she would have seen how much he loved her. Of course, those were just the futile phantasms produced by the mind of a stupid teenager. Robert hoisted his knee up and rested the sole of his loafer on the support bar of his stool as he leaned forward a bit. He rested his right hand on his thigh, just above the knee, feeling the coolness of his blue jeans. After shaking his head slightly he swallowed, as if trying to drown the sticky feeling of guilt that creeping up from his stomach.


His hand guided the paint over the canvas before him as Wagner drifted through the air from the stereo on the other side of the studio apartment. After adjusting the glasses perched upon his nose, he reached up and ran his fingertips across the back of his head, remembering what it felt like when she used to put her hands there as they kissed. He paused in his painting for a moment and felt her warm, thin body pressing up against his own as his hands, trembling and hesitant, considered reaching into places they shouldn’t. Even as he sat upon his stool, paintbrush in hand, he felt that same tingle, itching through his fingertips like a low electric shock as he traced his hands around the sides of her body, inching ever closer to the area he had never touched—or even seen. Yet, somehow, her elbows always slid down and stopped him. Did she know? He had always panicked at the thought that she would see into his mind—see what he thought, what he wanted.


He remembered a curious smile that crossed her face as they pulled back from a vigorous kiss in the parking lot after school. Her elbows had come down. His hands were still tingling. He remembered seeing a twinkle in her dark brown eyes—brown like some sort of dark amber and gleaming with a warm, inward light… the sort of soft, mellow light that comes forth from a budding candle flame in the darkness. His brush got busy once more, bringing together a stream of colors on his palette, attempting to recreate that same glow, rush, and beauty. He felt like a dunce apprentice, perched upon his stool like a spider monkey, as he tried and tried again to bring together those colors in the way that only God was able. Eventually he had to settle for a color that only succeeded in coming close to the image he held in his mind of her eyes—he knew that the inadequacy of the color would always haunt him if he ever managed to finish the painting.


After a long while he stood up and stretched. The very bottom of his stomach dared to peek out from under his grey sweater as he reached for the ceiling.


“Bobby,” she had told him, “you should eat more. You’re way too thin.”


“I eat all the time,” he had protested. He could see her, swinging in the park as he sat moving himself back and forth, dragging his feet on the pea gravel. He watched as her hair—black like midnight—fluttered and flapped as she propelled herself higher and higher. It was dark—the orange glow of the nearest streetlamp caught on her glossy strands of hair as she swung upwards, illuminating her dark locks for a moment before they plunged, invisible, back into night. She giggled, and the sound of her voice made a tremor run through Robert’s heart as he turned his back to the painting and rubbed his weary eyes.


The painting was nearly done. He knew that he had to finish it. Yet… he had been working on it for so long now. The past three weeks seemed like three years. And maybe they were. How could he be sure? He had inhaled the smell of oil paint for so long now as he so diligently crafted her hands, her nose, her hair…


“You’re so good at drawing,” she had whispered to him one day in the park as he sketched. “I wish I could do that.” She was bending over him, sitting in the grass with her heart-shaped chin resting on his shoulder. He glanced at her and grinned as he saw that she had tucked a little yellow wildflower behind her ear. It stood out brightly against the darkness of her hair—yellow sunlight against black velvet.


“I could draw you,” he offered as he flipped to a fresh page. “Go sit next to that tree.” She had smiled at him and shook her head slightly.


“No,” she said. He could see her thinking—she had been doing that a lot lately. He knew that she was thinking something, but she refused to tell him what. He remembered the rush of fear and the panic that gripped his stomach and flooded his senses. What was she thinking? Robert remembered calling her later that evening and she didn’t answer. He remembered calling again and leaving a message.


“Uh. Hey… yeah, I called you just now… I guess maybe you’re not next to your phone…” he had hung up, but the fear persisted. He somehow knew that she was next to her phone. But, then again, what if she wasn’t? Then he was being afraid for nothing—he was being possessive and obsessive. Hadn’t she called him that once? He couldn’t remember, but he was afraid that she had. What if she had mentioned it in passing? What if she was trying to send him a signal?


Hurriedly, he had dialed her number again. “Uh. Hey… am I bothering you? I don’t mean to seem obsessive, or whatever… I just really miss you.” He had hung up even faster that time, now afraid that she really was away from her phone. Now when she came back she would hear his messages. What if those messages made her doubt their relationship?


Robert walked to the fridge and got a beer before sitting down on the couch and flipping on the television. He could hear sirens outside his window and realized just how common they were these days. He supposed that he shouldn’t be surprised. Boston was a large city. The neighbor above him was playing Rock Band again, so Robert turned up his own television to drown out the thumping of the bass and the clacking of drumsticks on fake drums. His channel surfing eventually came to rest on a news program, and he watched it absentmindedly for a time, occasionally taking a drink from his beer. He glanced over his shoulder at the canvas that stood in a spotlight of incandescent lighting near the bookcase. It was so near completion—and yet so far. He looked to his right at the empty spot on the couch beside him and longed to see her there, her legs curled up underneath her as she placed her head on his shoulder. He closed his eyes for a moment and imagined her there, looking up at him and whispering, “I love you, Bobby.”


“I don’t love you, Bobby,” she said on that cold February day. He stood still on the sidewalk as the wind ripped through his jacket. He felt his heart slow and his mind numb. She was saying something else, but he couldn’t hear her words as “I don’t love you,” echoed in his mind. There were tears in her eyes—glittering in those dark, beautiful eyes. The red lips that had kissed his were now chapped with the cold and said more heart-wrenching things like, “I’m sorry I ever said that I loved you,” and “I hope we can be friends again sometime.”


“Why?” he found himself asking. “Why? What…” he shook his head and tried to reach out and grab her hands, but she pulled back and pushed her hands down into her jacket pockets.


“I’m sorry, Bobby,” she mumbled. “Bye.” She had pushed past him, and that was the last time they had touched… until today.


Robert finished his beer and stepped back over to the painting and looked at it, his legs spread shoulder-length apart as he inspected his work.


He had run into her at the bakery on the corner. She was wearing that same old jacket she had from senior year of high school and had a scarf around her neck. He knew that it was her as soon as he entered the shop. He had stopped in his tracks and did not even notice as the door to the bakery slammed against his shoulder as it attempted to close. He was still, like a human doorstop, increasingly aware of the thumping of his heart in his chest. After a moment the cold rush of winter air shook him back into his senses and he finished stepping into the shop. What was she doing here, in Boston? He knew that he would have to say something—he couldn’t just ignore her.


He was behind her when she stepped up to the counter. He decided that he would wait until she turned around after ordering. She spoke to the cashier, paid for her muffin, and then turned.


He expected to see her eyes widen. He expected to have her cry out, “Oh my gosh! Bobby! What are you doing here?” He figured they would do the side hug, but he would be okay with that. He knew that she would be astounded that he was actually making a living as an artist—not a good living, but she had always respected his art. For a moment his imagination leapt forward. He would ask her on a date and she would accept. He saw himself sitting with her, laughing, then reaching over and kissing her. This was his chance.


As she turned around, Robert saw that her hand was on her stomach, drawing attention to the swollen state of her belly. She was pregnant, and she had a wedding band on her finger—he could see the glint of the precious metal in the florescent lighting of the shop. 


“Bobby?” she said. For a moment, Robert didn’t respond. He remembered standing there like an idiot, stunned, astounded, and silent.


“How are you?” she asked warmly, throwing an arm around him as he nervously placed his gloved hand on her back. Touching her felt cold—he did not feel the tingle or the rush. It felt wrong—all of it was so wrong. This was not how it was supposed to be.


Robert remembered stuttering and stammering a bit about his work. She was happy for him, of course. Of course she was happy for him. A moment later she introduced him to a man about his own age—he was tall with golden hair. When he stood next to her, the brightness of his hair stood out against her dark locks. As he put his arm around her, Robert saw that he was wearing an Omega wristwatch, and as soon as he noticed this, Robert realized with a jolt how nice his clothes were—brand name and well cared for. He remembered feeling the man crush his hand a bit when they greeted one another.


“Ah, Bobby,” he had said, and Robert remembered feeling the scarlet rush across his forehead. Of course… of course she had spoken about him before… this meant that he knew everything that “Bobby” had done… the emails, the phone messages, the three months of aftermath. It was for this reason that he could say, “Ah, Bobby,” as if the two had met before. Robert remembered the penetrating look in the man’s eyes and could almost hear him thinking, “I know what you put her through.”


Robert stepped back from the painting and sighed a deep sigh. Silently, he walked over to the bookshelf and placed the empty beer bottle on top. His footsteps echoed in the empty studio as he walked back over to the painting and scrutinized it up close. She was sitting there, beneath the tree, in that pair of old blue jeans that were her favorite. She was barefoot and holding a yellow wildflower in her hand. Her eyes stared out at him and she smiled, but her smile seemed to taunt him. He could see the wetness glistening on her bottom lip and the glow in her eyes, but now her gaze seemed almost sarcastic. Grabbing the painting in both hands he picked it up from the easel and threw it to the other side of the room. 


It landed with the painting facing upwards, towards the ceiling, as it skidded to a halt against the opposite wall. Robert nearly stormed over to it, intending to smash it in—crush her image underneath the sole of his foot. But he stopped and forced himself to slow his breathing. For a moment, time seemed to slow. Robert could feel his heart pounding in his chest and pushed his glasses back up the bridge of his nose with a swift, jerky motion. For an instant, he seemed to think of nothing—he just looked at the canvas that lay flat on the floor and listened to the faint sound of Wagner and the distant blaring of car horns. Slowly, he walked over to the painting and looked down at it.


He saw a girl, beautiful and young, sitting beneath an oak tree. She did not look sarcastic or taunting. Rather, she just smiled and looked out at him. Those beautiful brown eyes gazed out, welcoming and filled with life. Robert’s hands tingled slightly as he picked up the canvas and carefully placed it back on the easel.


Now, the painting just had to dry. It might take days. It might take weeks, but it would dry, as every painting must. Then maybe, just maybe, he would finally be done with it.
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