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Violet leaned back in the chair, following his instructions until he was satisfied with her position.  Listening to a man that much wasn’t something she usually did, but this was a special occasion. 

The lower part of her body was turned towards the back of the chair, while the top half was twisted around to face the man now sitting at his painter’s easel.  

She felt completely relaxed being naked in front of him.  She had the confidence of youth and liked how she looked without clothes on. Besides it was a bit late to be self-conscious when they’d just slept together.  

She sighed.

‘Something wrong Violet?’ 

‘Just contented,’ she lied.  The truth was a bit trickier.  She enjoyed the work, and definitely enjoyed getting paid, but discussions around payment always left her feeling a little uncomfortable.  John was a nice man, but he was an artist, and perpetually broke.  He’d suggested painting her picture in lieu of payment.  Her first thought was that paintings weren’t accepted currency at the grocery store, but the poor man looked so sad.  Besides a small part of her was thrilled at the thought that she might be immortalised forever.  

She sucked her stomach in a little, even though it was perfectly flat and smiled broadly.

‘Just a normal smile will suffice,’ John told her.  ‘Your jaw will ache if you try and keep that up for too long.  

‘Sorry. Shit sorry, I probably shouldn’t talk should I.  Sorry,’ she mumbled through clenched lips.

John paused with his brush in the air and laughed. ‘Don’t worry, I’m not starting at your face.  You can talk, just don’t move your head.   

‘What’s wrong with my face?’ she said with mock anger.

‘As I told you several times over the last two hours, you are very beautiful.’

‘I never believe anyone lying on top of me,’ Violet replied.

‘And I never start with the face.’ He stood up and walked over to the chair. Reaching out a hand he pulled some of her long black hair from behind her head and lay it over her shoulder.  Satisfied, he returned to his work station and began painting.  

‘Will you make me famous?’ Violet asked.  

‘I can’t promise you’ll be famous, but I hope you’ll be remembered.’

It wasn’t until she relaxed the muscles in her neck that Violet realised how important that answer was for her. She sighed again and closed her eyes.

‘I suppose I should have asked you if you were any good,’ she said with a hint of a smile.  

‘My dear, I’m the most under appreciated artist of my generation,’ John replied.  

‘Which is why you’re exchanging paintings for sex rather than selling them for loads of money.’

‘Sadly, yes.’ John stabbed at the canvas with his brush, then looked at the result, picked up a smaller brush and smoothed the offending blob of paint out. ‘It’s not the best time to try and make a living as an artist.’

‘Well there is a war on,’ Violet pointed out.  ‘If it comes to a choice between buying a loaf of bread or a painting, no matter how fabulous the subject,’ she grinned. ‘Bread will usually win out.’  

‘So why are you accepting painting over payment?’

‘I don’t like bread.’

They both laughed. 

‘My parents never wanted this life for me.  My father especially...’

‘Well I can safely say my parents didn’t envisage this as a career for me either...’ Violet replied. ‘Especially my father.’

John smiled at her, and she was amazed to see how an act usually associated with happiness could look so sad.  

‘My father once sold all my paints. He told me it was tough love, a way to stop me wasting my life on frivolous things.  Although he didn’t use those words exactly. Anyway we both knew it was so he could use the money for whiskey.’

‘What did you do?’ she asked.

John shrugged. ‘I waited until he was out one day and stole some of his tools from the shed and sold them to the local school. I made sure to keep my paints hidden after that.’

‘Did he ever find out?’ she asked.

‘No,’ John replied. ‘He thought it was a tramp that had been seen in the area.’

‘Why did he think that?’

‘Because I told him I’d seen a tramp in the area,’ he grinned.

Violet burst out laughing, immediately ruining the pose. It took a few minutes to get back to the correct position.

‘My father tried to sell me into slavery,’ she told him.

‘What!’

‘Well might as well be. He tried to marry me off to a man I didn’t love.’  

‘Isn’t that...I mean that doesn’t sound...’ His face flushed red as he stumbled over his words.  ‘I thought all women wanted to get married,’ he finished lamely.

‘And I will, one day. But if I give away my name it’s going to be for love, not commerce.’

John resumed painting. ‘Your name is that important to you?’

She resisted the urge to shrug. ‘When you take away the memories and possessions, and all the people that know me, my name is all I have left.’

‘I understand. Sometimes I think that’s why I paint, to be remembered.’ He looked around the room and shook his head sadly. ‘For something, for anything.’ 

For the second time she resisted any urge, this time to get up from the chair and give him a hug. They were separated by age and sex and social expectations, but for one brief moment they locked eyes and something neither of them could understand passed between them. 

‘Your name and my painting,’ he finally said.  

‘Better make it a good one then,’ she replied sternly, then immediately ruined it with a sly smile, and the mood immediately lightened. 

‘My dear, they’ll be talking about you seventy years from now.’

‘Well if they aren’t I’m coming back to haunt you.’ 

John winked at her. ‘Violet Tumbleton I pity the man you decide to haunt.’

She winked back. ‘So do I John, so do I.’
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