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Cheng’s body was as beautiful to touch as it was to look at, and Nan felt herself savouring every contact. She was so aware of him: the slight changes in pressure as he breathed; the faint perfume that came from his shoulder-length hair, as though he’d washed it in something rare and exotic. The smell of him conjured up images of sweet-scented ginger, growing wild on the banks of a jungle river. The black silk of his hair made her think of panther skin, and the palms of his hands made her wonder what they would feel like moving across her body.
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Chapter One

When Megan first suggested doing A level art at an evening class, Nan felt quite traumatised; it was a long time since she’d learned anything except the latest word-processing package. She and Megan had been friends since school. Megan seemed to have found a new lease of life of late – she’d hennaed her hair and taken to wearing the sort of floaty dresses Nan’s daughter Cassie wore. Nan opted for trousers and shorts and dungarees, never skirts; she kept her curly hair short, and she had the sort of complexion that always looks newly scrubbed. She didn’t wear make-up or jewellery, and she was a dab hand at changing spark plugs and fixing washing machines. In an affectionate kind of way, each thought the other slightly foolish.

The classroom phobia left Nan surprisingly quickly; before long she was laying on the charcoal and paint with gay abandon, and loving every minute. Whatever piece of work she brought home, however, Mike would say, ‘Ah. Geraniums again.’ The first three or four times it was funny. After that her husband’s joke began to wear rather thin.

Daughter Cassie had gone off to college the previous September, so Nan reorganised her old room so that she could use it as a studio during term-time, and during a mad moment she bought an extension so that she didn’t have to run downstairs every time the phone rang. She nipped home at lunchtime, plugged it in and sat there admiring it. Just as she was about to go back to work, she heard the front door open, and before she could call out to Mike and ask him why he’d come home she heard him pick up the telephone downstairs. Then she heard him say, ‘Sandra? It’s me.’

Sandra’s that empty-headed secretary of his, thought Nan. Maybe he was out on a job this morning, and he’s ringing in to tell her when he’ll be back. Nan had met Sandra a couple of times, so she decided to surprise Mike by christening the new purchase and joining in the conversation.

As she lifted the receiver she heard Sandra say, ‘What’s that? It sounds like an extension being picked up.’

‘We don’t have an extension,’ said Mike.

Sandra laughed. ‘Unzip your flies, then.’

Files, thought Nan. I’ve misheard. She must have said unzip your files. He’s probably got his laptop on the telephone table.

‘What are you wearing?’ Mike asked.

‘A dress. Stockings and suspenders. Nothing else.’

There was a chuckle. Nan sat there, her knuckles white. This can’t be happening, she thought. It’s so tacky. Listen a bit longer: it’s all a mistake. There has to be some sort of explanation.

‘Put your hand on your knee,’ said Mike. ‘Then run it up your leg, over your stocking-top, until you can feel bare flesh.’

There was a moment of silence. Then, ‘I’ve followed your instructions to the letter, Mr Tilson.’

‘Lick your finger,’ said Mike. ‘Now open your legs, and slide it over you know where. One side to the other, nice and slow; I want to hear your reaction as you feel it stiffen.’

There was a quick intake of breath. ‘Mm,’ said Sandra, ‘that feels wonderful. There’s no one in the office at the moment, but Ralph could come back at any time... He wouldn’t be able to see what I’m doing, but he might wonder why I’ve got this dreamy expression on my face. I’m picturing him watching me, running his tongue over his lips, wondering why he’s getting a hard-on. I’m getting very randy now, playing with myself, feeling the excitement building... Have you got an erection?’

‘Oh, yes,’ said Mike. ‘I’ve got the Eiffel Tower in here. I’m taking it out now... running my finger up it... imagining your hand, remembering what you do with that oil, the way you watch my face, controlling me. The way you bring me to the edge and then take me back again until I’m gagging for it... I want to slip the finger of my other hand inside you, feel you squeeze it...’

‘I’m opening my lips,’ breathed Sandra. ‘I think you know which lips I mean. Things are very wet down there... Good job I’m not wearing any knickers; they’d be soaking.’

‘Oh, God, I can see you so clearly in my head, that single-minded expression on your face, that screw-me-senseless look. I’m not sure how much longer I can keep wanking before I lose it...’

‘Not yet, darling, not yet. I’m starting to fuck myself with my finger, the way you do it. Slowly, sensuously, in and out, twisting it so that it catches the right place on the upstroke. Oh, that feels so good... My nipples have gone rock-hard in sympathy; they’re pressing against my blouse...’ A long sigh.

‘I can picture them, all pink and pointed. Your tits are the stuff of fantasies, Sandra. I want to lick them, come all over them...’

‘I’m imagining you standing there, the telephone in one hand, your cock in the other...’

‘I’ve got your scarf here. The silk one, with the exotic fruits on it. I’m rubbing it over my prick; it feels like you, it really does. I’m going to come into it... very soon now... I can’t hold out much longer...’

Sandra’s breathing was stopping and starting, punctuated with little moans. Mike groaned, and then Sandra gave a strangled cry. ‘Now,’ she gasped; Mike cried out loud, and there was a sudden clatter – he seemed to have dropped the telephone receiver.

After a moment Nan heard him pick it up again. ‘Satisfactory lunchbreak?’ he asked.

‘Very,’ said Sandra. ‘You?’

‘I’ll bring your scarf back, then you can see.’

There was a throaty chuckle.

‘I’ll see you at the team meeting, then,’ said Mike.

‘Right you are, Mr Tilson,’ said Sandra, and she hung up.

Nan heard Mike open his briefcase and shut it again. Then he laughed quietly to himself, and left the house. Nan carried on sitting there for some time. What do I do, she thought, face him with it? I don’t think I can. How long has it been going on? I need time to think about this; I’m in a state of shock.

She didn’t tell Megan. It was too humiliating. She felt like a frump all of a sudden – Mike hadn’t been interested in sex for ages. And in the days when he had, it hadn’t been particularly spectacular.

The two women went to an exhibition which Megan said was a must. It was a one-woman show by Simone Gamier, Landscapes of the Body: paintings, photographs and etchings. Mostly figurative, mostly male, mostly erotic, mostly very good indeed.

‘There’s nothing recent, though,’ said Megan. ‘Look, the last one was painted seven years ago.’

The painting Megan was looking at had been lent by a collector. It was a large canvas, a reworking of Manet’s Le Déjeuner Sur L’Herbe. Nan knew the original well: two men, dressed in stiff Victorian clothes are sitting on the grass next to a naked woman. In the background another woman, scantily clad, is knee-deep in water, filling some sort of vessel. The men appear to be discussing politics, or evolution, or theology; the naked woman looks bored.

Simone had switched the genders. This time it was the women who were formally dressed and deep in conversation. The man in the background was bending over as the woman in Manet’s painting had been; he was broad-chested and muscular, and hung like a donkey. The figure in the foreground was sitting sideways-on. He had a beautiful body, and a sensitive face. One knee was bent under him; the other made a triangular shape parallel to the picture plane. Nan looked closer. The man’s penis was just visible in the shadow, half-erect. He was looking out of the picture towards her, and it was almost an invitation. He seemed to be thinking, these women don’t want my body; how about you, the onlooker? Come and join us...

‘It’s clever, isn’t it?’ said Megan.

Nan agreed that it was.

‘Megan?’ said a man’s voice behind them.

‘Goodness,’ said Megan, turning round. ‘Brian. Fancy seeing you here.’

‘Came up for the ceramics exhibition,’ said the man. ‘Thought I’d take a look at this as well.’

‘Brian’s in my pottery class,’ said Megan. ‘Brian, this is Nan.’

Nan and Brian dutifully said hello to one another. He was a middle-aged man with thin sandy hair and freckles, and he blinked a lot, as though even the light in the gallery was too bright for his pale-blue eyes. They all moved on to the next painting together, and before long Megan was deep in conversation with him and Nan felt like an accessory.

‘I think I’ll take a look at the prints and the etchings,’ said Nan.

‘OK,’ said Megan. ‘See you in the coffee bar at – what – half past twelve?’

Nan moved on to the prints and etchings on her own.

The photograph caught her attention as if a friend had waved to her from a crowd. A black and white image of a child, running towards the camera, wild, exuberant, her gypsy-style dress billowing out at the sides and her blonde curly hair flying in all directions. Nan stood looking at it for a long time; there was something about the child that was oddly familiar. The strangest thing was that the dress seemed familiar too; although the photograph was in black and white, she was absolutely certain that the squiggly design on the fabric was red, quite a dark red, like dried blood.

‘Simone has a way with bodies, doesn’t she, however she chooses to represent them.’

Nan glanced at the man standing beside her. He smiled at her. He was tall and thin, with a curiously old-fashioned look to him – grey flannels, and an open-necked shirt. He held out his hand. ‘Hugo Forbes. I’m a photographer – reproductions, mainly. Of paintings, that is.’

‘Nan.’ They shook hands.

‘Is this the first exhibition of Simone’s work you’ve been to?’

Nan nodded.

‘And what do you think?’

Nan took a deep breath. ‘Well, it’s...’

He grinned. ‘Let me give you a guided tour. I work here part-time.’

The tour eventually ended in a room upstairs, which was marked PRIVATE. He opened the door with a key, and stood to one side to let her through. There was a large desk by the window, some bookshelves, a thick cream carpet, and two armchairs. A little kitchen area, with a sink and a fridge and coffee-making things. ‘There are a few more prints in here,’ he said, opening a drawer. ‘Simone withdrew them at the last moment.’

Nan wondered why. They were just as good as the ones she’d seen outside.

Hugo Forbes seemed to read her mind. ‘I’ve no idea either,’ he said. ‘Simone’s an unpredictable woman. This one’s my favourite. Lifelike, without being bland. Stylish.’ It was a watercolour of two feet. One of them was wearing a sheer black stocking and a red stiletto, and the other was naked. There was something in the background... a hand? No, a penis.

‘I like the shoe,’ said Nan lamely, becoming acutely aware of the battered trainers she was wearing, the shapeless dungarees, the practical masculine watch clipped round her wrist.

‘Yes, I like the shoe too. You look hot, Nan. Have a seat. I always keep a bottle of Chardonnay in the fridge this weather – may I offer you a glass?’

Nan nodded, and sat down. The wine was delightfully cold, and she drank half of it in one go.

`Hard on the feet, walking round a gallery in July,’ said Hugo. ‘If I were you, I’d take my shoes off for a bit while I had the chance.’

Nan considered for a moment; then the thought of air between her toes became very seductive, and she removed her trainers, and then her socks. After that she drank the rest of her wine, and Hugo refilled her glass. He talked for a while about Simone’s paintings, but his eyes kept on straying back to her feet.

‘Simone has this way of homing in on specific areas of eroticism,’ he said, twirling the stem of his wineglass. ‘She gets you to imagine yourself as one of her subjects. I picture myself massaging the sole of that unknown woman’s foot. She’d be spreadeagled on a satin cushion, her eyes closed. With every stroke the sensitivity would increase, until her whole being would be centred in that foot. Her toes would be tingling, and so would a rather more sensitive area, as though there was an invisible thread between the two. I can imagine the man in the background taking her little toe in his mouth and running his tongue round it. Can you imagine yourself as the woman?’

Nan felt herself blush. The idea of someone taking that amount of time and trouble over a peripheral part of her anatomy was a real turn-on, but only in the abstract. She wanted passion, all right – but she wanted closeness and cuddles afterwards, poetry and chocolates, meanderings about the meaning of life. The things she’d never had with Mike. Feet seemed a bit disembodied.

‘Of course,’ Hugo Forbes continued, ‘a lot of men would see the culmination of the act taking place in the shoe. I, on the other hand, would prefer to bend her legs at the knees and place the soles of her feet together. The arches make a little cavity.’ He knelt down in front of her, took her feet in his hands in a strangely dated and courteous way, and showed her.

Nan swallowed; she hadn’t expected him to actually touch her. Belatedly, she realised that this was a little näive. She stiffened, and noticed at the same time that he had stiffened too – his erection was evident beneath his neat grey trousers.

‘You do have beautiful feet,’ he said. ‘Has no one ever told you?’

‘I really ought to get back to my friend,’ hedged Nan. ‘She’ll be wondering where I am.’

‘Your feet are still flushed,’ he said. ‘Let me massage them for you. It won’t take long. There’s a little tub of talcum powder in the desk.’

Before Nan could think of anything to say, he had found the talcum powder, swivelled the nozzle, and sprinkled some of it on her foot. She sat there as he smoothed the powder over her skin, at a loss for an appropriate reaction. He must have done it many times before; there was an expertise to it that was mind-numbingly effective. She drifted for a few moments, just enjoying it. Then she heard his breathing become ragged, and she snatched her foot away and said, ‘No, I really must be off.’

He groaned, held his breath – then he relaxed, bit by bit, and she heard him sigh with pleasure.

‘That was delightful,’ he said. ‘We must do it again some time. You can always ask for me at Reception.’ The tone of his voice made it sound as though he was referring to afternoon tea, probably with cucumber sandwiches. There was a wet patch on his trousers, which he ignored. ‘Simone won’t show her latest work,’ he said. ‘The mind boggles – in a most aesthetic way, of course. Oh – here. Have a present.’

Nan stiffened. She had a bit of a thing about presents – no one had ever bought her anything she really wanted. He handed her a long thin strip of card. Nan looked at it. It was a bookmark, featuring one of Simone’s paintings. She wanted to laugh. Closeness and cuddles and poetry and chocolates?

They parted company at the top of the stairs, and Nan found Megan and Brian in the coffee-bar. ‘You look a bit hot and bothered,’ said Megan.

‘I don’t feel too well,’ said Nan. ‘I think I’ll go home.’

‘Oh,’ said Megan. ‘I wouldn’t mind hanging on a bit longer – will you be OK?’

‘It’s only a headache,’ said Nan. ‘I’ll be fine.’ She bought a postcard on the way out: a reproduction of the photograph of the child with blonde curly hair in the squiggly dress.

She didn’t say anything about Hugo Forbes to Megan. The incident seemed to exist in a little glass box – divorced from reality, like Mike’s phone call, and she felt slightly ashamed of herself for not putting a stop to it immediately. Nor did she say anything about the photograph – not until two weeks later, when she came across a snapshot of herself, a little older than the child in Simone’s print, six years old perhaps. The likeness was astonishing, although the Nan in the album had a sullen expression, and the wild hair had been tied back and domesticated.

‘My God,’ said Megan when Nan showed her the two photographs, side by side, ‘it is you.’

‘It’s like me.’

‘It has to be you. It must have been taken when you were four – look at the date on it. When your real mother was still alive.’

Nan had no memory of anything at all before the age of eight. The first thing she could recall was her father’s wedding – but after that the memories followed thick and fast, and by the age of thirteen she was only dimly aware that Frances wasn’t her real mother. Like most children who sense something simmering under the surface, she made sure she never asked the wrong questions, and the woman who had given birth to her was never mentioned. As a result, Nan’s first eight years were documented only by her birth certificate and a record of vaccinations.

‘Aren’t you curious?’ asked Megan. ‘I would be. I wonder where Simone took it.’

‘I could write to her. Ask her.’

‘She doesn’t answer letters,’ said Megan. ‘She’s a bit of a recluse. Lives in a bloody great mansion, Lavender Hall... Oh, wait a minute.’

‘What?’

‘She runs painting courses. Well, she doesn’t run them exactly, they just use her house, but she has some really wicked people taking the classes. Hey. A week off, a week away from homes, husbands, hassles. Cool.’

‘I can’t just go off for a week.’

‘Why not? Darren moved out two years ago, and Cassie’s got a field trip over the summer. A fortieth birthday present. To us, from us. And with any luck you’ll bump into Simone and you can ask her about the photograph.’

‘I’d feel silly.’

‘I don’t see why. Your father died ages ago, and you’ve no brothers or sisters. You don’t have anyone who might remember anything – like the dress, for instance.’

‘That’s the weird thing,’ said Nan. ‘That dress... The wiggly bits were red. Dark red. I’m sure of it.’

‘Wow,’ said Megan. ‘We definitely have a mystery now. I’ll get them to send me details of the courses.’

Nan showed Mike the print. He laughed and said, ‘You’ve probably just seen some material like it.’

She let the subject drop. She felt on the edge of a precipice these days – as though one unwise remark could lead to disaster. When she told him she had booked a place on the course, he was surprisingly enthusiastic about it. Well, he would be, wouldn’t he? she reasoned; he’ll spend the time with Sandra. But she still couldn’t make herself say anything to him about it.

Just before she was due to leave, Mike surprised her by saying, ‘You don’t seriously think that photograph’s you, do you?’

‘You’ve seen it,’ she snapped. ‘It’s awfully like me.’

‘I don’t think so.’

Nan scowled.

‘I know what’s going through your mind,’ said Mike. ‘You think that Garnier woman may actually have known your mother. Oh, come on, it’s not very likely, is it? Simone Garnier’s a really famous painter. And your mother was... Well, just a housewife.’

‘So?’

‘You’ll only get upset,’ said Mike, ‘when it doesn’t lead anywhere.’

‘I’m not five,’ said Nan icily. ‘I can handle it.’

‘It’s going to be really nice,’ said Mike, ‘having a week on my own.’

You won’t be on your own, though, thought Nan, her eyes narrowing. If she was going to say anything, that was the moment – but then Megan tooted the horn, and Nan heaved her rucksack on to her shoulder and slammed the door behind her.

‘Just get a load of this atmosphere,’ said Megan, climbing out of the car and sniffing the air like a pointer. ‘Wow.’ She tried to open the gate, but it wouldn’t budge. She rattled it, annoyed. ‘Give us a hand with this, Nan,’ she said. ‘It’s stuck.’

Nan got out of the passenger seat. The beech trees met overhead, and the woods to either side of the track were dense and dark and unkempt. She could just see the house, big, old, sprawling in the evening sunlight; she caught a glimpse of a conservatory, a greenhouse, some outbuildings. There was a powerful smell of vegetation, not the same as a garden at all: wild, uncontrolled, too much of it. They opened the gate between them, then Megan drove the car through and waited for Nan to close it again. The catch snapped shut like a gin-trap.

‘A whole week,’ said Megan, ‘and no husbands. Bloody marvellous. Three miles to the nearest pub, unfortunately.’

‘I thought we’d come here to paint,’ said Nan.

‘Some of the time.’ Megan grinned. She parked in front of the house, and they both went inside. There was a small office marked RECEPTION, with no one in it. ‘We’re a bit early,’ said Megan, glancing round the oak-panelled hall as though every section of wood might conceal a secret passage. ‘D’you think there might be a ghost?’

Nan smiled. Megan was thoroughly into ghosts and crystals and astrology at the moment; she looked the part, as well, with her waist-length red hair and her diaphanous clothes. Definitely alternative, with signs and wonders wrought out of silver on a chain round her neck and a small tattoo on her shoulder, of which Nan disapproved, although she couldn’t quite say why.

They walked to the other end of the hall, which was lit by a stained-glass window. A wide staircase rose in front of them, and tacked to the banisters was a sign saying PRIVATE. NO ADMITTANCE UPSTAIRS.

One of the oak doors leading off the hall was ajar. Megan stuck her head through the opening. ‘There’s nobody about,’ she reported. ‘Let’s take a look.’

The room turned out to be a library. A window looked out across the back garden, which was enclosed on three sides by buildings; there were people on the lawn, arguing. One of them glanced towards the house, and saw Megan. He nudged someone else and the group broke up immediately. The man who had first spotted them walked over to the window, which was open. He was in his late fifties, maybe: white hair, a trim white beard, eyes that turned down at the outside corners, hooded, careful. Nan had the feeling that she’d seen him before somewhere. He was wearing jeans and a rough cotton shirt, half unbuttoned with the sleeves rolled up. There was something very physical about him, although he wasn’t a big man. He leaned his arms on the window sill and looked at them.

‘Small mammals, watercolours or short stories?’ he said to Megan.

Megan smiled. ‘Watercolours.’

‘I’ll come through and give you a hand. You’re in the coach-house.’ He glanced at Nan, and did a double-take. For a moment he stared at her; then he said, ‘What’s your name?’

‘Nan. Annette. Annette Tilson.’

He gave a slight shake of the head and smiled, as though he’d realised he’d been badly mistaken about something.

They walked back to the car and hauled their cases out of the boot. The man didn’t introduce himself; he simply took them to the coach-house, carrying a couple of bags, and told them to take their pick of the rooms. ‘Supper at nine tonight – seven o’clock the rest of the week – in the building next to the conservatory.’ After that he vanished.

There were four twin bedrooms in the coach-house, and they chose one upstairs that looked out over the courtyard. Megan rummaged in her bag and said, ‘Now we are on holiday,’ and they drank warm gin and tonics out of their toothmugs.

A car pulled up outside. Megan peered out of the window and said, ‘Hurrah.’ Then she said, ‘Oh.’

‘What do you mean, oh?’

‘Take a look.’

Two elderly ladies were climbing out of a battered Range Rover. One of them was big and busty and the other was tiny and delicate. They lifted item after item out of the vehicle, and distributed the things around them, on the ground. Nan stared in amazement – there were easels (two sorts each), canvases, boxes of paints, butterfly nets, photographic equipment, suitcases, a violin, binoculars, walking boots... She started to laugh.

‘I hope it’s not going to be painting for geriatrics,’ said Megan sourly.

‘They look like fun,’ said Nan.

A man appeared from the direction of the conservatory. He was tall and dark-haired, big-boned, tanned; the hair was tied back in a ponytail. A gardener, perhaps, with his faded denims and his two days’ stubble. He moved with the loose confidence of the physically fit, and although he wasn’t classically good-looking he had an interesting face – strong features, expressive, mobile. ‘Ye gods,’ he said, glancing at the clutter, ‘how long have you come for?’

‘Just the week,’ said the larger of the two women. ‘My name’s Imogen. Imogen Mulholland.’

‘Tad,’ said the man, holding out his hand.

‘Sorry?’ shouted Imogen. ‘I’m slightly deaf.’

‘Tadeusz,’ said the man. ‘Tad for short.’

‘Oh,’ said Imogen. ‘You’re our tutor, then. Gosh. I mean... Gosh. Pleased to meet you.’

They shook hands. ‘You’re in the coach-house,’ said Tad. ‘I think I’d better get a wheelbarrow.’ He disappeared.

‘Damn,’ said Megan.

‘What now?’

‘Can you imagine getting plastered with those two? Mind you, the tutor looks all right. What do you think?’

‘What about?’

‘Tadeusz Kalinowski. Rather dishy, in a rugged kind of way.’

‘I didn’t notice,’ said Nan.

‘No, Miss Goody Two-Shoes,’ said Megan, with a definite smirk, ‘I don’t suppose you did.’

Nan bridled inside. Goody Two-Shoes? Was that the image she gave off? They went back downstairs and out on to the drive.

‘Lettie,’ Imogen was saying, balancing a large box against her ample khaki-clad bosom, ‘take this, will you?’

‘The stereoscope?’ said Lettie. ‘Oh, honestly, I thought this was meant to be a bit of fun. Chatting up the OAPs, getting pissed every night.’

‘I’ve come here to dissect owl pellets,’ said Imogen. ‘When I’m not painting.’

‘I know.’ Lettie sighed.

Tad appeared with the wheelbarrow. Nan and Megan stood by the front door, feeling superfluous. He glanced behind him and noticed them. ‘You in the coach-house as well?’ he asked.

They nodded.

‘Good. You can give these two a hand, then.’ He let the rear end of the wheelbarrow drop, and rubbed his palms together as though he were washing his hands of the whole business. He studied the Range Rover, said, ‘I’d park it in the field over there, if I were you,’ and went.

‘Helpful soul,’ said Nan.

‘He’s the bee’s knees, my girl,’ said Imogen, ‘if somewhat taciturn. That’s why we’re here. That and the bats and the owls.’

‘We’ve heard he’s a fantastic teacher,’ added Lettie. ‘As long as he likes you, that is.’

They trundled the two women’s belongings over to the coach-house. Imogen revved up the Range Rover and reversed into the field as though she were taking part in a rally.

They went back for the rest of the things. Another car had arrived and an elderly couple were standing in the drive, looking helpless.

‘Do you work here?’ the woman asked Megan, through gritted teeth.

‘No,’ said Megan.

‘Calm down,’ said the man, ‘we’re here now.’

‘I am calm!’ shouted the woman.

‘Gerald Grey,’ said the man apologetically, ‘and this is my wife, Gladys.’

And suddenly there were three more cars and nowhere to park them. Megan and Nan bundled the last of the luggage on to the wheelbarrow, and made themselves scarce. They watched the mêlée from the bedroom window. One of the cars reversed into the field next to the Range Rover, and the others eventually followed suit. The people dispersed, all except for one man who had obviously found something of interest on a bush and was peering at it through a hand lens.

‘They’re all going to be nut-cases,’ said Megan. ‘Nut-cases or senior citizens. Shit.’ She yawned. ‘I think I’ll have a pre-dinner doze. Get my strength up for the evening.’

‘I think I’ll go for a walk,’ said Nan.

The grounds were extensive and there was no sound of distant traffic, none at all. Nan wandered among the gardens and the outbuildings, breathing in the scent of lavender and roses, listening to the birdsong. She turned a corner, and found herself confronted by a barn. She’d always wanted to climb over bales of hay, and had never had the opportunity. She went inside, climbed to the top of the haystack and sat there, smelling the sweetness and looking round. An ancient tractor, a pile of tarpaulins, a full-length mirror (cracked), some rolls of netting, an old chest of drawers... She leaned back and closed her eyes. The gin had got to her, as well.

A faint rustling woke her. She peered over the top of the nearest bale and saw a man, standing in front of the mirror. He was young – early twenties, maybe, nationality indeterminate: Asian, Burmese perhaps. He had shoulder-length black hair, flat as silk, and a face so exotic and so perfectly proportioned that he was, quite simply, beautiful. She had a sudden feeling that she wasn’t meant to be there, so she kept very still and watched.

He was wearing a pair of loose white trousers, tied at the waist, and some sandals. He kicked off the sandals, untied the trousers, and slipped those off as well. He was now completely naked, and as well endowed below the hips as he was above them. He stood very straight and still for a moment; then he began to move, slowly, so slowly that to begin with she wasn’t sure that he was moving at all. T’ai chi, she thought, that’s what he’s doing. He made one shape after another, limbs weaving in and out, muscles rippling, perfectly co-ordinated, perfectly controlled. Nan watched, entranced – it was like a ballet, but with an edge to it. An erotic edge, for she had gradually become aware of his erection. It hadn’t been there at the outset; it had arrived as slowly and smoothly as his movements. She saw his left arm brush against it as he twisted his body, and then the right arm did the same. The next time the palm of his hand travelled all the way up the shaft, and then out into the air in a wide sweep. He twisted in the other direction, and the other hand mirrored the arc. By this time Nan was quite sure it wasn’t accidental; it was part of a ritual. She caught a glimpse of his face. No clues there; it was quite expressionless.

It was a titillating display. Initially, Nan had just been captivated by the sheer elegance and symmetry of the performance, but as the routines became more sexual she found herself getting turned on by them. It wasn’t a reciprocal sort of lust. She didn’t want his body against hers; she just wanted to watch.

He bent and curled, touched himself, uncurled and stretched, touched himself, stood on one leg, perfectly balanced, and raised the other leg at an angle. She could see the sinews under the golden skin, taut as wires. He began to caress himself more deliberately, but still with that iron self-discipline, letting go of his cock every so often to complete another sequence of actions.

Nan imagined herself trying something similar. Beneath the grey asexual dungarees her own body was still slim-waisted and full-breasted. She pictured herself standing in front of the bathroom mirror, running her hands across her skin the way he was doing, touching herself in all the places that hadn’t been touched for far too long. She shivered.

He bent one leg, stretched the other, and ran his hand all the way from his ankle to the tip of his penis. Then he changed position, and ran his hand all the way up the other leg. A droplet of moisture glistened on the head as he grasped his cock in his hand and slowly moved the foreskin up and down, watching his reflection in the glass.

She wondered whether she would be able to manufacture the same sort of control, if she tried it. The way she was feeling she doubted it, somehow. It would be hell for leather towards orgasm by now.

When he did finally come it was a silent affair, although the black irises of his eyes rolled upwards and she glimpsed the whites for a moment. His mouth opened in a soundless scream of victory. After a moment or two he put his trousers back on again, and went. The whole episode seemed like a dream. Then someone started to ring a hand-bell in the building next to the conservatory. It sounded quaint and anachronistic; it was getting dark, and it was time for the evening meal.


Chapter Two

There were four tables in the refectory; the watercolour group sat at one, the creative writing people at another, and the naturalists at a third. The tutors and other members of staff sat at the fourth. There was a brief introduction, given by a rather severe woman who seemed to be the administrative manager. It was explained that all the courses were interchangeable; if a watercolourist wanted to study bees for the day, he or she was perfectly entitled to do so, and vice versa. There would be several evening trips out to look for bats and owls, which were open to all.

The woman sat down, and Nan looked at the others on the staff table. She recognised Tad, and the man with the white beard. And there, sitting beside him, almost hidden, was the Asian youth. She moved her eyes quickly to the next figure. A woman with either a bad cold or hay fever, and next to her another man who reminded her of a hamster – ginger whiskers and thick sandy hair. Nobody was talking to anybody else. The man with the white hair was miles away, Tad looked irritable, and the Asian boy looked inscrutable. It didn’t seem to be ahappy team. The hamster didn’t look anyone in the eyes, and he fiddled and fidgeted with his food and left early.

‘What we all want to know,’ said Gladys Grey, clipping each word as though she were tackling a topiary, ‘is when do we get to meet her?’

‘Simone Garnier, you mean?’ said Imogen, helping herself to more bread.

‘Yes.’

‘You don’t,’ said a prim-faced girl with dark hair. ‘Simone doesn’t do any teaching.’ Her name was Jocelyn.

‘I didn’t expect her to,’ snapped Gladys. ‘But I thought she might give a little talk or something.’

Jocelyn shook her head. ‘No. I saw her in the distance, once. She doesn’t mix at all.’

‘Have you been here before, then?’ Nan asked her.

‘Several times,’ said Jocelyn, but she didn’t seem inclined to elaborate.

‘Simone never has her photograph taken,’ said Imogen. ‘Got something against it.’

‘But she uses photography herself,’ said Megan.

‘Not any more,’ said Imogen, reaching for the tureen. ‘If you’ve seen anything, I bet it was taken a long time ago.’

Nan began to feel very apprehensive about trying to meet Simone, and asking her about the picture of the child with the unfettered hair. Her initial curiosity had turned into something that was more like an itch, an irritation, something disagreeable that needed to be scratched.

It was only after she’d married Mike and was expecting her first child that the niggles had started – she was eighteen, and she knew nothing about her medical background on her mother’s side. She had more sense than to ask her stepmother; she waited until she could get her father on his own.

He wasn’t very forthcoming. Her mother had died of cancer when Nan was four. It had been very sudden. When she asked him what sort of person her mother had been, he simply said, ‘Look in the mirror.’

‘I want to know what was she like as a person,’ said Nan. ‘Placid, volatile, academic, practical, happy, sad... You know.’

‘She was very ordinary,’ he said, tight-lipped.

What a legacy. ‘Was she nice?’

‘It’s a long time ago,’ he said. ‘Let sleeping dogs lie.’

‘That’s not fair,’ said Nan. ‘She was my mother.’

‘Frances is your mother,’ said her father.

In the end, all she got from him was her mother’s date of birth and her blood group. There was nobody else to ask, and then Darren was born and Nan’s attention went elsewhere.

Nan gave herself a mental pinch to get back into the conversation. ‘It’s quite something though, isn’t it,’ Gerald was saying, ‘to say you’ve actually stayed at Simone Garnier’s house? I love her work.’

‘I don’t,’ said Gladys.

Gerald looked at her. ‘You never said.’

‘I did, Gerald.’

‘Do you think they do cocoa?’ mused Imogen. ‘I want an early night.’

Megan glanced at Nan. Nan smiled.

Four of them ended up in the library, drinking coffee and talking: the vivacious Lettie, the reserved Gerald, Megan and Nan. Megan seemed on edge about something; she kept glancing at the door. When she saw Nan watching her she didn’t do it again.

‘Klimt was a pornographer at heart,’ Lettie was saying. ‘All those women wearing lovely chiffon dresses – he painted what was underneath all that pattern and glitter first.’

‘Really?’ said Gerald, obviously wanting to pursue the conversation further, but not quite knowing how.

‘I often wonder,’ said Lettie, with a long slow look in Gerald’s direction, ‘what women would have painted if they’d been allowed to.’

‘What do you paint?’ asked Gerald, fiddling with some coins in his pocket.

Lettie laughed. ‘I like figurative stuff, which is why I like Simone’s work. You remember that Asian boy at dinner, sitting at the table by the window? I wonder if he’s her current model.’

Megan looked wistful. ‘Do you think she lends him out?’

‘On rainy days?’ said Lettie, laughing. ‘I doubt it. It’ll probably be flowers or fruit in the studio.’

‘Would you want to paint him?’ asked Gerald.

‘Oh, yes,’ said Lettie. ‘Those cheekbones, that hair. And the eyes. Quite expressionless. Devastating, in that face.’

Gerald leaned forwards slightly, took his hands out of his pockets and folded them on his lap. They looked oddly superfluous, as though they were unused to such exposure. But his face was less guarded; the air of a retired bank manager was beginning to leave him and he was coming to life. ‘Why?’ he asked.

‘Because you don’t know what he’s thinking,’ said Lettie, ‘and that’s exciting.’

The door at the far end of the library opened, and Megan looked round. Tad came in, accompanied by a pale middle-aged man with thin sandy hair and freckles.

‘Hello, Megan,’ said Brian. ‘Fancy seeing you here.’

‘Brian’s in my pottery class,’ said Megan to everyone, as though that explained everything.

‘It’s a very small world here,’ said Tad. ‘Sometimes I think it actually shrinks as you watch it.’ He glanced at his watch, scowled, pulled up a chair and sat down.

‘Who’s the Asian lad?’ asked Lettie.

‘Cheng,’ said Tad. ‘He’s a student.’ He talked about the surrounding countryside for a while, and the most picturesque places to paint.

Gerald and Lettie seemed to go off at a tangent at some point, and Nan only heard snatches of their conversation from then on – Gerald said, ‘Without a codpiece?’ rather loudly at one juncture, and Lettie got quite expansive about muscles a few minutes later.

‘I think you have to be a tactile sort of person to do pottery,’ said Megan to Brian. ‘It’s basically a physical thing.’

‘There’s a splendid pot in the entrance hall,’ said Brian. ‘Did you see it?’

Megan shook her head, although Nan was quite sure she had seen it.

‘Oh,’ said Brian, ‘you must. Excuse us for a moment,’ and they both got up and left the room.

Tad had sprawled himself across one of the leather armchairs. He had very long legs, and bits of him seemed to turn up in unexpected places. He looked at Nan. ‘What’s your name?’ he said. ‘I never remember names.’

‘Nan.’

‘Nan. And are you?’

‘What?’

‘A grandmother.’

‘No,’ said Nan, annoyed. ‘It’s short for Annette.’

‘Oh,’ said Tad. He looked bored, and started to flick through a magazine.

Nan felt slighted, but she couldn’t think of anything to say. Lettie and Gerald seemed to have disappeared as well, now. She wished Megan would come back. He suddenly seemed to notice and said, ‘Sorry. Tiring day.’ He shut the magazine, stretched out his legs in front of him, closed his eyes and put his hands behind his head.

‘Well,’ said Nan after a moment or two, ‘I think I’ll turn in.’

‘Oh, right,’ said Tad. He opened one eye. ‘Night.’

‘Goodnight,’ said Nan.

She left the library, and decided to take a short cut through the conservatory. This wasn’t really allowed, but everyone else seemed to have gone to bed. She tiptoed barefoot across the quarry tiles, moving from one patch of moonlight to another and hoping she wouldn’t kick over any flowerpots hidden in the shadows. It was a big conservatory, Victorian probably, with little paths leading through a jungle of palms, lemon trees and succulents. Stone statues appeared here and there like ghosts, pale intertwined Grecian figures, doing disgraceful things to one another. Sappho, her arms around another woman, her head buried in her neck, their fingers laced together. A satyr, slant-eyed, leering, his hand round his erection. There wasn’t a single sculpture that didn’t have a sexual theme. She emerged from a tunnel of bougainvillaea, and saw the other door at the far end of the path.

The sigh stopped her in her tracks. It was a woman’s sigh, low, drawn-out, languorous – and spine-chilling, because it sounded as though it were coming from one of the statues. She stood there, frozen to the spot, trying to adjust her eyes to the night.

‘Oh, yes,’ breathed a voice. ‘Do that again...’

Another sigh.

‘Oh, Sappho,’ murmured the voice, ‘your mouth really is sheer poetry. Don’t stop. Oh, yes, lick me there...’

Nan felt an icy trickle of sweat at the nape of her neck. This was ridiculous; there had to be some logical explanation. A giggle. Some rustling; more moaning sounds. Then some of the foliage moved slightly, and she caught a glimpse of something white, over by the hibiscus.

‘Faster,’ said the voice. ‘Oh, God, that’s incredible... I don’t know why women bother with men, I really don’t.’

That voice... She’d heard it before. Jocelyn. That’s who it was, the snooty one with the dark hair. Nan heaved a sigh of relief, and banished the supernatural from her thoughts. So Jocelyn was gay, and she was acting out an erotic little Grecian scenario with someone else, right here in this highly appropriate Mediterranean setting. The sigh turned into a moan, then into a series of indrawn breaths, punctuated by tense silences.

‘Yes,’ moaned Jocelyn, ‘oh, yes, keep doing
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