                                    


                         


                                                                                                                                                                         


                                                                  





                                                                The Face


                                                                      By Ronald S. Dondiego











Sharon was an exquisitely formed woman.  Her figure was a perfect model size.  Her face was beautiful; it could have been chiseled in ivory by Pygmalion himself.  Her eyes shone with a breathtaking luminosity.  They were like the color of a Coral Sea, reflecting perfectly a summer sky at break of day.  But unfortunately, despite her fine symmetry and perfect features, she was a photographer’s nightmare.





She would always show up late for photo-shoots, act like a taciturn shrew, and often upset the crew with her willful ways.  But when shooting on location on the streets of New York, she would attract the attention of all but the most indifferent New Yorker.





If asked why she was so difficult to get along with, she would invariably reply, “I’m the best model in the business and no one tells me what to do.”


 


And it was true: not even Cindy Crawford or Claudia Schiffer or Tyra Banks could hold a candle to her beauty.  But she was heartless.  And she was utterly self absorbed.  Somewhat like the fabled youth, Narcissus, who had looked at his own comely face reflected in a limpid pool and fallen deeply in love with his own image.





As for Sharon’s reputation, it was echoed by the media and throughout the industry as “the beautiful princess with the heart of stone.”





                                                                     ***





Pasqual Santiago was driving his taxi up Center Street.  He had just dropped off a young lady in Brooklyn Heights, a neighborhood that was located just over the Brooklyn Bridge.  It was two a.m. in the morning and the ride coming back over the bridge into Manhattan had gone smoothly.  The traffic had been sparse, the breeze refreshing, and the cool jazz that came from the speakers of the dashboard was extremely soothing to Pasqual’s ears.                   





So Pasqual was in a pleasant mood as he crossed Canal Street on his way uptown in the eternal quest for passengers who looked both reasonably safe and sober.





Finally, an attractive couple who was standing on the corner of Spring Street and West Broadway hailed him.





The couple got in quickly and the man asked from behind the partition if Pasqual would take him to the corner of Eighty Fourth Street and Madison Avenue.





“Certainly,”  answered Pasqual in a friendly voice.


Pasqual drove up Park Avenue, not because there were more red lights than on Madison, but because he like the view.





In Particular, he liked the ramp that wound around Grand Central Station and The Met Life Building.  From there he could see the magnificent statue of Mercury high atop Grand Central Station.  Mercury was the wing-footed messenger of the gods.   He was also the god of commerce.                             





“It’s so beautiful,”  Pasqual said aloud to himself, forgetting for a moment that there were passengers in the back seat of his taxi.                                                                   





This statement piqued the man’s curiosity.





“What’s so beautiful?”  he asked.





“Why, the statue of the god, Mercury,”  Pasqual said in an amused tone of voice.





“Yes, it is beautiful,”  repeated the woman faintly.





“Yes,”  said Pasqual.  “It’s a true vision.”





“A true vision of what?”  asked the man.





“Of the victory of the artist over the brutal geometry of the city.”





The man smiled.





“You must be a poet or else a writer of sorts.  Let me see.”





The man now looked at Pasqual’s hack license, which displayed his photo and his name.  





“Pasqual Santiago.  That’s a grand name, my friend.  Are you Spanish?”





“I’m part Italian, part Irish, and part Greek.  My Grandfather on my father’s side was from Chile.”





“And where were you born?”  asked the attractive woman as she ran her fingers seductively through her thick, auburn hair and stared at Pasqual’s photo I.D.





“I was born in Brooklyn,”  said Pasqual.  “Brooklyn U.S.A.”


	


Then they laughed.  There was something very funny in the way Pasqual had said Brooklyn U.S.A.


“So what do you do when you’re not driving a cab?”  asked the man as he checked his Mavado watch to see how late it was.








“I’m a painter,”   said Pasqual.





“And how old are you?”  asked the man.








“I’m forty,” replied Pasqual,  puzzled as to why the man had inquired about his age.





“Have you ever had an exhibition at a gallery her in New York?”  asked the woman.





“No,”  was Pasqual’s terse reply.





“Can you name some of your favorite painters?”  was her next question.





“Picasso.  Van Gogh.  Monet.  Gaugin.  Rivera.  Van Dyck.  Rembrandt.  I could go on.”





“I see,”  said the man.  “But why Rembrandt?”





“For the light, my friend.  It’s just so perfect, so otherworldly.  It’s as if it comes from an unseen source, or from a higher plane ... it’s impossible to fathom its source.  For me there is such great mystery in Rembrandt’s work.”


                                    


Pasqual now pulled up to the southwest corner of Eighty Fourth Street and Madison Avenue.  The man paid the fare, tipped him generously, then handed him his card.





“My name is on the card Mr. Santiago.  I’m John Gold and I own the Optimum Gallery, one of the most prestigious galleries in New York.  





“Just give me a call and come by with some slides of your work.  You do have slides, don’t you?”





“Yes, I do,”  replied Pasqual, his voice slightly quavering, his hands slightly sweating as he accepted the cash and then the card.





“Thank you so much, Mr. Gold,” said Pasqual.





“Call me John.  I’m very interested in seeing some of your work.”





“Okay,” said Pasqual as he watched the couple leave his cab.





For a brief moment, he felt silent inside.  But then he articulated his joy and shouted, “Yaw Hoo!”





Then he sped away in a mad rush to go home and get to work on his presentation.





                                                                    ***





“Anyone who gives birth to something new is condemned in this world.  We’re bound by tradition, steeped, as it were, in the mire of mediocrity.  But his Pasqual ... this is sheer genius!”





Pasqual did not know what to say as he sat in John Gold’s office on Madison Avenue in awe of the enthusiasm he read on John Gold’s face.





John’s eyes were bulging, on the verge of becoming manic; Pasqual had difficulty believing that his artwork could have such a deep effect on another human being.





“And this one, Pasqual.  What do you call it?”  asked John, as he looked over one of Pasqual’s slides.





“That is Prometheus Bound.  He is forever tormented by vultures for giving man the gift of fire.”





“Pasqual,” said John Gold as he poured over Pasqual’s slides.  “I’m going to make you a star.”





                                                                       ***        





The press was in full swing as they swarmed The Plaza Hotel like a nest of hornets.  There was a grand ball going on and the glitterati had turned out in droves, wearing their rubies, and pearls, and ultra expensive diamonds.  They were dressed in their finest regalia of black satin evening gowns.  As soon as a super model, a famous movie star, or a fashion mogul exited the hotel the frenzied lights of cameras would flash, creating an artificial semblance of daylight.





Then, like a perfect vision of Aphrodite, Sharon Glass appeared.  Lights began to flash, blinding her and her escort.  Sharon looked around desperately for her Limousine. The driver was late.





“Damn him.  He’s late,” she said to her handsome escort, a tall young man in a black tuxedo, a man who for the right price would keep her warm for the night.





Flustered, she began to elbow her way through the crowd.  Questions were hurled t her like hail stones on a cold winter’s night.





“How was the party?”





“You look so beautiful.”





“Is that an original Versa you’re wearing?”





“Is that diamond necklace from Tiffany’s?”





“Is this the new man of your dreams?”





“Is it off between you and Alex Shane?”





“Is it true that you’re now getting two hundred thousand for a cover?”





Sharon was furious.  She hated them all.  Their questions kept rushing at her like a torrential rain.  Then she exploded.  This was news.  She grabbed the closest photographer by his throat and punched him in the nose.  The man winced in pain as blood gushed from his nose. 





“Keep your filthy hands off my breasts!”  Sharon screamed, realizing that she might have to explain this debacle tomorrow on a morning talk show, or worse, in front of a judge.   





Finally, her Limousine arrived and the Chauffeur jumped out of the front seat and ran around the car to open the door for Sharon and her escort.





“You’re dead meat, Sonny.  I know your boss,” said Sharon to the man before getting into the limousine.





“What’s wrong?”  Asked the Chauffeur.





“You’re late.  That’s what’s wrong.”





The Chauffeur started to shiver, his heart skipped a beat, and his palms became sweaty from panic.  He said nothing during the ride.  But as he pulled up to Sharon’s Park Avenue Apartment House, he failed to get out of the Limousine and open the door for Sharon and her escort.





“This isn’t over,” said Sharon as she fumed, slamming the car’s door behind her.





“Up yours,” said the driver as he quickly pulled away, burning rubber.





“These drivers are so indignant.  I haven’t had fun in this town for two years.  I hope you don’t turn out to be a dud,” said Sharon to her handsome escort as she fumbled through her bag for her keys.





	“I’ll do my All-American best,” said Sharon’s escort, confident that he could handle the fireworks.





“I’m sure you will,” replied Sharon.





Then Andre, her doorman, came out to greet her.





“Aren’t you too late?  I just got out of the limo,” said Sharon.





�“I’m sorry.  I was reading,” replied Andre.





Andre was an elderly man, close to retirement.  He’d seen many a star in his day, but none so obnoxious as Sharon.  To his mind Sharon was the biggest bitch of all time. She had the face of an angel, but the heart of a devil.  And he despised her and thought of her as no better than an over priced slut.  But he was a good doorman, and a good doorman knows how to disguise his true feelings under a mask of humility.





“You’re not paid to read.  Are you?”  Asked Sharon.





“Why no,” replied Andre meekly.





Then Sharon’s eyes glared with rage as she and her escort entered her building on Park Avenue.  And Andre, with his eyes following her muttered under his breath, “She’s nothing but a high-class whore.”





                                                                      ***





The opening night of Pasqual’s exhibition was a truly gala event.  Many of the luminaries of the art world attended.  Champagne flowed into elegant long stemmed glasses; also, excellent food was served on elegant silver trays.





The critics gaped in awe at the paintings of this newly discovered talent - this great artist - with his marvelous sense of color and design, and his ability to translate literary themes into exalted works of art.





Pasqual was shy and somewhat intimidated by the crowd.  It was difficult to go from being an obscure cab driver to a recognized genius in just one night.  John God knew this and guided Pasqual from one important critic to another, speaking for Pas qual when he became tongue-tied.  He was also wary of the women he introduced to Pasqual.  He assumed that Pasqual had a Latin passion for the opposite sex.





Eventually, Pasqual left John Gold’s side to go to the bathroom.  He had to be alone and he had no other option than a solitary stall with only one toilet seat.  So he closed the door of the stall, sat on the toilet, and tried desperately to catch hold of the reality of his situation.





While he sat on the toilet sea, motionless and staring into inner space, two portly men walked in the bathroom and proceeded to us the urinals.





“So what do you think, Harold, is it art?”  asked on of the men.





“It’s sublime.  He paints like one of the old masters. And yet he’s original.  He has the capacity to capture a bird in pure flight.  He can give dignity to a beggar; he can show the lust lurking in the eyes of a virgin; and he can shine a light on America’s obsession with serial killers and rapists.  It’s powerful work, Mark, very powerful.”





Pasqual heard the flush of the urinals.  He wondered if it were true, or was it that the art community needed a hero from the working class to extol?  If so, he would gladly play the part.  Anything was better than driving a yellow cab through the traffic clogged streets of Manhattan for twelve grueling hours a night.





To his mind what had transpired on that fateful evening was nothing short of a miracle.  Several of Pasqual’s paintings were sold to private collectors for exorbitant sums of money.  Also, two of his finest paintings were promised to the Museum of Modern Art, which had always been on of Pasqual’s favorite Museums to visit.





                                                                       ***





A few months after Pasqual had been proclaimed a genius by the New York art world, he received a phone call from Sharon Glass.  She had been to his opening and she wanted him to “immortalize her beauty.”





Pasqual was curious, so he agreed.





When Sharon entered his studio Pasqual was stunned by the perfection of her face.  She was indeed exquisite.  





Pasqual painted her in a vague, shadowy light.  The contours of her body were, to say the least, perfect.  And her breasts were full and rounded, so unlike the other models he had met.  But it was her face that so captivated Pasqual as he labored furiously to bring life to its ivory like perfection.   His mission as a painter was to bring out the flush of life to the coldness that shrouded her artificial existence.  He wondered as he painted her face why this woman seemed so cold.  Then all at once it struck him that she was devoid of a soul, that there was little or no compassion in her, and that the light, which radiated from her eyes was a complete artifice.  She had sold her soul to the industry that possessed her through the enchantments of its black arts of deceit and vanity.





“Will you be done soon?”  Sharon yawned.  “I’m getting so bored.”





“I’m working as fast as I can,” replied Pasqual.





The studio light was fading.  But the shadows, which fell like iron bars across her face and her naked body, gave Sharon a mystique that for Pasqual was pure inspiration.





She is a media creation, thought Pasqual as he touched the canvas with his brush, giving the painting its final, masterful strokes.





“I’m done,” he announced.





“Good,” replied Sharon.  “I was getting stiff.”





Then she got up from the sofa and proceeded to dress.  She made no attempt to conceal her private parts.  Pasqual felt that he was not there, that for her he was now a non-existent entity.  He had served his purpose.  He had immortalized her beauty.





I could never love someone like her, thought Pasqual as he watched her dress.





After Sharon had finished dressing, she walked over to the canvas and studied it judiciously for what seemed like an endless duration of time.





“It’s lovely,” she said to Pasqual, looking deeply into his dark eyes.





Then she wrote Pasqual a check for twenty thousand dollars.





“Send it to my home,” she said.  “The address is on the check.”





“Thank you,” replied Pasqual as he took the check from her hand.





He watched closely her every movement as she left his studio.  She moved with the grace and dexterity of a lithe cat, very cunning and very self centered.





After Sharon had left Pasqual’s studio, he breathed a sigh of relief.  She was well connected and she had many rich friends who would also like to see themselves in a painting.  More and more, Pasqual was learning that human vanity was like an all-consuming flame.





“People are blind and self-seeking,” he whispered to himself as he sat and stared at the beautiful painting he had created.  “Yes, blind and stupid.”





						 ***





Sharon hailed a taxi from The South Street Seaport.  It was late, three a.m.  She had just finished an evening shoot for a provocative perfume commercial.  In it, she played and innocent country girl who was transformed into a high-class enchantress by just a few drops of the mysterious fragrance.  For Sharon it was easy work.  She just had to play her old beguiling self.





A dense fog started to roll in and the first drops of what would be an all morning rain fell onto Sharon’s bare shoulders.





Sharon looked through her bag for a shawl, which she used on such occasions.  New York City weather was sometimes moody, treacherous, and unpredictable.





Only a few minutes passed before a yellow cab pulled up to the curb where Sharon was standing.





Sharon opened the door and hopped into the backseat.  She looked at the lighted display on the dashboard that held the cabby’s photo I.D.  Then she said, “take me home, Mohammad.  Use the F.D.R.  Drive and get off at the Sixty First Street exit.  I’m going to Seventy First and Park.  Okay, driver?”  Sharon searched the driver’s puzzled eyes to make sure that he understood her directions.





“Okay,” replied Mohammad in perfect English.





Then the taxi lurched and skidded slightly as it pulled away.  The driver reached the ramp to the F.D.R. Drive in sixty seconds flat, but he failed to slow down to allow for the poor road conditions and poor visibility once he go onto the highway.  The road was slick and the cab hydroplaned as it attempted to change lanes; the driver slammed on the brakes and the cab went into an uncontrollable tailspin.  Sharon screamed.  The driver froze and went into shock.  and the cab was broadsided by an old Pontiac.  It was like being hit by a tank.  The heavy old Pontiac sent the new taxi reeling through the fog.





There was the screeching of brakes, the relentless wail of a horn.  Then there were red lights flashing, flares blazing in the black rain, and the distant siren of an Ambulance.





Sharon’s mind went blank.  It was like a bad dream.  





When the cab doors were finally pried open by the rescue team, a police officer peered in with a flashlight.  Its beam shined directly onto Sharon’s face.”





“Oh, my God” said the Police Officer.  “Her face is a wreck.”





					            ***





It was a perfectly balmy day in June.  The sky was watercolor blue, the roses unfolded their delicate petals in the splendor of the rising sun, and tiny almost imperceptible drops of dew evaporated as the newly risen sun dried the rose petals, as if they were the eyelashes of Aurora.


Pasqual had never seen such a lovely day.  The Botanical Garden was so quiet, so peaceful, that it was like being in heaven.  He worked in total silence on his subject, a white trellis of red hybrid roses.  As he worked, absorbed in solitude, carefully applying paint from his palette onto the canvas, a woman walked towards him from the distance.  She found a nearby bench along the path she had walked and sat.  She watched Pasqual work in silence as she listened to the songs of the newly awakened sparrows.  Her face was not a beautiful face, but it was serene.  It expressed kindness and thoughtfulness.  There was also a look of long suffering in the inner depths of her eyes.  Actually, for an ordinary looking woman, she was really quite radiant.





After a time, Pasqual felt her eyes upon him.  He was just finishing up.  He turned around and saw the woman rise and walk towards him.  He had seen that walk before, but where he could not say.





“Do you mind if I have a look at your painting?”  asked the woman.





“Not at all,”  replied Pasqual





“I love roses,” she said, sighing.





Then she looked deeply into Pasqual’s eyes and all at once Pasqual knew who she was.





For a few seconds he was speechless.





Then he said, “I think I know you.”





“You painted me once, but you flattered me.”





“How is that?”





“You gave me a heart when I had none.”





Then all at once Pasqual knew why she was there.  She was there to thank him, because now that her perfect face had been shattered, and years of reconstructive surgery had restored it to a semblance of its former perfection, she had ceased to be the center of her own universe.  Her ordeal had opened her heart to the pain of others, and her personal suffering had somehow made her more of a human being.





“Who knows?”  she said.  “Perhaps the face I had prevented me from seeing my true face, the one you painted.”





Then Sharon leaned towards Pasqual and kissed him lightly on the cheek.  Afterwards, she silently walked away.





As Pasqual watched her fade from view his heart melted, and a tear rolled down his cheek and fell onto a lonely blade of grass.  It was sad to see her.  He had heard about the accident, but did not know what had happened to her afterwards.  She had simply disappeared from the public’s eye.  


                                                                          


Ah, but this is life, thought Pasqual.  And sometimes life had its own design and its own masterful strokes of art.














                                                                                                                                                              




















