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Chapter one
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Winter bites at the outside walls, the icy wind whipping down from the mountains, crossing the paddocks and hitting hard at the side of the house. This day has been the coldest so far, and although there is little food in the house and less money to buy it, we thankfully have a roof overhead and plenty of wood to burn.

From the corner of my eye a tiny mouse catches my attention. I watch briefly as it parades along the mildewed skirting then vanishes through a crack in the wall. The mice have been more active than normal today and for a moment I watch the crack to see if this one reappears. My eye, however, is quickly drawn away as a burst of sleet hammers across the front window of the house. It slides down the glass leaving a mix of ice and water on the sill. I stare through the pane, through the crazed and yellowed glass, and the view outside is bleak. Winter winds have wrought havoc on the scant bushes, the ones that have survived the years without care, and the few bare trees that stand like sentinels, await patiently the onset of spring and promised buds of new life.

The room is cool and each new gust from outside sends a breeze below the door. Under my feet the uncovered boards are cold and hard, and the high grey walls that surround, bare and stark. Yet beneath the mantle there crackles a steady fire. It serves to take away the worst of the chill. I look at my hands. They are thin and bony, like those of an old man, yet I am not old. My eye is drawn to them as the sun escapes from behind the clouds and flashes momentarily into the room, illuminating at once the skeletal knuckles and stick-like fingers that so surely hold my brush.

The sleet outside turns steadily to rain and again my attention is drawn to the glass. I rise and move to the window to take in the full view, a view all but gone through the deluge and low-hanging clouds. A drip falls on the back of my neck and I look up at the stained ceiling, the water gathering again above me. It is only during the heaviest and most constant rains that the ageing corrugated roof fails the house.

I move down the hallway to the kitchen. The tap is dripping over the stained trough and I turn the handle to fill a glass. The water is surprisingly clear, very cold, and gives me a slight headache as I drink it. I turn to the refrigerator and open the door. The fridge is as old as the house, with a tiny freezer box frosted fully with ice. Inside the fridge is half a loaf of bread, some milk, a tomato, and two eggs. For the moment this is all that is left to eat, and the weather doesn’t look good for tomorrow’s open market either, where I hope to sell a painting or two and so be able to pay my way a little longer.

Yes, I am poor, yet I embrace this life of poverty. I actually see my position as fortunate. I have a landlady - a friend, really - who has, for some time, inhabited the same tired structure I call home, a building with failing plumbing and somewhat dubious electrics. Owned by her absent uncle, this is a building that might normally be condemned. Nonetheless, it’s a home, and one she shares with me without a fee. Not that I want to take advantage, and I do what I can to pay her back in other ways, light maintenance, gardening, and keeping my eye on the place generally. Celeste is happy with the arrangement. She is often away and is glad for the place to have a regular occupant. As for my own living necessities, food and clothing, medicine when required, transport and so on, these I cover myself through the sale of my oil paintings. And although the income from the sale of my works is unpredictable and irregular, I am more than happy. My life is finally real. I have been able to remove myself, distance myself, from the material and financial world that serves to govern most everybody’s every action, a world that had, over time, grown increasingly repugnant to me the longer I spent shackled to it.

As I have said, my life is real, and because it is real, I finally feel alive. Never have I been less secure in the way most people consider security. I have no money to fall back on so if my paintings don’t sell then I don’t eat, and that’s just the way I would have it. It’s simply this raw connection with survival, this fine line between life and death that in the end makes me feel alive. I want nothing for the comforts and trappings that money can bring. I care only for my art and for the basic essentials needed to sustain my life and my art. I do admit, however, that I am fortunate to have Celeste as a friend. Without the roof she provides this life I choose might prove too difficult to realise. The sales of my paintings could certainly never pay for ongoing housing of my own. Still, as I have often thought, I would find a way regardless, because that is the life force. I would simply have to find a way, find another arrangement, perhaps even take some menial part-time work that still allowed me time for art. I would find some other way to get by. I would have to, or I suppose I might die.

And so, because I’ve abandoned the conventional trappings of modern life, chosen this wonderful, soul-enriching bohemian lifestyle, a life without money or luxury, without social or economic commitments and competitiveness, I’m truly free, as free at least as I can be, and so I embrace this poverty and all the wealth it has brought my heart and soul.

As the old clock in the hallway clicks the hour (it no longer gongs, just clicks), I retake my seat and start blocking in the darkened areas around the eyes. The portrait I am working on is already looking good, and although it would seem too early to tell, sometimes an artist just knows. The feeling is right. The vision is there from the outset, and the notion that anything might go wrong is quelled somehow by a peculiar surge of confidence that stems from who knows where? And this particular painting has fortunately placed me in one of those moments. There is a voice inside my head that tells me this one will work.

And yet as I stare, I find there now lurks within me another emotion, one that is strangely darker and less defined. There is something peculiar building here, something very odd in the way this picture makes me feel as it begins to take shape. The feeling has been coming on slowly all day. I understand that the portrait will work for me, that it will be a piece to make me proud, and yet I find it unnerves me somehow, and at such an early stage in the work. I sit back for a moment and gaze wholly upon the portrait, its rough lines, and the dark patches that will form the shadows of the face. I hear at the same time the weather as it beats against the outside walls of the house, and see in my peripheral vision the grey sky through the glass. The weather is bleak. The day is cold. I have not seen or spoken to another human being in nearly a week. It all serves to unsettle me, but in a way that I find hard to convince myself of or reconcile myself to. I am not certain at all that my uneasiness is the result of this combination of elements. Instead, as I gaze upon my unfinished portrait, I feel more and more it is the painting itself.

The outer door swings suddenly in and an icy blast whips through the room. I have not heard Celeste arrive, yet there she stands in the doorway, her eyes staring at me from somewhere back in her brain, two cameras focusing from within their dark recesses. She is rugged against the elements, and wears the same quilted jacket she has owned for all the years I’ve known her. The hood is bound tightly around her head. She closes the door behind her with some effort against the bitter wind, and lowers her hood in the same movement. She then dumps her bag on the floor and stands by the fire, removes her jacket and tattered gloves, then stretches her fingers. I ask her how she has been.

She doesn’t tell me. She just says that she’s cold and disappears into the kitchen. Next, I hear the kettle groaning. It then starts to hiss on the gas burner. Celeste returns with coffee for us both. She smiles faintly and places the mug on the table next to my paints. She stands behind me, holding her drink with one hand, the other finding its way onto my shoulder and then the back of my neck. She gently massages the muscles there, knowing how they tighten when I sit for long periods. She sips her coffee and looks at the portrait that is consuming my time.

She says nothing and I say nothing to her. I simply enjoy her touch. My eyes close as she works slowly the neck muscles between her thumb and forefinger. Days without human companionship can leave me craving moments like these, little spoken, just the presence of Celeste in the room and the touch of her hand on my skin. Her hand slows until she is barely squeezing me at all. She is motionless behind me and I know she is studying the portrait. Still she says nothing, but suddenly abandons me and moves away to the fireplace. I ask her what’s wrong and she tells me it’s nothing, yet across her face sweeps a sudden grey curse, her deep-set eyes shifting from me back to the artwork. After a short while she leaves the mantle and sits in one of our two tired armchairs, her eyes now fixed on me, the painting not visible to her from her position near the window.

I feel the gaze of Celeste as I continue my work. She then says that if the weather is fine tomorrow, she will help me at the market. She has an old car and it will carry a dozen pieces to the common outside of town where we’ll set up our little stall. I smile at her with gratitude.
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The new day comes on quietly enough. The wild wind has stilled at last and I’m woken by the glint of a bright sun through a tear in the blind. I lie there for a time, sensing that it’s still early, and besides, I can’t hear Celeste anywhere in the house. She must still be in bed.

I feel grateful the weather has improved. It helps ensure the market will draw a crowd, gives me some small chance of selling some artworks. I have selected a dozen local landscapes, all done in the last few weeks, hopeful that these will appeal to the sentimentality of the townsfolk. Next month I will present a series of portraits of famous people, local and otherwise. My paintings have generally been well enough received, and each time, except for one market cut short by rain, I have sold more than the time before.

The sun has now risen above the tear in the blind, so I roll out of bed. I throw back
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