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The blue bus from Naples puffed diesel clouds as it wound around another hairpin turn.
Brent put his mouth close to the window cracked open near his seat. The fumes, the
creaking metal chassis and steep cliffs that the bus seemed to lean over contributed to his
nausea. The window would not open further for more fresh air. So at stops Brent
carefully placed his forehead on the cool metal bar that supported the old vinyl seat.

The few Italians and North American students on the bus looked at him. They all knew
he was going to be sick and they wanted some early indication of which direction and
how far so they could avoid him.

Brent wondered if he should explain himself. How he was a commercia artist reduced to
computer photo montages and touch ups for a scandal magazine. He got downsized
during the latest merger, replaced by the pimply-faced kid he trained. Should he explain
that at thirty-four with no girlfriend and meager savings he decided to make one last
attempt to be areal artist? Brent had decided he needed a glamorous locale to be his
muse. A cable travel show put him on aquest to get to the beautiful Amalfi Coast. He
would find his art in Positano, if he could just keep his lunch down.

The bus stopped on the road at the top of the hill. After grabbing his bags, Brent looked
out over the landscape he could not see before because of the queasiness. Positano was a
hollow in the mountains with many small white, pink, yellow and red buildings
embracing the hill, half chiseled into the cliff and half terraced outward, with many
arched windows like open eyes |ooking at the blue water below. The sun had finished its
daily arc and was disappearing behind the mountains to hisright. It shot yellow strands
of light and color across the rooftops and walls. The only movement he saw were people
walking on the few streets visible
among the quiet homes and shops.

But if Brent came to discover
Positano, he wastoo late. Everyone
else had discovered it already. The
village in May was filled with people
from many corners of the world.
And they all had the foresight to
book aroom in advance. Brent had
walked down to the beach thinking
he would want a stay there. He
admired for amoment the small
mosaic gold domed church sitting at
the end of the road near the beach. There were no hotels down there. He began walking
up the hill, across a bridge over a small stream and through a patch of trees, the only
arbor cover in the village proper. On the slow climb back up the hill he realized that the




A Positano Epiphany © 2008 Michael Molinglli

rooms got less expensive the further up. Finally up the hill from the busstop, where he
started, he found a single story pension with aroom at areasonable rate. The old man at
the counter spoke little English but was very friendly as he showed Brent where room
dodici was. The conventional concept of inside and outside, so definitively demarcated
in American buildings, was ambiguous here. Did they go out of the building to get to his
room or was he always inside? Brent was also used to a wheelchair accessible lifestyle in
the USA so the constant steps up and down as they moved from one room to another
seemed exciting and exotic.

Not far from his room he found a hosteria on the Via Pasitea with big and beautiful
family that placed him at a comfortable table. As American, he ate supper far too early
so the place was empty when he arrived. Brent grew up on processed foods.
Consequently al he ever ordered in Italy was spaghetti with tomato sauce. He had
learned the word for meatballs — pol petti — and wondered why they never put it on the
plate with the spaghetti, but brought it afterwards. With the comfort of familiar food and
the site of beautiful Italian girls serving the guests, Brent was assured he had found the
place to discover his art.

It only took Brent aweek to settlein to hislife as an artist in Positano. He would walk
from the top of the hill down the many steps and passages. Some days he would park
himself on an innocuous stone platform with a good view down to the sea, but most days
he would go directly to the beach with his kit and easel. He setup on the western curve of
the bay. Each day he would see a cast of characters predictable in their routine. Each
evening he would return to the hosteria and eat with his portfolio of canvases by his
table. Eventually the owner, Giacomo, an older man of Napoleonic proportions, would
ask to see the work. Giacomo gave surprisingly prescient advice on composition and
how Brent should not let the reality of what he saw get in the way of the emotion of what
wasthere. Brent asked him how he knew so much about art. Giacomo responded in
labored English, “ThisisItaly, we al know about art.”

Each day from the pension where he had a morning café and bread smothered in apricot
jam and butter, he saw the earliest risers, who were the few fishermen returning from a
pre-dawn excursion. By the time he was on the beach with his easel to catch the morning
sun, the businessmen in suits walked across the sand and stepped into a small boat that
would row them into the bay to meet the morning hydrofoil to Naples. Before the sun
reached its apex the beach would be filled with an assortment of characters essentia to
the landscape.

Most of the people were beach goers on vacation. There were few Italians there and no
Positano natives. The locales were too busy working to afford the luxury of lounging on
the beach. They would need to toil al day just to get afew momentsto takein the
scenery, as the sun would set. It was often long after the tourists had gone back to their
hotels - bored by the hours of inactivity on the beach. Since the sunset was always there,
the natives usually put off that small enjoyment to another day. It wastoo easy to put it
off for weeks at atime.
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On the shore, the tourists seemed to naturally group themselves by native language like
flocks of birds. Theloud gulls, the German speakers, gathered together on the crafted
stone plateaus on far side of the beach. The Arab and Farsi speakers would move their
beach chairsin and out with the tide like sand pipers. The English speakers occupied the
center, rotating their chairs with the sun as terns rotate to face the wind. Just before the
grounded boats, the Italians planted themselvesin a close huddle like aflock of pelicans,
close where Brent stood on arock painting.

One standout among the Italians was more flamingo than pelican. Brent found out he
was named Lucio. He would stand among all the reclined beach goers and preen
endlessly. Brent imaged Lucio narrating his actionsto himself: | will stand now and
stretch each leg so the women can see the powerful muscles of my thigh that cradle my
amply strong buttocks. My amazing thrusting abilities will entice and excite all these
women. Perhaps, | should bend over to touch my toes and stand, so the amazing
protuberance that is my phallus will shock the young women. “Lucio!” they will exclaim
with delight. See now how | rub my neck with my bent arm and how the muscles of
shoulders surge with vibrant twitches. Lucio would amuse himself with his own body for
hours.

During these outings, Brent would paint the landscape trying to capture the light. He was
working in oils since it was the most classical medium. He started with large glops of
paint troweled high on the canvas with his palette knife, but thought the painting looked
too much like cakeicing. He recalled the painters of the masters that did not revea any
technique. So he scrapped off the canvas and tried to make each stroke disappear. It
required patient labors to set down atone and wait for it to dry. After two weeks, he had
not finished one canvas.

During this time many of the passersby felt the need to comment on his painting. Most
might give a polite bene, others would nod with awrinkled chin. Itirritated Brent
because things were not going well. He was used to sketching in United States where
people considered it an affront to talk to him while he was working. At home they would
let him struggle with his presumed talent in private.

One of the days when it was not going particularly well, awoman walked up from the
white sand in her bright red one-piece and bright yellow throw that cloaked her body.
She wore awide brim white hat with athick yellow band that matched the throw and
oversized red sunglasses. Brent had noticed her days earlier. She stood out because she
was alarge American. Europeansjust did not come in that size. She was one of those
women who gained weight and gained sex appeal. Thelir bodies don’t become round but
curvy and voluptuous. This American’s face was smooth and pointed. Her hair painted a
vibrant blonde...the kind only the best colorists could do. She was beautiful. Any why
should she not be beautiful just because she was not fashionably thin?

“You apanter?’ she asked stating the obvious. Brent nodded. “Can | see? Brent
gestured yes by opening the space between his hands holding the brush and palette.
“Very good. You' re American aren’t. | could tell, you're not smoking.” Habitually
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Brent glanced down at women’s hands to see a ring. There were none. He guessed she
was in her forties. Too beautiful to never have been married, probably divorced.

During the next half hour Brent
learned that her name wasdnn,
she was divorced, from California
but never really had aspirations to
be an actress. She was content to
be a kept woman. He confirmed
that she was in her early forties
based on popultural references in
her biography. Brent told him little
about imself partially because he
was not talkative but also he got
very little chance to get a word in.
She talked him into allowing her to
sit for him that afternoon. He
reluctantly agreed to meet her in
her room which she said had good
light after the middg siesta.

Later in her room, the charcoal sketch on the canvas was done easily. It didn’t really
look like her but it was for proportion only. He captured enough of the face and the
shoulders. He was going to leave the drape of the sheet acrossasés anel body for

later. He was too interested in painting the face. The first smears of paint obliterated his
sketch and he was forced to redraw with strokes of pink. The color was wrong. There
was no warmth to the skin and the cheeks got too bigldaricature. He tried starting

with the eyes. They looked like two blue dots on white dots on a fuzzy peach. This was
not working.

Luann grew impatient. She did not expect this to take hours. She would clear her throat,
grimace and rpaste the srie on her face. “I did some modeling in college,” she said.

“Not for artists or anything, a photographer. But he was too creepy. | suppose if there
had been an Internet back then, they would have shown up on a website.” Brent grunted
acknowledgementHe was concentrating too much on his work to talk or complain that
Luann was moving her mouth. “I tried out for cheerleader in high school, | was tiny back
then.” Luann felt obligated to talk of her peak of physical perfection. She felt fat by
compari®n with her teenage years and needed to justify to Brent that she was worthy of
being painted.

Brent could not bother with conversation. “What am I? A hairdresser?” he thought as he
tried to work on the shoulders and arms thinking fresh easy temitigiyt bring
inspiration.

Another hour passed and the sun light was changing. Brent was panicked. He had

nothing to show for the day. The light was going. He moved to Luann still posed and
now quiet having exhausted all her conversation. She tooeskéistracted from the
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