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About the Book

A young Spanish cello player, Ramon, journeys to the castle of master cellist Ernesto Cavello in the hope of private tuition from the great musician. Ramon’s own music is technically perfect, but his playing lacks a certain essence – and so, Maestro Cavello arranges for Ramon to undergo a number of sexual trials.

This is a modern day Gothic novel full of dark sensuality and eroticism – and distinctly Catholic decadence.


MAESTRO

Peter Slater
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SAFER SEX GUIDELINES

We include safer sex guidelines in every Idol book. However, while our policy is always to show safer sex in contemporary stories, we don’t insist on safer sex practices in stories with historical settings – as this would be anachronistic. These books are sexual fantasies – in real life, everyone needs to think about safe sex.

While there have been major advances in the drug treatments for people with HIV and AIDS, there is still no cure for AIDS or a vaccine against HIV. Safe sex is still the only way of being sure of avoiding HIV sexually.

HIV can only be transmitted through blood, come and vaginal fluids (but no other body fluids) passing from one person (with HIV) into another person’s bloodstream. It cannot get through healthy, undamaged skin. The only real risk of HIV is through anal sex without a condom – this accounts for almost all HIV transmissions between men.

Being safe

Even if you don’t come inside someone, there is still a risk to both partners from blood (tiny cuts in the arse) and pre-come. Using strong condoms and water-based lubricant greatly reduces the risk of HIV. However, condoms can break or slip off, so:

* Make sure that condoms are stored away from hot or dampplaces.

* Check the expiry date – condoms have a limited life.

* Gently squeeze the air out of the tip.

* Check the condom is put on the right way up and unroll it down the erect cock.

* Use plenty of water-based lubricant (lube), up the arse and on the condom.

* While fucking, check occasionally to see the condom is still in one piece (you could also add more lube).

* When you withdraw, hold the condom tight to your cock as you pull out.

* Never re-use a condom or use the same condom with more than one person.

* If you’re not used to condoms you might practise putting them on.

* Sex toys like dildos and plugs are safe. But if you’re sharing them use a new condom each time or wash the toys well.

For the safest sex, make sure you use the strongest condoms, such as Durex Ultra Strong, Mates Super Strong, HT Specials and Rubberstuffers packs. Condoms are free in many STD (Sexually Transmitted Disease) clinics (sometimes called GUM clinics) and from many gay bars. It’s also essential to use lots of water-based lube such as KY, Wet Stuff, Slik or Liquid Silk. Never use come as a lubricant.

Oral sex

Compared with fucking, sucking someone’s cock is far safer. Swallowing come does not necessarily mean that HIV gets absorbed into the bloodstream. While a tiny fraction of cases of HIV infection have been linked to sucking, we know the risk is minimal. But certain factors increase the risk:

* Letting someone come in your mouth

* Throat infections such as gonorrhoea

* If you have cuts, sores or infections in your mouth and throat

So what is safe?

There are so many things you can do which are absolutely safe: wanking each other; rubbing your cocks against one another; kissing, sucking and licking all over the body; rimming – to name but a few.

If you’re finding safe sex difficult, call a helpline or speak to someone you feel you can trust for support. The Terrence Higgins Trust Helpline, which is open from noon to 10pm every day, can be reached on 0171 242 1010.

Or, if you’re in the United States, you can ring the Center for Disease Control toll free on 1 800 458 5231.


Part One


One

Signor Cavallo’s Narrative

I IGNORED THE knock at the door. I go to bed early and tolerate no variation to my routine. My preparations at the end of each day go according to a set pattern, a habit developed over the course of years. I take a bath (the room lit only by a single candle on a shelf above the tub), go downstairs and eat a light supper of fish. Then I go to the music room and play my cello for an hour – usually something by Bach or, perhaps, Marcello. Finally, in the silence that has been informed and made intelligent by the music I sit and wait for the first furry signals of sleep to invade my limbs before making my slow way to bed. Sleep comes quickly. My soul is untroubled – although sometimes in my dreams I see wild boys racing naked on horseback through the forest, or splashing in the waters of the lake; and, after such dreams, I awaken with a palpable sadness.

I live practically alone, here in the Langhe region of Piedmont, in one of those small castellos that dot the countryside hereabouts. The Castello Caccini dates from the fourteenth century and, I suppose, looks much like the imposing fortress it was orginally designed to be with its three round towers and the apertures at the top of the brick walls through which boulders could be thrown on to the attackers below; but when I first bought the building it was in a state of considerable disrepair (and therefore not so very expensive). I have restored something of its former glory. The grounds are tended by a small team of dedicated workers from the nearby village, supervised by Callipo, my young aide-de-camp. Callipo is my only contact with the outside world. He cooks and fetches my shopping and gives me news of local gossip and world events. I have a fondness for him, but what he says holds no interest for me. I have severed my links with the world – wars are of no more interest than Signorina Lavacci’s lost kitten. But I make a pretence of listening in order to be polite and cause no offence. Callipo is good-hearted and I could not manage without him.

No, I have no other contact with the outside world; and want none. I have no radio, much less a television. I never read newspapers. Some may call me eccentric – I’m sure many do. After all, I am not a poor man: I can afford anything I desire; and, in my youth, I lived a life of considerable excess. There were the fast cars, the yacht, the chateau in France, the parties and the boys. I was famous, you see – or as famous as one in my profession can hope to be. I am Ernesto Cavallo, the cellist. Sir Georg Solti once called me ‘the greatest cellist of this or any other generation’, and Herbert von Karajan always sent me his private jet when he wanted me to play in one of his concerts. ‘The music of Bach has waited three hundred years and only in your hands has it at last found true expression,’ Herr von Karajan once said to me – happily in front of the rolling TV cameras prefacing a concert for the President at the White House. I also composed the music for a number of major movies: there’s an Oscar somewhere around here, in one of the cupboards amongst all my other junk. All that past life means nothing to me now.

The knock came again: discreet yet peremptory. I did not resolve not to answer it, but simply knew that I would not. I sat in my candlelit silence and breathed. The vast ornamental mirror above the harpsichord caught my reflection: Prospero in his cave, I thought (not for the first time) – surrounded though by fine paintings, vases and objets d’art on small tables and with an intricately patterned Belushi carpet beneath his feet.

Go away! I thought. I knew there was no chance of Callipo’s answering it: he had long since secreted himself in his remote wing. I could have summoned him by the bell-pull, but did not want to disturb him.

The silence was not utter, however: it rarely is. There is always the chirp of the cricket or the hoot of an owl at night, not to mention the mournful cries of the foxes and the soughing of the wind through the trees. But tonight there was another sound also: the steady thrum of rain on the gravelled courtyard and its clicks and drips as it slipped through drainpipes and holes in the complex guttering system that rings the castello with perhaps a slightly rickety exterior artery. The rain had also brought with it an unaccustomed chill to the air of this otherwise long, hot and dry summer. This was no night to be out and knocking on the door of a stranger: certainly no friend would call thus.

Perhaps in my latter years I have become somewhat cold – at least that is the aspect that I choose to present to the world – but I am not without compassion. I have known, as the youngest son of a desperately poor family growing up in the ruins of postwar Rome, true poverty. In those early years we rarely had enough to eat, and my family wore the most hopeless rags. I know what it is to be without. You may have heard of the Ernesto Cavallo Foundation in New York which dispenses generous bursaries to children of poor families who would otherwise be unable to fund their education in music schools. The Pope once remarked to me . . . Oh, but there I go again: name dropping. For sure I once was arrogant: all that is gone for good.

I heard the knock a fourth time before I realised that it was my duty to answer. Slowly I got up and went to the door. In my nightcap and gown and holding a candlestick I must have looked like an apparition from another century.

‘Who is it?’ I called from behind the closed door.

‘Maestro!’ came a frail voice.

How I have come to hate that word!

‘Who is it?’ I repeated testily.

‘Maestro, my name is Ramon.’ A long pause. ‘My name is Ramon, and I am a player of the violoncello.’

‘Go away!’ I don’t mind assisting someone in distress, but groupies I don’t need (‘Maestro, can I have your autograph? Can you sign my album cover? Do you have a signed photograph? What did you really think of Leonard Bernstein – is the famous story true about you and him?’).

‘I have come from Madrid.’

‘I don’t care if you’ve come from the furthest deserts of the moon. I don’t want you here!’

Silence. Then came a crash of thunder and a stiff wind blew rain against the windows making a sound like the spattering of light gravel. It was an awful night, and the village was over three miles away. But no, I didn’t want someone in here who was going to want to talk about my past life and dredge up all that stuff that I have been so happy to forget. To a poor, illiterate beggar I would have given supper and a night’s shelter; but not to a wretched cello player wanting to add to his stock of future anecdote: ‘I once spent a night with Maestro Cavallo!’

‘You can shelter in one of the stables!’ I called. ‘I’m not letting you in here.’ As I spoke I became more convinced that I was making the right decision. Who knew if this was not really a ruse to break into my castello? ‘Ramon’ might merely have been the front man for a gang of brigands.

‘How will I find it? It’s pitch black out here.’ It was clearly the voice of a youth, boy-open and gentle.

‘Turn around ninety degrees and walk in a straight line. You can’t miss them. But surely you have a torch, else how did you find your way through the forest?’

To that there was no answer. I stood listening until I heard the shifting of feet and then the scrunching of gravel. Pressing my ear against the door I waited until I heard the creak of the door to the barn. Ramon had found it. Whoever he was, he would have shelter this night. In the morning I would take him some coffee and a little something to eat and explain patiently but firmly that I gave no autographs nor granted any interviews and wished only to be left in peace.


Two

Signor Cavallo’s Narrative
(continued)

THERE IS NO time quite so lovely as the dawn of a clear summer’s day following a night of rain. The world always seems renewed and refreshed.

On awakening on the morning after I had received my new visitor, I lay for some time listening to the dawn chorus – that glorious rush of sound: each bird’s song like a thread woven into a vast colourful tapestry. After a while I rose and padded barefoot to open the window. My bedroom overlooks the great sweep of the garden with its wide lawn and brilliant flower beds, down to the lake where there is a rowboat moored to a landing-stage, and then the forest. It is one of the loveliest views in Italy. I have painted it many times, in different seasons at different times each day. I am a fair artist and can always make a faithful likeness; but, somehow, I always fail to grasp the essence of the thing. The essence of the thing: what every musician, too, hopes to capture when he plays and which few ever manage. Many people can play all the right notes in a sonata or a concerto, for instance; but only a very, very few can ever penetrate beyond that technical dexterity into the very heart of a piece of music. They said, once, that I was such a one able to realise the essence of music: its soul. But no more. I am sometimes apprehended by a memory of the past – a moment, a scent, a touch recalled; and it is always painful. I have rejected the life that has gone before. It means nothing to me now. And, above all, I have rejected love – or, at any rate, human love. I cannot shake my remaining passion for music; but even that is not now what once it was. Sometimes even my playing seems more habit than passion. I reduce the Bach sonatas to mere technical exercises; but who is to know? I am never less than note perfect and I can still astound Callipo and the other boys who work in the grounds with the nimbleness of my fingers.

My morning ritual is as ordered as the pattern I follow at night. I go downstairs in my nightshirt and cap and sip a mug of mint tea at the oak table in the kitchen. Then I return upstairs to shave and to dress. Breakfast is usually a modest affair: a roll with a little dolce latte and several cups of fiercely hot, sweet espresso.

How do I fill my days? The answer is: I potter about. A little painting, possibly. Some light gardening, a walk in the forest. I have taught myself to become an expert botanist and take pleasure in identifying and annotating the wildflowers that grow in these parts. Field Campion, Lady’s Milkwort, the Freckled Butterfly Orchid: even the names of wildflowers give me huge pleasure. I read a great deal. At the moment, I am making my way through Spenser’s The Faerie Queene – for perhaps the seventh or the eighth time – and in the original medieval English: I am fluent in seven or eight languages. How I love the poetry of that book! And I read musical scores in much the same way as the general reader reads a novel. Beethoven’s violin concerto is a favourite, as is Dvořák’s American string quartet. Ironically, I can ‘hear’ far more in a reading of a score than ever I can listening to an actual performance.

On this particular morning, however, my ritual was disrupted. The very thought of that youth in the stable upset me. I did not want to go downstairs in my nightgown and cap lest he should see me in such garb. It was not vanity, merely a desire not to be mocked. So, on rising, I dressed straightaway in brown corduroys and check shirt. It felt unusual to be wearing clothes at that early hour. I cannot deny that I felt as if I was getting the day off to a good, punchy start. There was nothing of that languid, idle feeling I usually experience on rising. And no returning to bed for that extra half-hour’s doze.

Contrary to the popular gossip of the village, my castello is connected to the electricity supply. I did not, as has been suggested, defy a thunderstorm on my first night here and tear down the power cables with my bare hands. Yes, I prefer the warm, intelligent light of the candle and the oil lamp to the tedious uniform glare of the electric bulb and I do not require electricity to bring me the neuroses of the modern world through the media of radio or television. I prefer a log fire in winter to central heating, and the wood-burning Aga in the kitchen provides ample hot water as well as being a cooking-stove; but I am connected to the mains supply. It has its uses, after all, and one of these is to boil me a kettle of water speedily on summer mornings. In the winter I keep the Aga going day and night (the loveliness of the soft warmth of the kitchen on a cold, January morning!); but in the summer I light its fire only in the evening in order to have hot water for my bath.

I was in the kitchen, waiting for the coffee to brew and thinking that perhaps I might – as an amusing exercise – transcribe Bach’s Art of Fugue for solo cello, when I heard a faint sneeze. Instantly, that sour mood I had experienced on first waking swept back in like mist closing over moorland. That boy, that groupie, was still around. Momentarily, I had been able to forget him. Forgetfulness, though, is a rare luxury. The sneeze came again. Should I take him some coffee? Oh, no, to hell with that! I was not going to be his servant. As I sipped my espresso, I tried once more to think of Bach; but could not. Here I was, dressed when I did not want to be dressed, unable to think my own thoughts and with, at the back of my mind, a sense of vague, unwelcome responsibility. There was someone on my property to whom, eventually, like it or not, I would have to give some refreshment and, perhaps, a little money before ordering him, quite firmly, to go away and never return. And, no, he would not get an autograph. Curmudgeonly; there was a word like a robber’s cosh! Curmudgeonly Ernesto Cavallo. Yes, that was me!

I drank my coffee and ate my roll, enjoying the clear morning light as it washed in through the kitchen window above the porcelain sink unit and splashed on the kitchen dresser lined with plates, the stove and the black and white square-tiled floor. I love also the sounds of my mornings: the creak of the chair, the scrape of my knife as it spreads the cheese, the remaining scraps of birdsong following their great chorus and the cracks and groans of the old wooden boards in the castello as they slowly warm beneath the rising sun. As for any musician, hearing is the most precious of my senses. But not all sound, obviously, is welcome. And when a cough began to join that chronic, irritatingly arrhythmic and atonal sneeze, my flesh began to crawl with irritation.

I confess that when, at length, I went to the stable to check up on its young occupant and discovered him lying shivering in a foetal position on a pile of straw, his face pale notwithstanding the natural darkness of his skin, I confess I felt not pity but profound irritation. His clothes – black jeans and a loose-fitting white calico shirt – were obviously damp, and his black hair was plastered against his scalp.

He sat up when I added a cough of my own to announce my presence. I saw straightaway his extraordinary beauty. His lovely face with its thin lips and fine-drawn cheekbones reminded me of a young man whom my former friend Arturo Palazzo had once kept in his Tuscan villa: ‘You may look, but you may not touch!’ Arturo had warned when, on the first night of my last stay there that boy had appeared to serve us at table. Wearing only the shortest of togas and a bead necklace the boy fixed me with a stare that urged me to defy his master. And defy him I did. Arturo came upon us whilst I was buggering the boy on the kitchen table and my refusal (inability, actually) to stop until I had pulled out and ejaculated over the boy’s tight, smooth arse, meant the end of our friendship. A pity. But it had been worth it . . . I digress again. The boy before me was far lovelier even than Arturo’s slave. The wide black eyes that seemed to be flowing increased his beauty by adding to his physiognomy a look of innocent vulnerability – and yet also, paradoxically, they seemed to hint at an excess of debauched sensuality. His eyelashes were delicate and finely spaced and the brows seemed as if drawn by an artist’s brush. And when the boy smiled, cautiously, and revealed perfect white teeth, my heart was thrown a fraction off course. A rogue part of myself overturned my annoyance and I wanted to kneel before the boy, stroke his dark hair, slowly unbutton his shirt: draw it first off one shoulder, then the other. A little hesitation, a questioning look, then I would lean towards those soft, slightly parted lips . . .

But no! I had put all that sort of thing behind me. My life now was self-sufficient. I no longer had any need or desire for sexual congress.

‘I hope you slept well,’ I said brusquely.

The boy nodded almost imperceptibly, and whispered, ‘Thank you.’

He sneezed again, and I turned my head away to avoid the mist of germs he had doubtless sent in my direction.

‘You must understand,’ I said, ‘that I can bring you some breakfast, and then you must go. I am not a charity. I ask you, respectfully, to consider my privacy.’

‘But, Maestro, I . . .’

‘And you must not call me that!’ I shouted. ‘My name is Signor Cavallo. Please. I’ll bring you something to eat and drink.’ I turned to go and was nearly out of the door, when the boy called, ‘Would it be all right if I dried my clothes?’

‘I don’t care what you do, so long as you are gone from here within two hours!’ I replied.

Feeling that I was being far too generous and wishing that I had evicted the boy immediately, I prepared coffee and rolls for him. I felt like a servant and my mood was foul. If I showed hospitality to this visitor, how many more might come in his wake? (‘If you find yourself in Piedmont go and throw yourself on that old mug, Cavallo – he’ll give you free board and lodging!’)

The boy was out in the yard when I returned carrying a tray. He wore only pale-blue undershorts and was hanging his shirt and trousers over the washing-line. A chicken pecked in the dust close to his bare feet. I put the tray down on the wooden bench that stands just outside the stable, briefly indicated that I had done so, and walked smartly away. I had no wish to gaze at the boy’s well-proportioned smooth chest with its large brown nipples, nor likewise did his firm legs dusted with fine dark hairs hold any appeal for me. If a passing fancy momentarily made me jealous of a housefly that was feasting on a bead of sweat just above his collar-bone, that was just what it was – a passing fancy of no consequence. I went back inside and slammed the kitchen door behind me.

I had intended to spend that morning painting. There was a patch of water-lilies newly come into flower at the edge of the lake, and I had been patiently working on a canvas involving them over the past few days – something in the style of the great Monet. But to paint one needs a depth of concentration and stillness. One can play an instrument – or even compose music – in a variety of moods. Painting, however, requires a steadiness of the spirit – and that was precisely what the boy had robbed me of.

I no longer knew what I wanted to do. All I truly knew was that I wanted the intruder to be gone from my life. I spent the next hour obsessively tidying and sorting through piles of music. Then I caught sight of the boy through a window. He was in the courtyard working through a series of t’ai chi exercises. Upset as I was, I could still see that the youth possessed poise and grace. He was lovely to watch, and I moved closer to the window and gazed out. Then he glanced over in my direction and our eyes met. I looked quickly away and moved from the window. I felt as if the boy had spotted in me an unpardonable weakness, and I was not going to give him the pleasure of feeling sexually superior. I did not want him. As I have said before, I have renounced all of that side of my life.

Time passed. I had finished my self-imposed chores and was sitting at the oak kitchen table literally watching the clock and waiting for the hour when I could go out and tell that boy to get out, when I heard the sound. In my life, heretofore, there had been just two moments of profound epiphany: moments of miraculous revelation. The first had come on hearing Glenn Gould play Bach’s Goldberg Variations in Montreal in the winter of 1965. The piece itself had been remarkable and had reduced the normally coughing, whispering and sweet-unwrapping Canadian audience to awed silence; but the most extraordinary moment came in the pause between the final variation and the reprise of the melody. In that moment of silence seemed contained all the secrets of the Universe: it was a silence of joy and despair, pain and release, birth and ending – and all so brief. A second later, the beloved melody was played again, and my eyes were full of tears. The second epiphany was such an event that I cannot yet relate it – although I shall do so later. But now, here in my exile, I was hearing something that sounded very like a third epiphany.

This was Bach. His first cello suite in G. And I had never heard it played like this before. How can I explain when music is my chosen medium for expression and I have no natural facility for words? The music was being released by the player and allowed to become its true self. There is an archetype for all great music and, on hearing a piece performed, one can sense when the players reach or nearly reach or fail to reach that original. This is how we can judge the respective worth of interpretations. But what I was hearing, as I sat at my table on that summer’s morning, was not merely a close approximation to the archetype of Bach; it was as if the player were reaching out and daring to rewrite the archetype. This was something entirely new, yet perfectly legitimate. This was a new Bach and closer to any fundamental truth than I had ever heard anyone approach heretofore. Including me. I was seduced.

But not quite. There were ragged edges. And a persistent wrong note. The player was practising the first movement and, in going over and over one sequential semiquaver passage, persistently playing an E instead of an F sharp. Admittedly, it was one of the most devilishly tricky passages in the whole of Bach’s oeuvre, but nevertheless I was surprised that a player of this calibre would so frequently get it wrong. I had to intervene.

‘No-no-no!’ I said, stepping out into the yard.

The boy cellist, sitting on the bench in the warm sunshine ceased playing immediately. He remained practically naked, his bare legs wrapped around the instrument, its head resting against a cloth laid upon his shoulder. Lucky cello!

‘Why can’t you get it right? The forty-third bar of the first movement – it should contain an F sharp, and yet you keep making the note an E: da-da-da-da-da-da!’ I sang.

The boy flushed as though I had caught him in the act of an even more horrendous crime (if such were possible). Then he said, ‘Forgive me, Maestro, but . . . Forgive me, but I think you may possibly be incorrect.’

I was shocked – not so much this time because he had insisted on calling me ‘Maestro’ once again, but because no one had dared counter me on a musical point for over twenty years.

‘What do you mean “incorrect”? Have you any idea how many times I have played this piece?’

‘I’m sorry. I was wrong.’ He bowed his head.

‘You liar! You don’t believe you’re wrong, do you? Look at me! Look at me!’ I tucked my hand beneath his chin and raised his head. His piercing eyes sent a trickle of lust through my stomach. My cock hardened and, despite my vows of renunciation, I wanted to fling him on to his hands and knees in the dust, tear off his shorts and fuck him furiously. But I could see that that was what he was expecting, and wanting – and my pride refused to give him the quiet pleasure in being right about this also.

‘No. I don’t believe I’m wrong,’ he said softly yet forcefully.

I jerked my hand away roughly.

‘I have the manuscript in my bag. Perhaps you have been playing this piece by heart and have not looked at the notes for many years. If you will permit me I can show you . . .’

There came a silence between us and we locked eyes. Gradually, I felt my resolve weakening beneath his steady stare. I knew that at any moment something was going to happen. And it did. Ramon laid his cello aside. As he stood up to face me, I noticed the growing bulge in his undershorts. He reached out . . . But I turned abruptly away.

‘No! I don’t want to see the manuscript! I believe you.’

Shaking with emotion, I walked around back of the castello and into the garden. Following a crazy impulse I wanted to row my boat far out into the centre of the lake. I had reached the water’s edge when I heard the sweet sounds of the boy’s playing once again. I stopped. I could not go on. His musicianship was uncanny. So perfect. And yet . . . And yet now that I was no longer disturbed by what I had perceived to be a wrong note, I felt there was something else not quite right. Some ineffable quality was missing – that extra touch that only the very greatest artists can achieve: those artists who are rarely with us more than once in a generation. Ramon was very nearly the greatest musician I had ever heard; but not quite. What was he missing? Standing there, looking out at the lake, I bit my lower lip and tried to work out what was wrong. I could not. I went back to him.

‘Why have you come here?’ I asked. I knew, now, by his playing, that he was not one of those silly fools who come hunting for an autograph or to research a newspaper article.

He did not stop playing immediately, this time, but rounded the phrase off to a neat, perfect improvised ending. It was well done, and I inclined my head out of respect.

‘I have come,’ he said carefully, ‘to ask you to teach me.’

‘What can I teach you? You know perfectly well that you’re up there already among the very best. You’ve got a dazzling career in front of you. No one could possibly teach you anything.’

‘Would you say, then, that my playing is perfect? Everyone else does,’ he said frankly.

I hesitated before replying, ‘Perhaps not quite.’

‘I know it’s not!’ he said urgently. ‘They beg and beg me to give performances, go on tours, become an international star, but I won’t do it because I know I am not as good as everyone thinks I am. And I knew that you would know this also. Maestro, only you can teach me, only you can take me the final mile.’

I shook my head sadly. ‘What you want I cannot teach. None can. You and I can both detect that there is a missing quality in your playing; but what that quality is neither of us can possibly explain.’

‘No,’ he said. ‘That’s not true. I know what is missing. It is a place in my heart that I know is there but which I have not yet reached. I cannot reach it by myself. I need help.’

I must have grimaced involuntarily at the mawkishness of his language – these Spaniards! – because he suddenly cried out passionately, ‘This is true!’ He fell silent for a time, then, ‘Maestro,’ he began in a frail voice, looking up at me with those puppy eyes so that I felt the balance of the world shifting. ‘Maestro, I do not know what it is that I need, but instinct tells me that only you can help.’

I looked away and regarded the gravel.

‘Maestro,’ he began after some evident hesitation. ‘If I might say . . . How can I put this? I do have some idea of what it is that I lack.’

‘Go on.’

‘Maestro. I am unschooled in love. I am twenty-one years old, and yet I have never . . . You must know what it is like! – practising for six, seven, eight hours a day and then I must go through the form of t’ai chi, which takes another hour, and there is my study of music theory and syntax . . . There is no time for anything else Maestro. Forgive me, I am Spanish and it is in my blood to be direct: I wish you to teach me the Art of Love!’

‘No!’ I said immediately.
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