
THE PAINTER 
 
 

© Mike Ortega  
2026 All rights of publication reserved



In the back room of a small occult shop in Brooklyn, NY, sits 
Lisa Mendez who has come to Manma Manga, the Haitian 
occultist for her services. Lisa’s suspicions about her husband’s 
infidelity have been confirmed. He has inadvertently left a 
lipstick smeared napkin in his coat pocket and that particular 
shade of red is not hers. But before she confronts her husband 
with the evidence, she has sought out Manga to dissolve the 
love affair in a very vindictive way. 

 
Sitting across from each other, Mama Manga chants a 

hypnotic mantra. Three bundles of black long stem roses hang 
from the ceiling. Smoke from burning oak and pine fills the 
room. Mrs. Mendez sits transfixed as Mama Manga assures 
her that the love hex has commenced. Feeling satisfied for now 
Lisa pays the first of three installment payments and is on her 
way.

The faint sound of playful music can be heard in the next 
room as Kai, Manma Manga’s 9 year old son watches his 
favorite cartoons. 

“Kai, come here please.” Manma Manga is cleaning up for 
her next appointment in 15 minutes. 

“What manmi?” Kai asks. 
“Will you please go throw away these sticks and roses in the 

dumpster, and leave the back door open.” 
 Kai is a good kid, he takes the basket of burnt sticks and roses 
to the dumpster in the back alley.



On the window ledge facing the back alley of a five floor  
brownstone sits Angela Cohn, a middle-aged fine arts painter 
making notes and a list of art supplies she needs. With a clear 
view of the alley she sees Kai come out of the shop and waves 
hello.  

“Hey Kai how are you?” 
“Hi Angela, I’m good thanks, just helping manma clean up.” 

 
“Hold on, let me see what you got before you throw it away!” 

Angela rushes down stairs to see if there is anything she can 
use. 

Those not familiar with black magic would disregard any 
lingering residue left behind on burnt wood used in a ritual—
they simply would not understand the circumstances. Angela is 
not a believer in the supernatural or the rituals that take place  
in Manma Manga’s studio. 

As she goes to grab some of the burned wood Kai pulls 
away remembering what his mother told him. 

“No Miss. Angela, manma told me to make sure these got 
put in the dumpster without making a mess or letting anyone…” 
 

“Kai, I need some charcoal for my painting and these would 
be great if you would let me have them, we won’t leave a mess 
ok, I just need a few to draw with.” 
 

“Tell your mother thank you for me ok dear?” 
Kai knows better than to mention anything about this 
conversation to his mother.

With a half dozen burned oak sticks Angela can get back to 
working on the preliminary drawing of her current painting.

Angela is an extremely dedicated artist who works like her 
life depends on it. She would easily admit to being a introvert 
who never made time for a real relationship. She feels more 



emotionally attached to her paintings than any person could 
ever offer. Always running away at the slightest hint of flirtation 
where she keeps her insecurities pressed like butterflies in her 
journal.

With sketchbook in one hand and a burned oak stick in the 
other, her loose sketches begin to take shape. Her goal today 
is to get the foundation established. Two troubled figures 
struggling to unite over a desolate landscape as they try to 
resolve a broken relationship.

Finding her comfort zone is a delicate balance, all those 
floating memories of unresolved pain and drama feeds the 
anguish she is trying the depict. Through this mindset and 
several one on one conversations with her canvas, she comes 
and goes as she pleases.

By early evening she had made great progress. She is a 
great drawer so it wasn’t necessary to hire someone to pose. 
All the years of life drawing in Paris paying close attention to 
how fabric folds, the use of light and shadow, the magazines 
she would study as a child are all engraved in her head.

It was 9:00 p.m. when she checked the fridge for a quick 
bite. Finding carrots, yogurt and crusty French bread would  
suffice. Seeing the reflection of her face in the nearby window, 
she looked tired, her face was smeared with soot from those 
itchy moments. Now taking deep breaths is giving her nagging 
chest pains. 

“God I hope I’m not catching a cold”. Getting a whiff of 
herself as she snacked, “Angela, you stink girl, it’s time for a 
shower!”

A warm shower is just what she needed. Her sinuses where 
irritated and swollen. Forceful blowing while squeezing the 



bridge of her nose resulted in long black stringy mucus that 
suspended without end. She leans her head back but that just 
made the dark sputum burn as it made it’s way down her throat 
with the consistency of honey.

Pushing the corner of a wash cloth up her nostril in an effort 
to clear them out only resulted in more discharge. Now her 
eyes are watering with black tears.

“Oh my God, I must of inhaled a ton of that charcoal!” 
Her big toe swirls the black mucus around watching it turn 

into a greasy black shoe polish mess. 
“This will be a cleaning job that will have to wait.”

With her hair in a towel and a fluffy robe, she strolled 
through her dark bedroom out to her studio.  

“Some hot tea would be nice right about now.”

The fading light outside really brought out the special view 
she has of Manhattan. The light rain falling on her windows 
gives her a much needed sense of relaxation. Always room for 
improvements but the sight of her big studio chair won her over.

The chamomile tea lets her finally shut it down for the night. 
Sleep deprivation always tends to bring out those anxiety 
dreams about unfamiliar people and places. She was out cold 
within minutes of setting her cup down.

Tonight’s dream began with her driving her father’s light blue 
’57 Chevy pickup truck, pedal to the metal, gripping the brittle 
steering wheel tightly to make it go faster. The motor revved to 
it’s full potential but to no prevail. Perhaps the lingering memory 
of her father teaching her to drive and how she always manage 
to get the truck stuck in the mud. Now, she is bogged down to 
the undercarriage and has no choice but to get out and walk. 



Her environment was drowned out by three small tornados 
that seemed to just hold they’re positions around her. Looking 
up the sky was as clear as a winter’s day, giving her an odd 
feeling of hope.

With a deep gasp for air she woke up. Untangling her feet 
from the blanket, staggering to the kitchen for a drink of water. 

Standing over by an open window in trance-like state, 
recalling her bazaar dream that would linger for most of the 
morning. Outside the loud music from a car radio, a woman 
talking on her cell phone that sounded just like her mother’s 
voice, the blend of city noises fills the emptiness she feels.

                                             -O-

The morning light flooded the studio through six foot 
windows. There is nothing homely or feminine about her 
apartment—Nothing that says a woman lives here. 

The kitchen is a tiny buildout on the opposite side of the 
entrance. No decor and barely any furniture. She keeps her 
clothes in matching armoires, one for her work and one for her 
black evening attire. A large rolling wall divides the cavernous 
painting area where the completed paintings for the upcoming 
show hang for her to review. This leaves a small area to lounge 
and listen to CDs while she observes the work in progress.

She could see the general idea of the painting was coming 
along nicely. Now in an effort to preserve the charcoal based 
lines, she’s must take the painting down five flights of stairs to 
spray with a sealer. 
With tow cans of workable fixative in her backpack and turning 
the large painting on its side, the fun is just beginning.

As she makes her way out the door the entire 5th floor is in 
a barking uproar! By the time she reached the first floor 



mailboxes the entire building sounded like the city dog pound. 
“Shut the hell up dogs!” She yells back. 
Ben from apartment 209 is on his way inside with his dog 

Leroy, a really sweet pit bull mix.

“Hey Ben what’s up?”  
“I’m good hun, what you up to?” 
“Trying to get downstairs, wondering what’s up with these 

dogs.”

Meanwhile, the hair on Leroy’s back was standing up, and 
trying to distance himself by rounding the corner of the short 
hallway.  

“Whats wrong with Leroy, you ok boy?” Angela asked. 
“He’s probably hungry.” Ben said in an uncertain tone. 
“Well you guys need to drop by and visit sometime.” Angela 

replied in a welcoming voice.

Once outside everything seems to calm down. She leaned 
her canvas against the small tree in front of her building, Dogs 
being walked nearby have the same violent reaction—like 
some negative energy surrounding her canvas.

After about three good coat of sealer, it was time for the 
dreaded 160 step climb up to her studio. The first round of 
ferocious encounters was nothing compared to what was 
waiting for her on the way up—All dogs on standby and waiting. 
The dreadful sound of nails scratching up the steel doors from 
the inside made her hurry as quickly as possible. Once back in 
her studio it took a few minutes for everything to settle down.

“What the hell is going on, all this can’t be from me!“ She did 
her best not to over think it. 

“Ok let’s put on some music. Good time to find out what will 



happen if I… If I just stepped outside for a second and… this is 
messed up, I can’t believe I’m doing this!”

Tip-toeing to her front door and into the hallway, then at a 
normal pace all the way to the staircase. 

“Nothing! What the hell is going on?” 
Returning back down the hall, passing all the doors, 

“Hey! What’s up?” She slams the door to her studio.

                                       -O- 

Creamy whites fill her with delight. 
Full moon shines bright in the night. 
The song that plays in her head, 
Covers her world in a dark shade of red.

The smell of Linseed oil takes her back to her childhood. 
Her bedroom always had that lingering aroma. No girly stuff like 
dolls and stuffed animals, more like shelves of found objects 
telling stories only she could read. She was allowed to tack her 
drawings up and several of her paintings hung throughout the 
family house.

Father, mother, baby, cat, 
Smoke coming from the chimney, 
The sun overhead top right corner, 
Two birds fly in a clear blue sky.

She always starts with a monochromatic under painting using 
only Burnt Sienna, giving general idea without committing to 
colors just yet.



The hours drift by, only stopping to eat and ignoring all 
phone calls. It was well after midnight when she stepped away 
one final time to check her progress from a distance.

Her body felt like a ton of bricks. Finally surrendering to 
exhaustion on her overstuffed couch. The weight of the world 
pushed her deep past the cushions until she completely 
vanishes into darkness between the rhythm of her breathing 
and the soft rain falling outside. 

She dreams of floating high above the ocean surface 
tethered to a long marine buoy, seeing herself as a child 
playing in the sand. Her mother calling out to her, “Angela don’t 
touch that dead fish it will burn you!” 

The moonlit tide glows a toxic phosphorescent green from 
schools of dead fish washing up on shore  in numbers to high 
to count. She feels a sense of responsibility and helplessness. 

The source of this poisoning is coming from the nearby city 
directly infusing it’s toxicity into the ecological bloodstream.

Suddenly she wakes up gasping for air and digging herself 
out of the couch. Her mouth is dry and salty like the deck on a 
fishing boat. Staggering to the kitchen for a drink of water and 
to clear her mind. She tells herself to let it go but her enigma of 
grotesque fascination lingers on.

The clock reads 3:00 a.m. and she feels ready to go again. 
She’s been resisting that bottle of Bacardi rum in her pantry for 
a while but now is as good a time as any for a shot or two in the 
city that never sleeps.  

One or two drinks turn into three and four with the rhythmic 
sounds of Bob Marley play loud enough to let the neighbors 
know she is pulling an all-nighter. 

Off goes her t-shirt as she’s becoming very aroused by the 
crosswind breeze and the rum leaking from the corners of her 



mouth. She traces moons and stars over her breasts with 
linseed oil to become one with her canvas in her intoxicated 
state of mind between the two realities. In an effort to humanize 
the woman in her painting, she sings the name Lisa in a 
repetitive chant. In a sobering moment she realizes her ability 
to hold down liquor on an empty stomach is not what it used to 
be. The sounds of her dry heaving into the kitchen trash can 
echoes throughout her studio.

Simi-recovered, she wants to make sense of what just 
happened. Gone are the defining outlines now replaced with 
blurred edges, hands and faces all distorted.  

Lisa what the hell did I do here? It’s ok, nothing a rag 
soaked in paint thinner can’t fix—its all still there, loud and 
clear.

Those hands have touched another woman and his 
reasoning holds no vindication. See the remorse in his eyes 
and the smile that ran away from her face. Is this what 
heartache looks like, how long could this pain be endured?

She takes a walk around the rolling wall to reacquaint 
herself with the completed paintings.—the painful thread that 
runs throughout.

The proposed number of paintings is 12 and here she was 
at number eight feeling like it summarizes all that needs to be 
said. Going further is going to take more than just good music 
and rum.

If inspiration is what you need you don’t have to go very far 
in New York to find it. One of her favorite places is Community 
Bookstore a few blocks away and a pit stop at the corner store 
on the way back for breakfast supplies sounds like good idea.



The bookstore greets her with a rush of cold air that washes 
over her sweaty body. The occult section with it’s gold moon 
and stars hanging overhead is the first thing that catches her 
eye. A few titles stand out but one in particular, ‘The Lover in 
Your Dreams’ got her attention right away. Running her fingers 
over the gold embossed title and author’s name, a quick glance 
at the preface and the first few paragraphs gave her a feeling 
that any time spent with this book would be worth it.

No trip to the bookstore is complete without a quick glance 
in the Fine Arts section. Her favorite painters would all be 
waiting for her. “Nice, but ok lets go—I don’t need another art 
book right now.”

On the way back she drops by the corner store for some 
breakfast supplies. The isles are narrow but packed with the 
essentials. Pancake mix third isle bottom shelf, eggs in the 
cooler along the back wall. [Clang Clang] The front door jangles 
and a young couple stager in like conjoined twins. They laugh 
and tease in broken sentences with random kissing.

It was evident by the way the store clerk watched them in 
the convex mirror that they have shoplifting intentions. Their 
plan took a back seat when a disagreement broke out about 
which cheap sandwich to buy. 

Apparently she was the one with the money and had been 
settling for his choices long enough. The young girl stormed out 
leaving him holding the plastic sandwich and chips. He ditched 
them on a nearby shelf and took off. [Clang Clang] the front 
door had the last word. You don’t have to go very far to see a 
bitter lover’s quarrel in the city.

Eating her pancakes and eggs while sitting at her window, 
she can’t seem to get that young couple out of her head. She 



considers them as subjects for painting number nine, a modern 
version of Expulsion from Eden perhaps.

Suddenly as if on cue, she sees Adam and Eve walking 
across the street. He is forcibly clamping his hand on the back 
of her neck in mid conversation. Her body language tells us it’s 
not the first time and tries to brush it off as playful dominance. 
Angela feels how trapped Eve really is in this abusive 
relationship, leaving her with a feeling of empathy. Serendipity 
has spoken and Angela is listening.

Two days have passed and there is a calmness about where 
everything stands. Angela is down to three paintings reserved 
for a family tryptic that offers some hope in this emotional 
series—unless something else comes to mind. Honestly she 
can’t remember the last time a show has been so challenging.

                                             -O-

Opening night finally arrives and everyone in the close-knit 
art world is attending. Angela is in her silky black dress and red 
Dorothy rhinestone shoes working the crowd and looking like a 
confident subterranean creature of the night.

The show sold most of the works within an hour of opening. 
The weekend review in the New York Times is calling it one of 
the most emotionally charged exhibits in a very long time. 
Angela has been in the spotlight before but never like this. In 
the days that follow Angela is busy promoting the show by 
dividing her time between lectures and podcasts. The Ben Park 
gallery has never been busier with collectors trying to get their 
hands on what few paintings remain unsold.



The following Monday morning Lisa Mendez is on her way 
to ‘Manga’s occult shop to conclude their business. Her walk 
will soon take her past a small row of galleries.

Her intermittent window gazing comes to a halt as she 
stands before the Ben Park gallery. 

Her Starbuck’s coffee drops in a silent splash.

Lisa stands in total disbelief. The clear narrative of the 
painting points back to her personal dilemma. The red lipstick 
napkin, the black roses falling from the sky. Above all, her 
resemblance to the woman in the painting is a spitting image.

She tries to put distance between herself and what she’s 
witnessing with legs that feel buried deep in sand. The loud 
swirling brushes of the street sweeper drown out her thoughts. 
Lisa realizes that —What goes around eventually does come 
around.

Later that morning Lisa and ‘Manga perform the final ritual—
A subtle but effective spell is cast on Mr. Mendez and his lover. 
A nasty little hex that will give off a foul sulfur aroma when they 
are together.

Since the gallery is closed on Mondays, Angela is busy 
wrapping up her last interview before lunch with Art In America 
magazine.

“Well Angela Congratulations again on such an amazing 
show, can you give us a clue what’s next on the horizon?” 

With a joking demeanor Angela replies, “I’m gonna take a 
month off and go on vacation to the Bahamas!” A sarcastic 
chuckle is shared between the two. 



Down the street Lisa has concluded her business with the 
occultist, and is on her way back to her car. 

OK, we have to go back by that gallery and take another 
look no matter how outlandish and bizarre it was, I have to be 
sure of what I saw or it will haunt me the rest of my life. ‘What 
do you expect Lisa, you’re working with black magic for 
goodness sakes!’

Angela has wrapped up her last interview before noon and 
has volunteered to pickup lunch for everybody at the nearby 
deli. She heads out the front door just as Lisa is cautiously 
approaching the gallery. 

Coincidentally, they now stand face-to-face at the doorstep.

“Hi, Lisa?” 

                                    -O-O-
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