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Pevnee—g

Tﬂdﬂ‘:,' [ had a half-hour IDTLg conversation with the tiny woman who
cleans our hall. She has a thick accent, and it's ferrib]y hard to understand
her sometimes. She gestures at my se]f—pnrfrait, ]eaniﬂ.g against my desk
waiting to be hung on the wall, and asks, "You paint?” Yes, I made that,
but it was the mﬂy rea”y gaod t]'u'ng [ ever made, 1 tell her with a gﬂ'n‘
And it isn't paint, anyway, it's oil paste], Oil pastels are much easier to use
than paint. "You paint face, hands?” I did not draw my face on my self-
portrait, and one of my hands is rather indistinct. It’s difficult to get fine
details with oil Faste]s; f*ley're a bit like crayons for adults — blunt, I mean.
I'm not sure she'll know what a crayon is if I mention it to her. I'm a hit
S'E."ng that she doesn’t like my hands, f}luugh. You %r}r making five clear
fingers and sha&ing them prnper]}x on a hand bare]}r bigger than the tip of
your thumb with an imp]emen’( as big around as a crayon. So I reach
under my bed, grab my sketchbook, and ﬂip Jch"rcmgh to the page where 1
did a few studies of my hand, with a brief twinge of anxiety for shnwing a

stranger my innermost thﬂug]nts in sketch form.
She looks a little more approving of these hands, though, even if theye
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Just basic outlines. "My father paint, back in my country’ she tells me.
"Taught me. I go home, paint” She smiles at me. A humbling jolt. This
tiny woman who cleans my hall paints. "Where are you from?” I ask her.

She’s from Vietnam, and her fa.m":]}! paints. Her father is dead now, but
he painted. and i:aught her and her sister. Her sister married a young
American, she tells me, and gives me an expression of affectionate amuse-
ment. The -:-:s]]c:quialiﬁm she would use is cradle-raider, but I doubt she
knows that ph'rase. "But he love her. He love her. And she still paint, she
finishes with the smile of an elder i:[e]ivering a lesson to }»’DHH‘L. "My
dﬂ.ug}lter go VCU. Stud}r finance. Finance” she says, and her smile adds,
what a Hriﬂg to study. Now her demghl:er has two young children, four
and three years old. And she still manages to paint. "Paint girls. Paint
gir]s. ma.':,'be sad, ﬂiranding there in ga.rden. mountains, ]cmg hair” She
brushes her hand down the side of her face, tracing imaginary hair down
to her waist. " Long pretty hair. You hair so pretty, if L:mg‘ Use lemon”
Lemon? I ask. Lemon gnod for your hair, she tells me. In my country, she
says, struggling with a Iangiage never -:ump]ete]y mastered, there is a tree
whose fruit holds soap inside it. They boil the fruit and use it on their
hair, and then lemon. Hair so soft, she says, once more running her hand
down beautiful hair now cut to shou]der-]ength and rel ega’cecl to a pony-
tail. She sits on her heels in my dnnrway, head cocked to one side, smi]ing
at me per}r_aps a little wistfuny. "You pretby." she says to me, “}Juu prei:l:y.”
[ smile, a little sh}"f}r. "So are }f::m." [ murmur. I don't think she believes
me. | suppose that’s fair, since I don't TEEI.“}J' believe her either. But she is
pretty, still, even thﬂugh she is lnng past the da}!s of her bloom. She is still
smi]ing at me, wide face, dark eyes, and [ insist silently that she would
have been beautiful when she was young. That same quiet smile she gives
me now, hi gh cheekbones, wide mouth, sha.rp]y defined nose. Lcmg. lcmg
dark hair fa”’m.g to her waist, soft and shin}* from lemon and the fruit of
a tree I've never seen. It is not, pe*rha.ps. a conventional bea.u’ry. but it is
Beaui:y nevertheless.

She doesn't reapnnd to my quiet statement. Instead she says, " You
pretty, but you go out, let sun, wind on you face” 1 ]a.ugh, surprisecl that
she would know that 1 S‘PETIC]_ too much time inside. It didnt occur to me
that she mighi: ﬁimp]}! have read it in my pa]e face. She tells me, "I think

you be gna& painter. You not like noise, no? You not like noise” No, I
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TEP]}! with a smile, I don't like noise. Now her smile says that she was
Tig‘ht, that I can be a gand painter. "And you — you quiei:. you — “ Her
brow furrows as she searches for a word. "You ]{eep — thi ngs here?” Her
fingerﬁ hook into her chest. 1 look at her, t}tc:ughtfu] and almost wary.
She’s ri ghi:. I do, and ‘PED‘P]E like that are not comfortable with such easy
penetration of self. That isn't something she could know from observing
my comings and goings.

Ma}rlae she did see that small inward flinch at shcnwing someone my
sketchbook.

"Yes, | do” 1 say carefuﬂ'}:.
"See? You be g::rm:l painter”

I relax, ]aughing inside that she thinks so little makes a painter, and
shake my head, Temem]:aering my al‘temp’cs at paint*ing in hi gh school art
classes. "No, I'm not. T tried painting, its hard”

"Painting easy”

“Ma}fbe for you it is. It's hard for me!”

"Painting easy”

To me, this simp]y means that her entire famﬂ}f 15 f&nl:asi:i::a.“}! talent-
ed. "I'm not very gncu:l at it

"You go out, get book, paint. You learn”

“All right

"Payn-see? Payn-see?” It takes me a moment to realize she is aski ng
for a pen-::i]. [ give her one from my drawer and hand her my sketchbook.
One cluic]c. dark, sure line, a second, a third, she hunches over the paper
and throws down a rs:rugh outline of a smi]ing g‘:r] with ]Dng, dark hair
"See? Just that, painting easy” She smiles up at me.

A c]ump of gi rls walk b}!. c}tattering. and she quickl}! hands back my
sketchbook and my penci] and stands up. 1 go, let you work. But you
paint’

"I try, I promise her, and think with a kind of wonder, ma}rbe I will.
[n a moment she is off down the corridor and gone.

[ stand ]::rc::]cing after her for a moment, th.inking that I don't pay
enuug}l attention to cl Eaning ladies, and realize that I don't even know her

namie.

[Anne Maree Sallowm]
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