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            Chapter I

         

         “Left a little… Up a little. Turn your head to the window so the light falls on your nose – that’s it – and dream. Dream of your first lover… where is he now? Perfect. ‘My old flame, I can’t even think of his name…’ Now bunch your hair and hold it over your ear – so – and draw the comb across con amore, like you’re playing the cello.”

         Music, that’s what was needed. Dvořák. Would Degas have listened to Dvořák? Dvořák was Czech and Degas was French, and anyway they didn’t have records then. He must have painted in silence.

         Pat considered this possibility, rejected it and crossed the studio to find the cello concerto. He handled the 1970s Philips record player con amore. Top of the range machine, a bargain buy. And look, the shade of orange matched his socks.

         As the recording scratched into life, a shaft of dusty spring sunlight broke through the window and transfigured the middle-aged woman on the couch, heightening the white of her skin against the red of her hair and setting the yellow throw beneath her aglow. Pity about the tongue and groove behind. He’d have to bodge the Chinese wallpaper.

         Killer combo, cerulean and cadmium yellow. He rattled around in his box of pastels and picked out a blue one. A few deft strokes of cerulean over cobalt, some buds of lemon yellow, a tracery of burnt sienna and bang! The tongue and groove was fin de siècle Chinoiserie.

         Pat consulted the open book on the painting table. Hmmm. He’d have preferred the pose of the D’Orsay picture with the model on the floor completely nude, one leg tucked in, the other bent in front and both arms raised above the shoulder, brushing the hair up from the nape of the neck. But that was a bit athletic for Irene.

         Good old Irene. Must have been a beauty, and still moved her old bones like a cat. There was something naturally statuesque about her. She didn’t perch like an amateur, she sat. And the pose of the Hermitage picture came out sexier if approached from the left, exposing both breasts and the model’s mouth.

         Irene had a good mouth. He touched it in with Indian red. It yawned.

         “Time for a break, I’ll put the kettle on,” said Pat, returning the Indian red to the box with special care.

         Nice of Martin to get him Unison pastels. Quality gear, soft on the hands as talc and saturated in pigment. Hand-rolled between the thighs of Northumbrian maidens, with none of the usual binder muck thrown in. Not much different, he reckoned, from the pastels Degas used. Martin could be surprisingly generous sometimes.

         Pat crossed the patch of garden to the kitchen quickly. Since the second hip replacement he’d had a limp, but he always crossed the garden quickly in case Ron next door came out and collared him.

         That was the trouble with the ’burbs, your neighbours. Ron was still hopping mad about The Shed despite the fact that it had improved the property. Before it went up he’d never stopped complaining about the tip at the bottom of the garden. So what if Pat hadn’t got planning permission? Since when did you need permission to plan? Next thing you knew, you’d need a licence to dream.

         Anyway it wasn’t any business of Ron’s what went on at the bottom of Pat’s garden. Some people had fairies, Pat had The Shed of Revelation and a bloody fine specimen of a shed it was too. Dino had done a fearless construction job, far better than Martin. If Martin had built it water would be coming in. Shame that someone as brilliant at building should be so hopeless at painting. Ah well, Dino was a 3-D man.

         Returning with the mugs of tea, Pat risked a momentary halt in mid-garden to admire The Shed of Rev’s front elevation. How Dino had managed to build a double-fronted cabin with a veranda entirely out of skip wood was a miracle. All that was needed for perfection was a rocking chair, but in a rocking chair he’d be a sitting duck for Ron.

         He could see Irene standing framed in the left-hand window in her old kimono, holding a cigarette and wearing the exact expression he’d been after. That was a picture worth painting, but it would have to wait. Funny how many artists painted women from behind looking out of windows and how few thought of doing them from in front.

         So many pictures to be painted, and so little time.

         On his way back in with the teas, he raised the mugs in a silent toast to the stack of tall canvases propped against the wall to the right of the entrance. “You too my beauties, I haven’t forgotten you,” he whispered mentally. “You’re the real McCoy. But first we must get Degas out of the way.”

         The money would keep Moira happy, that was the main thing. Not that she ever complained, but that made things worse. If her useless excuse for a second husband would only get off his arse and keep her in the style to which she should have been accustomed it wouldn’t be an issue, but every time Pat thought of her scrubbing floors on her hands and knees his heart sank. Beautiful bright Moira working as a cleaner, while he swanned about the place being an artist. Was it self-indulgence? It was what he did. It was a job, unpaid perhaps but a job all the same. Wait until The Seven Seals were opened, then the world would see that Patrick Phelan had not been wasting his time. When the heptatych landed, the world wouldn’t know what hit it. 

         He put the teas down on the table, came up behind Irene and slipped a hand still warm from the mug under her kimono. It squeezed her left breast.

         A bit on the soft side, but it still felt good.

      

   


   
      
         

            Chapter II

         

         Martin Phelan was acting like he owned the place as usual, although it wasn’t his house. But it was his handiwork, and he was entitled to feel proprietorial. OK, so the orangery wasn’t strictly finished, the landscaped garden was a building site and the lily pond was leaking, but those were all things that could be fixed. Nothing that couldn’t be fixed with money, and Orlo had plenty.

         The rain was a piece of luck anyway, it would keep people indoors. Not so lucky for the papier mâché sculpture park at ICE, but hey! It was all about entropy. The coke was kicking in and he was feeling positive. He refilled his glass from the catering table, ignoring the bar staff, and went to work the room.

         If a bomb went off this evening, Martin was thinking, it would wipe out the whole London contemporary art world plus a sizeable chunk of the global one. On the eve of the first International Contemporary Equity art fair, ICE – a joint venture between auction house RazzellDeVere and Marquette magazine – everyone who was anyone was in town and all of them were on Orlo’s guest list. For a recession, they were putting on a good show.

         Over by the fireplace (yes, a fireplace in an orangery – Orlovsky asked for one and the customer is always right) Martin could see Fay Lacey-Piggott, Marquette’s editor-in-chief, in conversation with Nigel Vouvray-Jones, senior director of RazzellDeVere. On the sofa beside them, between two women in white and black dresses – the white monochrome minimalist Celeste Buhler and the papier mâché sculptor Heather Manning – sprawled the Dutch painter Dirk Boegemann, his pale blue eyes fastened drunkenly on a voluptuous redhead who was listening with rapt attention to Jason Faith. Jason had won last year’s Ars Nova Prize for his Empty Room. Martin couldn’t imagine what the redhead found so gripping – the guy was on the dumb side of laconic, but he played in a punk band and she looked like a groupie.

         Martin could see that Bernice was boring him. He watched him move her aside to allow a skinny kid with nipple rings in a torn black singlet slip past to the bathroom with an older man in a pearl grey suit. The skinny kid was Puerto Rican performance artist Enzo, a specialist in public bloodlettings, and the older man was northern art collector Godfrey Wise. At a party last year Enzo had gone to the toilet and slashed his wrists, and Godfrey obviously didn’t want him repeating that here. The incident had got into the tabloids, causing embarrassment. Martin watched them emerge minutes later looking chipper. He smiled as Mervyn moved Bernice aside again to let them pass without any visible interruption to the verbal flow.

         Anywhere else this sort of discretion would have been unnecessary, but Orlovsky was a stickler for appearances. Even at home he had his gallery goons on the door. One of them had frisked Martin playfully on the way in and now he was dishing out the same treatment to the art dealer James Duval, who was not looking happy. Never mind, thought Martin, he’ll cheer up when he hears about the Degas.

         Orlovsky’s goons were recruited from the Hoxton gay mafia, and you didn’t mess with them. The one by the bar was keeping an eye on Dirk. Martin saw him stiffen as the ascetic figure of Sir Jeremy Gaunt, director of the State Gallery, appeared in the doorway with the flicker of a smile of greeting on his face. A barely perceptible shiver ran through the room.

         Security didn’t lay a finger on Gaunt, but when video artist Tammy Tinker-Stone crossed the room to film his arrival on her phone, one of the Hoxton heavies took it off her. She shrugged and smirked and came over to where Martin and Duval were standing.

         “A fair cop,” said Martin.

         Tammy had not yet won the Ars Nova and everyone knew she was gagging to. She’d been shortlisted the year before for Gutted, her video collage of football managers reacting to missed goals, part of a series exploring the contemporary symbolism of the tragic mask. Now she was collecting smiles on the faces of art world insiders, but it wasn’t going well. It lacked the drama and emotional range of the stadium. Recently, though, a new idea had occurred to her, a good one if she could find the right person for it.

         “I need an artist,” she announced.

         “Take your pick,” said Duval, waving a dismissive arm around the room.

         “Not that kind of artist. A proper artist.”

         “Proper?” Duval raised a tired eyebrow.

         “A painter, I need a painter. Not like Dirk,” she jerked her head towards the catering table against which the Dutchman now had the redhead pinned, “an old-fashioned painter. One who uses, you know, colours, an easel, palette, brushes. The works. One who’s serious about the whole operation. I want to record the creative act, the image taking shape on the canvas, the whole performance. I want to do painting as performance art. Know anyone?”

         “You could ask my Dad,” said Martin, “if you don’t mind him jumping on you.”

         “Is he good?”

         “What’s good?” asked Duval with effete distaste.

         “I mean good like a master, like, oh, Degas. Whoever.”

         Martin glanced at Duval.

         “He’s good like Degas.”

         “Can I have his number? Bugger, they’ve got my phone.”

         She pulled a pen out of her bag and scribbled the number Martin gave her on the back of her hand.

         “By the way,” Duval turned to Martin after she’d gone, “my conservatory’s leaking.”

      

   


   
      
         

            Chapter III

         

         The halting drip of water into a bucket beat an erratic rhythm to Duval’s thoughts as he sat brooding at the desk in his book-lined study. In the gloom of the basement the desk light cast a warm bright circle on a pastel drawing of a bare-breasted redhead sitting on a yellow bedspread combing her hair.

         It was unmistakably a Degas, though not a known picture, which could have been an advantage but was actually a problem. Why would an uncatalogued Degas suddenly surface after more a century? The image was evidently a close relation of the oil painting, Woman Combing her Hair, in the Hermitage – the same acid yellow bedspread, electric blue wallpaper, nacreous skin and auburn hair. But the pose was different, and the breasts were a little less pert.

         Typical of Martin to start at the top; it always had to be big stuff with Martin. He should have warned him to stick to the 20th century, when the materials would be less of a giveaway – though these days who checked? With a modern artist, too, it was more likely that unknown pictures might have fallen through the cracks, especially with an artist of the second league. With a big name like Matisse or Picasso who had been catalogue-raisonnéed from here to there, provenance became a major problem.

         He picked up an eyeglass and examined the surface of the drawing. It was masterful. The deftness of touch, the ragged outlines, the messiness… This was not the work of a copyist but an artist. Pat Phelan had brought something to the table. Duval wondered what his own work was like. He touched a corner with his little finger and the pastel came off. Good, at least he hadn’t used fixative. Sensible choice pastel, dry medium.

         People had laughed at Donald Rumsfeld, but his famous distinction wasn’t so stupid when applied to art. In matters of provenance you could have ‘known knowns’ and ‘unknown unknowns’, but an ‘unknown known’ was as questionable as a putative WMD and more open to inspection. Better, if you were going for a big name, to make a copy of a picture that was documented but lost. A ‘once known known’.

         He propped the pastel up against the wall. As a fake it was probably worth a grand; as a Degas it was worth upwards of £30 million.

         “Art is a rum do,” he mused out loud, “Turner was right.”

         Until two years before, Duval had been Head of Impressionist & Modern Art at London auction house RazzelleDeVere, but they had rewritten his job description during the credit crunch and given the post to someone younger and cheaper. His wife was working so they weren’t on the street, but the independent dealership he had set up was taking time to establish.

         With the new top-lit extension, if it wasn’t leaking, he could at least show clients pictures at home. But London was awash with established dealers who were struggling as the auction houses swallowed more and more of their business. Not content with using guarantees to hook the sorts of nervous sellers who would previously have preferred private treaty sales, the big auction houses were moving into other areas of the market. In the past few years RDV, for example, had been operating as a dealership on its own account. The auction house had been buying in paintings by rising stars and sitting on them until opportunity knocked in the shape of a public gallery show that would raise the artists’ profiles and their prices. Now it was taking a punt on ICE to become a major player in the contemporary art market. 

         The problem with historic art, for both dealers and auction houses, was that the supply of good stuff was drying up. And the private dealer’s professional advantage – the leisure to chat up rich widows – would soon be nullified when the supply of rich widows with blue-chip art collections ran out. Now especially, in a harsh financial climate, collectors wanted gold-plated investments like the Giacometti Walking Man that recently sold at auction for £65m. That was the genuine article though, heaven knows, there were enough dodgy Giacomettis around. More than half the drawings in circulation were probably fakes. The artist’s estate was fighting a losing battle.

         None of this, though, bothered people like RazellDeVere’s director Nigel Vouvray-Jones as long as they could go on shifting stock. Turnover was all that mattered now. Sack the experts and take on more marketing staff. Billionaire collectors in emerging markets – China, India, Russia, the Gulf States – didn’t give a hoot about the educated views of experts, they preferred the soft sell approach of Miss Cassandra Pemberton with her Armani glasses and her Prada handbag.

         Serve RDV right if he slipped one past them. They had it coming.

         But fooling the auction house, he knew, would be the easy bit. Artists’ estates presented a more serious problem. There was always the risk of running up against surviving relatives who could recognise an artist’s handwriting in his brushwork. The auction houses pretended they could, but they were bluffing. Most of the current crop of ‘experts’ couldn’t smell a rat up their own trouser leg, and they were now so desperate for throughput they hardly bothered sniffing.

         Well, not altogether true – they looked at documentation. If an ‘unknown known’ suddenly appeared out of nowhere there would be questions asked and demands for paperwork. Where did it come from? What exhibitions had it been shown in? Why didn’t it feature in any catalogues? Why no photographs?

         Photographs were the sorts of hard proof you needed. But if a painting had been photographed it would be traceable to a collection. Unless, of course, the collection had subsequently been lost.

         Duval jumped up and went over to his bookshelves. In the top left-hand corner, gathering dust, he found it: Volume II of the Répertoire des biens spoliés en France durant la guerre 1939-45, the record of Nazi war spoils assembled by the Bureau Central des Restitutions after World War II. Volume II dealt with paintings, tapestries and sculptures. He had brought it with him from Razzells when he left. They’d never miss it.

         He flicked through the pages of muzzy black and white photos.

         A Matisse Odalisque, £30m at today’s prices. A Cézanne Still Life with Compotier, possibly as much as £40m. That would be greedy. He paused at a Harbour at Collioure by Derain. That was better.

         The photo was faded but clear enough to make out the composition. The colours you could only guess at, though with Derain there was a fair amount of leeway.

         It had been in the collection of the Meyer family in Paris. The perfect lost picture. The trouble was that as soon as it was ‘found’ the family would come out of the woodwork to claim it. Unless, that was, the family was lost too.

         He had a bit of research to do.

      

   


   
      
         

            Chapter IV

         

         Daniel Colvin had only been at Marquette a month when the office politics started. Fay had asked him to report on a rumour that RazzellDeVere had been buying in paintings by Dirk Boegemann, represented until now by the Orlovsky Gallery, and were sitting on a pile of them waiting for his prices to rise.

         The recession had come at a bad time for Boegemann, just when his paintings had passed the six-figure mark and were headed for the stratosphere. Now rumour had it that the State Gallery was planning a show. The State was normally wary of contemporary painting – its conceptual bona fides were always hard to establish – but Boegemann’s ghostly monochromes wouldn’t frighten the horses, and RDV were reputedly offering sponsorship.

         Public gallery rubberstamps painter formerly represented by leading commercial gallery and currently being stockpiled by auction house. It all sounded distinctly dodgy to Daniel. He did a bit of scratching around, interviewed a few people – even got the elusive Jeremy Gaunt on the phone thanks to the director’s PA mistaking him for a young architect working on the new State Gallery extension. Gaunt said nothing was planned, which amounted to a quote. Daniel’s piece was filed and flat-planned when suddenly, without an explanation, Fay pulled it.

         Daniel was sure Crispin Finch was behind it. Fair enough, he understood Finch protecting his turf. He’d been with the magazine since it started. But having one’s first news feature spiked was not a good omen. And now Fay, who had been flirty before, was ignoring him.

         At this rate he wouldn’t be in the job past Easter, and he needed to keep it if he was going to finish his art history thesis. So he said nothing when he was shifted to a routine item about a British Council-funded touring exhibition called East Goes West, a collaboration between the State Gallery and Khaleej Museums Authority in the United Arab Emirates.

         The exhibition paired young British artists with Middle Eastern contemporaries working in similar ways. Daniel ran his eye down the list of exhibitors. Mervyn Burke, he noticed, was twinned with a Lebanese artist called Salim Murr, who collected autographs of people called Muhammad. Jason Faith was matched with Iraqi artist Jahmir Zerjawi, who turned bombed-out buildings into installations. And Celeste Buhler was partnered by Iranian woman artist Afshan Zardooz, who had filmed herself in a white burqa against a white wall so that all you could see of her were her eyes.

         From the illustration point of view, it wasn’t promising.

         Daniel opened one image after another. An empty bombed-out room, another room empty but for a disembodied pair of eyes, a sheet of paper empty apart from a signature.

         There must be something better. He opened an image called The Nile Feeds Itself, and smiled.

         It was a contact sheet of photographs by an Egyptian artist, Karim El Sayed, documenting the dismantling of a reed-and-daub hut. The first picture showed the hut with smoke curling through a hole in the roof; the last showed the ashes of the fire into which the final reeds have been fed. It was paired with Cordelia Markham’s exploding shed.

         Another one for the thesis on Sheddism. Daniel copied it onto a memory stick and slipped it in his pocket. It still surprised and delighted him to receive confirmation of the centrality of the shed to the history of art: an archetypal symbol of creation from Bethlehem on. 

         He filed the copy to Crispin and attached the image.

         “Thanks,” came a curt reply, “but why the shed?”

         The piece was eventually published under the title ‘Middle East Agreement Signed’ and illustrated with two signatures – ‘Muhammad’ and ‘Mervyn Burke’. The second signature was attached to Coffee Ring No. 23.

      

   


   
      
         

            Chapter V

         

         It was a Poussin day, with a lapis-blue sky and streaky puffs of white cloud sailing over The Shed of Revelation at the back of no. 15 The Mall.

         How grand that sounded! It still amused Pat to say his address without adding the postcode. Since moving to the street all those years ago he’d discovered that it shared its name with a dozen Malls in London, not counting the one The Queen lived at the end of. There were Malls in Bexhill, Brentford, Bromley, Croydon, Dagenham and Surbiton, all of them laying claim to the definite article. Pat’s was in Bounds Green, Haringey. He and Moira had moved to the area more than thirty years ago and brought Martin up there, if you could call it upbringing. Then Moira had pushed off, Martin had gone west and he had been left in sole occupation, an ageing bohemian beached in the ’burbs.

         From his kitchen window Pat was distantly aware of an expanse of violet signalling to him from inside The Shed. With a sinking heart, he recognised it as the latest incarnation of the upper section of The Seventh Seal. Over the decades he’d spent tussling with that painting, it had been halfway round the colour spectrum and back. Now he saw with a sickening clarity that cobalt violet wouldn’t do the job either.

         He wished to God he’d turned it to the wall and tucked it in properly the night before. Now the wretched thing would be clamouring for attention on a Blue Orange morning when he needed to focus on the class. Pictures were like children, never left you in peace. Out of sight, out of mind was the only answer.

         As he shaved around his goatee at the kitchen sink, the unforgiving light of the bright March morning revealed in the soap-spattered glass that his hair colour also needed attention. His barnet was starting to look like Davy Crockett’s hat, with the black tips turning red then white as they neared his scalp.

         Insufficiently realist, too expressionist. He picked up the bottle of Just For Men off the windowsill and shook it. Enough for the eyebrows, maybe, but they could wait. Who was he kidding? He was old enough to be Suzy’s father. Ah well, he sighed contentedly, you never knew.

         The Blue Orangers were the amateurs Pat taught in The Shed on Friday mornings. He’d started the class for the money, placing an ad on the community notice board in the local Budgens, but carried on for the love. The group had been coming in various forms for years, although it had only recently acquired its name.

         It was Wolf, of course, who was responsible. Pat had set up a still life of apples and oranges in a bowl and was preaching his usual broken colour sermon, urging the class to underpaint in complementary colours that would break through the picture surface and make it quake. A fought-for image, Pat maintained, was an image worth having. But Wolf, a wartime refugee and a diehard pacifist, refused to fight on principle and persisted in painting his oranges orange.

         Wolf insisted he could only paint what he saw; when he tried to make things up they just didn’t work. (They didn’t work that well when he didn’t but Pat wasn’t going to be the one to tell him.) Meddling with reality, he said, messed up the shadows and shapes needed shadows to hold them down. Without them everything sort of floated off. So while Pat had his back turned that particular morning, Wolf had tiptoed over to the table with a brush-load of ultramarine and painted all the oranges in the fruit bowl blue. 

         Pat was smiling at the memory when the phone rang.

         At that hour of the morning it had to be Moira about money. She’d have it soon enough. He let it ring.

         Late news from Marty was that his millionaire collector friend was cock-a-hoop about the Degas. Now, apparently, he wanted modern masters for his mansion and he’d given Marty a list of half a dozen. At three grand a pop Pat would be coining it. The downside was that the collector had now decided he wanted copies of existing works, which made Pat’s job that much more boring to do. But he wasn’t grumbling. If the guy could piss away that much on copies, what wouldn’t he pay for the genuine article? The heptatych was in need of a home, or better a chapel. He wondered if there was room for a chapel in the mansion’s grounds.

         The lime green of Pat’s trousers clashed briefly with the grass as he hurried across the garden carrying a safety lamp, a colander, a bunch of yellow fabric freesias and some purple tissue paper. The lamp had come from a neighbour’s skip, the freesias from a church bazaar, the tissue paper from the offy and the colander from Dino’s late mum. “The only thing she left me,” the lugubrious Italian had lamented to him, “and it had holes in.”

         It had the makings of an interesting still life, Pat thought. The whiplash curve of the metal lamp hook certainly had dynamic potential. The flowers could have done with a vase, but there was always the coal scuttle. And the colander would have looked better with a load of apples, if he hadn’t eaten them. Never mind, he’d fill it with coal from the scuttle.

         Good colour combo, yellow, purple and black.

         Inside The Shed The Seventh Seal assaulted his senses. In the light of day the violet was a complete disaster. For a moment last night he’d had the colours in perfect equilibrium, all the plates spinning in the air at once, then he’d trowelled on the violet and dropped the lot. Now the balance was shattered he’d have to scrape off.

         He saw it now, too late, clear as mud. The whole thing hinged on the mighty angel with a face like the sun and feet like pillars of fire. The angel had to burn up the competition, and by swamping everything in violet he had put the fire out. The hiss of the soggy embers brought him close to tears.

         The morning after could be worse with paintings than with drink or women.

         He turned the picture wearily to the wall and looked around to find Irene behind him. She had a feline knack of suddenly materialising.

         “Hello old cat,” he greeted her absently. “To what do I owe the pleasure?”

         “You booked me for a session, remember?”

         He didn’t, but he hadn’t the heart to send her away. She was probably counting on the money. So when the class arrived they found a model reclining on the yellow bedspread with a scuttle of flowers and an overhanging skip light.

         Pat was dithering over where to put the colander full of coal. In honour of the lapis-blue morning he’d based Irene’s pose on the sleeping nude in Poussin’s Nymphs and Satyrs in the National Gallery, but the still life elements were giving him grief – though he liked the way the curve of the skip light hook rhymed with Irene’s right breast.

         He’d arranged the flowers in the scuttle with the tissue for foliage. The vertical flue of the wood-burner stood in for the tree under which Poussin’s abandoned nymph luxuriates, and the skip light hung just to the right of the trunk where the face of Poussin’s leering satyr peeks out. After trying the colander in several places he settled on a position in the left foreground, making a diagonal with the skip light through the nymph’s head.

         “Nude descending a chimney,” quipped Wolf as he got out his paints.

         “Got it!” said Pat. Still life problem sorted. He told the class to give it the Cubist treatment.

         As they got stuck into the subject a hush descended, punctuated by the occasional squeak of charcoal and rattle of pencils in a case or brushes in a jar. It was the sound of parallel play not heard since childhood, the happy hum of absorption in the perfectly useless.

         Naturally the Cubist theme went to pot. As hard as Pat tried to challenge his class to do things differently, they always ended up doing them the same. Wolf always produced the same naive paintings with glaring local colours and heavy black shadows. Suzy always turned out the same bright and breezy pictures on the safe, Scottish Colourist side of Fauve, with all the women looking exactly like her. Here she was, at it again, putting her own head on Irene’s body.

         But what a head it was, thought Pat, sneaking a sideways look at the heart-shaped face with its insouciant, slightly sniffy nose framed by floppy golden hair and dangly earrings. You could see the temptation.

         Grant, meanwhile, created boxy 1950s abstracts out of whatever you put in front of him. He could have been staring into Marilyn Monroe’s wide-open beaver and he would have filed it all away neatly into modular storage. The ordered mind of a solicitor, Pat supposed. And Dino… well Dino was just Dino. It was impossible to put a name to the amorphous splodges even now appearing on his canvas. If Dino’s first artistic language was Italian, then he was a macchiaiolo with a speech impediment. Yet the deliberation he brought to his task was awesome. Look at him now, dotting in the holes in the colander with the same fevered concentration he had just applied to Irene’s right nipple.

         As for Yolande, Pat suppressed a sigh. Yolande was a one-trick pony with the stubbornness of a mule. Her approach to every subject was to home in on an area of detail – half an orange and the end of a banana, or a shoulder and an armpit – and blow it up to fill the entire canvas. She brought things so close to the picture plane you could have smelled them, if it had helped you to work out what they were. This morning she was focusing on the junction between the pink of Irene’s exposed throat and chin and the galvanised steel grey of the background scuttle, with its protruding triangle of purple tissue. Wolf once joked that if you taped all Yolande’s life drawings together they’d add up to one enormous, bill-board-sized nude. Yolande wasn’t amused. The others had learned to put up with Wolf’s jokes but Yolande didn’t have a sense of humour.

         The only member of the class who found Wolf funny was also the only born artist among them. Maisie was a natural. Pat had spotted her eye for colour in the charity shop, where she’d pick out clothes from the bags for him and hide them out the back. Maisie was in her 70s, she had never painted but she took to broken colour like a duck to water. Her drawing was erratic but her paint surfaces shimmered like Bonnard’s. She responded to the subject. And sure enough, when Pat did the rounds, hers was the picture that thrummed with life.

         He held it up for the group’s admiration.

         “All singing all dancing,” he cried, “that’s how we like our scuttles!”

         Maisie peeped over the top of her glasses and smiled, a brittle little smile that lit up her face like an involuntary reflex. Suzy and Yolande looked deflated.

         Pat went over to examine Suzy’s painting. The skip light, scuttle and flowers were perfectly drawn and the treatment was Cubist, but the nude was young and slim with a turned-up nose.

         As he looked from Suzy’s nymph to Irene and back, he felt a dangly earring brush his cheek. He swallowed.

         “It helps to look at the model from time to time,” he said.

      

   


   
      
         

            Chapter VI
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