
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          The Piano Teacher

        

        
        
          Sophie Elliot

        

        
          Published by CHIMERA, 2013.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      THE PIANO TEACHER

    

    
      First edition. February 6, 2013.

      Copyright © 2013 Sophie Elliot.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 978-1907753138

    

    
    
      Written by Sophie Elliot.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1

Prelude


[image: ]




Lucy Cavendish picked at her food miserably, hardly noticing the bustling refectory around her. People came and went, chatting amongst themselves. She had just come from her tutor's office, a book-lined study at the top of one of the towers, overlooking the shady courtyard of the college. He was a reasonable man, she knew, but he had been unable to disguise the disappointment in his voice at her essay. It lay crumpled in her bag now, the comments in it unread. Why had she picked Philosophy, of all things? And who in their right mind chose to read Hegel, let alone write essays on his impenetrable Teutonic prose? Long nights of reading lay ahead of her, she knew, if she was going to get anywhere. Her misery was written over her face, and she made a forlorn little figure, sitting alone in the chaos and noise of the student dining area.

'Are you all alone?' came a familiar voice opposite her.

Lucy looked up, and saw the face of Dr Tovey, the music lecturer. She smiled weakly.

'Yes,' she said. 'Just eating.'

To Lucy's considerable discomfort, he sat down opposite her.

'Mind if I join you?' he said.

Dr Tovey was a vague friend of the family, and Lucy knew her parents had requested that he take a special interest in her. To be frank, it was not entirely welcome. Even though she was homesick and lonely in her halls, the presence of a lecturer inquiring after her was hardly the kind of attention she craved. She missed her friends, and the comforts of home, and her difficulty in settling into the academic world was not assuaged by reminders of her new, uncomfortable situation.

'So,' he said amiably, 'how are you settling in?'

Lucy smiled again weakly, as if that was her only response to questioning. 'Oh, okay. It's all a bit new, but I'm sure I'll find my feet soon.'

'Good girl,' said Dr Tovey briskly. 'That's the spirit. Everybody finds things a bit disorientating at first, but I'm sure you'll fit in very well here, if you give it time.'

His banter only served to make Lucy more miserable. She found herself desperately wanting to spill out her concerns to him, to tell her how homesick she was, how hard she was finding the studies, how intimidating she found the other girls on her corridor, how she missed having a loving hug, how alone and unloved she felt... but she couldn't bring herself to. Especially not to a strange man who embodied all that was foreign in her new circumstances, and whose respect she already found herself unconsciously craving. It was impossible - impossible to keep everything bottled-in, and she felt tears bubbling up within her.

Involuntarily, one trickled down her soft cheek.

'Lucy?' said Dr Tovey suddenly, frowning. 'Are you all right?'

She looked away, wishing he would leave. 'Oh, it's nothing, really,' she said, sniffing back her tears. 'Really, I'm fine. Just a little tired.'

Dr Tovey took her hand and looked at her with a concerned expression.

'Lucy,' he said, almost sternly. 'There must be something wrong. Tell me what it is - I may be able to help.'

Strangely, Lucy found his touch very distracting, and his firm but caring tone gave her an unexpected warm feeling inside. The tears began to dry up, to be replaced by embarrassment. She thought she should withdraw her hand, but it was good just to have someone's attention, so she left it there. She looked up, to catch Dr Tovey looking back at her, brow furrowed. Lucy blushed, and finally pulled her hand back.

'I'm so sorry,' she said quickly. 'You must think I'm stupid.'

Dr Tovey, noticing her rosy cheeks, smiled in a strange way. 'Not at all, Lucy,' he said. 'I think you're perfectly lovely. But won't you tell me what's wrong? I can't help if you don't speak to me.'

Lucy just wanted to melt away then, to disappear into a small ball in the farthest corner of the room and roll into oblivion. She searched for a way to end the questions without offending him. Inspiration was slow in coming.

'Well, as it happens, I had been wanting to ask you something,' she said, at length.

'What, Lucy?' asked Dr Tovey, with a hint of impatience in his amiable tone.

'To tell you the truth,' she said, 'I suppose I miss playing my music. There's so much noise in my halls, and I can't seem to find the time or the place to sit down and play the piano. I do miss it, and I think I would be happier if I could find a quiet spot in the week when I could escape from it all and get my skills back. I had been thinking of taking up lessons, and I wondered if you could... but I don't want to presume.'

Dr Tovey smiled. 'I see,' he said. 'I don't teach the piano myself, but I do know of a few good teachers. Would you like me to have a word with one of them?'

Lucy nodded gratefully. 'That would be nice,' she said, relieved.

The lecturer looked at her intently then, as if he were weighing something up in his mind. It was like he was trying to decide, on the basis of some evidence, if Lucy would be suitable for something else he had in mind.

'There is, of course, Miss Martin,' he said, a little uncertainly. 'She's very good, and wonderfully motivational. My only concern would be that she's a trifle eccentric in a few respects.'

'What do you mean?' asked Lucy.

'Oh, nothing much,' said Dr Tovey, as if he had settled on something. 'Now that I think about it, though, she might be good for you. She's rather old-fashioned, you see, and insists on a certain level of discipline, but you wouldn't mind that, would you?'

'Not at all,' said Lucy. 'I guess I'll need a firm hand if I'm to progress without my parents nagging at me.'

Dr Tovey raised an eyebrow. 'Indeed?' he said. 'Then I think we may have made the right choice. Shall I arrange an appointment for you?'

'Oh, would you?' said Lucy, beginning to cheer up. 'That would be kind. To be honest, I think I'd enjoy a more formal style of teaching. I don't reckon I learn much here, except how to miss lectures and crib essays, which is a shame, because I think I have a lot to learn.'

'Oh yes,' said Dr Tovey, 'I'm sure you have. But Miss Martin will be eminently suitable for that.'

He rose then, collecting up his papers in his hands.

'I'm sorry to dash off like this, Lucy, but I'll ring you later if you want, after speaking with her,' he said. 'I'm sure she'll have a space for someone like you, and then we can arrange a meeting. Does that sound acceptable to you?'

'Yes, thank you,' said Lucy. 'That would be wonderful.'

'You look a little better now,' said Dr Tovey, smiling with what looked like satisfaction. 'Try not to worry about things. University is all about discovering yourself - once you've done that, you will never want to leave, trust me.'

He smiled again at her, and turned to walk away. For the first time since her arrival, Lucy felt a pleasurable glow suffuse her. Things were going to change, she could feel it.

––––––––
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THAT EVENING, DR TOVEY did indeed ring.

'Lucy,' he said, 'I've had a quick word with my acquaintance, and she would very much like to meet you. Can you go to the Cinque Moulins coffeehouse at eleven o'clock tomorrow morning? She has some business in town, and would very much like to speak to you there, if possible.'

'Yes,' said Lucy, 'I think that would be fine. Has she got a vacancy just like that?'

Dr Tovey sounded amused at the other end of the line. 'Don't worry,' he said. 'She's really very good, trust me. It's just she's selective about her pupils, and chooses not to take many on.'

'Really?' said Lucy, consternation entering her voice. 'Oh dear, perhaps I should have told you - I'm not actually very good. In fact, it's been a long time since I played at all. I don't think she'll want me.'

'Nonsense,' Dr Tovey said sharply. 'Don't worry yourself. Miss Martin selects her pupils on the basis of all sorts of criteria. In any case, if you can make it, it would be rude not to show up. You'll find she places a great store upon punctuality.'

'Miss Martin,' said Lucy, repeating the name. 'Is that how she likes to be called?'

'Sometimes,' said Dr Tovey. 'But I must go now - I have essays to mark and students to see. If everything is all right, I'll leave you to it.'

'Oh, yes,' said Lucy. 'Eleven o'clock at the café - that will be no problem. Thank you so much for your help, Dr Tovey. I'm ever so grateful.'

'Think nothing of it,' he said dryly. 'I'm quite sure you'll find a way of repaying me.'

––––––––

[image: ]


SO IT WAS THAT LUCY found herself, the next morning, sitting in the quiet café alone, wondering how on earth she was going to recognise the figure of Miss Martin. She only hoped that Dr Tovey had not neglected to give the teacher some description of her, or else she fancied it would be a long wait.

Luckily, there was little mistaking the figure of Miss Martin when she did appear, and Lucy instinctively knew that the tall, clipped figure walking through the glass-panelled doors was her prospective music mistress. Likewise, Miss Martin appeared to recognise Lucy, either from the lecturer's description or from instinct. She walked over to Lucy's table in a measured, heel-clicking fashion. Lucy rose to meet her, and they shook hands.

'You must be Lucy,' said Miss Martin, in a perfectly cadenced upper-class English accent.

'Yes, Miss Martin,' said Lucy. 'Pleased to meet you - may I buy you a drink?'

Miss Martin smiled. 'Thank you, dear,' she said. 'I will have a cup of Earl Grey, slice of lemon, no sugar. You may bring it to the table.'

Lucy nodded, a little taken aback by her clipped manner. 'Very well,' she said, smiling awkwardly, and went to the counter.

While she was waiting for Miss Martin's cup of tea, she stole a look at the woman. She had sat down, her long legs elegantly crossed. Every part of her was impossibly smart, from her impeccably tailored dark jacket and chic, straight skirt, to her immaculate sheer stockings and narrow high-heeled shoes. She had folded her slim handbag in front of her, and was looking absently out of the window, playing with a necklace of pearls that hung about her slender neck. She had an astonishingly beautiful face, with smooth pale skin framed by a classic bob of dark hair. Perhaps she would have seemed severe if she had not looked so feminine, but Miss Martin's shapely figure, held erect in the chair, was as womanly and sensual as it was authoritarian and formal. Quite involuntarily, Lucy found herself fascinated by her, and began to study the line of her deep red lips, the arch of her back, the sweep of her stockinged thigh.

That was until the tea came, and she was rudely interrupted in her contemplation. She went back to the table, and placed the cup before Miss Martin.

'Thank you, Lucy,' said the music mistress, smiling at her.

Lucy sat down opposite, and took a sip of her own drink.

Miss Martin placed her slim hands together.

'So,' she said. 'Dr Tovey tells me that you would like to take up your music again.'

'That's right,' said Lucy. 'He was kind enough to recommend you as a teacher who might be able to take me on.'

Miss Martin smiled again.

'Well, I'd certainly like to. I'm looking for a new female pupil at the moment, as it happens, and I know he thought you'd be suitable.'

Lucy found herself wondering what difference it made whether she was male or female. Perhaps she had some quota to fill.

'Would you mind if I asked you a few questions?' Miss Martin went on.

'Please do,' said Lucy.

'How much playing have you done before, Lucy?' she said, slipping on a pair of reading-glasses and taking out a slim notebook.

'Uh, up to grade five a few years ago,' said Lucy.

'Very well,' said Miss Martin, making notes. 'Grade five. Well, I'm sure we can do something with that. Do you have your own music?'

'Well, not really,' said Lucy. 'I don't have anything suitable with me, I'm afraid.'

'No matter - I can send you to Mr McLellan to get some. I'll make a list this morning, and you can take it with you.'

'Fine,' said Lucy, finding herself eager to please.

'I think I'll start you on a Mozart sonata, some theory, and a course in technique,' mused Miss Martin. 'We can see how you progress, and change things if necessary. How does that sound?'

'Oh, fine,' said Lucy again.

'Good,' said Miss Martin. 'Another thing - did Dr Tovey tell you about the dress requirements?'

Taken aback, Lucy did not reply at once.

'I'm sorry?' she said. 'Did you say dress requirements?'

'Evidently not,' said Miss Martin, musing. 'I would have thought he'd have mentioned it.' She tutted, then looked back at Lucy and smiled. 'Never mind - it's nothing important. You see, I'm a firm believer in traditional methods of tuition. I find them so much more effective, and don't hold at all with the wishy-washy liberal orthodoxy of modern pedagogy.'

'I see,' said Lucy, in a tone of voice that indicated she wasn't so sure.

'One aspect of this,' continued Miss Martin, 'is an insistence on a uniform for my pupils. I find it helps to create the right atmosphere for learning. Once installed in the proper clothes, the mind is free to apply itself to the task of education, and pupil is placed in the optimum position for retention of information.'

Lucy nodded warily.

'Of course,' Miss Martin went on, 'I supply the uniforms myself, at no cost to my pupils. It is one of the benefits, one of the many benefits, of learning the piano with me. Does this sound acceptable to you, Lucy?'

It was certainly a strange requirement, and not one Lucy had been expecting. But, thinking about it, she couldn't see any harm in it. Miss Martin was clearly a bit of an eccentric, but was also evidently competent and very experienced. It was a little odd, she thought, for such old-fashioned ideas still to be adhered to, but Miss Martin clearly had her reasons. And who was she to tell her how to do her job?

'I suppose so,' she said. 'What kind of uniform is it?'

'Oh, nothing very special,' said Miss Martin. 'Just a blouse and skirt, sensible shoes and a tie. Much like a school uniform, really. It's designed to put one in the mood to learn, and I find it a very effective tool.'

At least it was nothing too complicated, thought Lucy. And if she didn't have to pay for it, then she could see no special objection. The thought that it was more than a little odd for a grown woman to ask her pupils to dress up for her nagged a little, but she banished it to the back of her mind. She was so nice, Lucy thought, what could be at all wrong with it?

'Very well,' she said. 'Should I try and sort something out this week?'

'Oh, there's no hurry,' said Miss Martin. 'We can fit you up in your first lesson - that's no problem.'

She leant forward, as if imparting a confidence. 'It's such a pleasure, I must say, Lucy,' she said, 'to find someone so willing to submit to my little quirks. Some people are put off by my requirements, which is a shame, for I think they would benefit from my methods. Never mind - I'm gratified that you're so acquiescent. I think we're going to get on very well, Lucy.'

'I do hope so,' said Lucy.

'Splendid,' said Miss Martin, sitting back. 'Goodness, though - look at the time, and so much to do. Did you have any questions yourself, my dear?'

Lucy shrugged. 'Um, I don't think so. It's been a while since I did any playing, though.'

Miss Martin nodded. 'Well, I shall not pre-judge your ability,' she said. 'Although I consider myself a strict teacher, I am not an unfair one. I find no fault where it is not warranted, and only impose chastisement where I think it will aid pupil. If you keep to time and follow the practise plan I shall set, then I shall have little need to employ means of correction.'

'I hope not!' said Lucy. Miss Martin's language was awfully archaic, she thought, and she found her talk of chastisement and correction quite amusing. However, there was something in what she said that was hard to pin down, and Lucy felt quite sure that Miss Martin was not a person one wanted to cross needlessly. She smiled at her.

'Very good,' said Miss Martin. 'Now, unless you have anything else to ask, I think we had better conclude our meeting now, and arrange a uniform fitting.'

She began to write on a page in her notebook.

'I'm writing a list of music for you to buy from Mr McLellan, together with a phone number and directions to his little shop. I use him all the time, for we have a number of interests in common, you might say. Like me, his clientele is very exclusive, and I only refer my personal pupils to him. I'll put my address here too, for you to save troubling Dr Tovey.'

She finished writing and tore the page out of her book, giving it to Lucy.

'There you go, my dear,' she said. 'Does that look all right?'

On the paper was written, besides the list of music, a small practise plan and address, and the word Beginner, which caught Lucy's eye. Miss Martin noticed her looking at it, and smiled.

'Don't worry,' she said. 'I know you're grade five. That refers to something else.'

'Oh, all right,' said Lucy, who in any case was happy to be considered a beginner. 'This all looks fine. When would you like me to come for my first lesson?'

Miss Martin leafed through her notebook, which seemed to double as a diary.

'What about Friday afternoon at four?' she said. 'Could you make that regularly?'

'Yes, that would be no problem,' said Lucy.

'Marvellous,' said Miss Martin. 'Then that's settled. I shall expect you at four o'clock, prompt. Do you think you'll be able to find the street with no problem?'

'Oh, yes,' said Lucy. 'I'll be fine.'

Miss Martin smiled again, and collected her things together. She stood up in one graceful movement, and Lucy noticed once more how tall she was. Lucy rose also, and they shook hands.

'I shall bid you goodbye, then,' said Miss Martin. 'A pleasure to meet you, Lucy, and I look forward to handling your instruction.'

'Likewise, I'm sure,' said Lucy, trying her best to be polite.

In another moment Miss Martin had glided out of the shop, and Lucy was alone again. She sat down to finish her drink. It had been an odd meeting, certainly, but Miss Martin seemed a confident, articulate teacher who clearly knew what she wanted. Such discipline would be good for her, thought Lucy, and would surely divert her from her homesickness. Already she found herself looking forward to her first lesson, and she sat in the sunlit café, content for almost the first time since leaving home.

––––––––

[image: ]


THE NEXT DAY, HAVING risen, showered and dressed, Lucy walked thoughtfully to the address written on the paper Miss Martin had given her. It was a bright day, with the fresh breeze of spring vitiating the air. Around her the world bustled and went about its hectic business, full of the brash, half-bestial will to compete, to win, to get there first. Suited men and women hurried past her, sometimes brushing against her in their haste. For her part, Lucy went along almost in a dream. For some reason Miss Martin's presence had made a great impact on her, and she found it hard to take her mind off the image of the tall, elegant music mistress.

She tried to turn her attention to other things, concentrating on the morning's news, the signs in the shops she passed, the directions printed on the paper, but she could not wholly extinguish her nascent excitement at the thought of the lessons she had to come. She had decided quite firmly that Miss Martin would be good for her, and that a return to the world of music would be just what she needed to restore her enjoyment of life. Lucy knew that she was a bit naïve, that things tended to pass her by, and it had therefore become important to her to have something significant to do, something she could enjoy and participate in which would open her eyes to new experiences and sensations. She had a feeling that her studies would provide her with just that, and it made her happy just to think about it.

Eventually she came across Mr McLellan's music shop. It was small, sandwiched between a funereal car park on the left and a pungent curry house to the right. There was an air of faded comfort about the place; the black sign over the leaded bay window was painted in an old-fashioned style: McLellan Music. In the window, old editions of manuscripts were propped-up, gazing like miserable employees out to the world and its haste.

As she entered, a little bell tinkled above her, and the air was immediately thick and warm, invested with a host of floating motes and gently spiralling dust. She gazed around, her pretty mouth involuntarily open. The walls were lined with shelves, some locked darkly behind glass, others creaking up to the ceiling. Upon them were arranged row upon row of books; some great and leather-bound with heavily embossed spines, some slender paperback editions with titles printed in all languages, some glossy and brash with names like Music from the Movies or 100 Great Tunes for Piano - the latter mostly banished to the lower reaches of the shelves. It was a treasure-trove, a music-lover's delight, a veritable cornucopia of crotchets.

Lost in the place she completely failed to notice a tall, grave-looking man emerge from a room at the rear of the shop.

'Can I help you, young lady?' he said in a rich, autumnal voice.

'Yes please,' said Lucy. 'I'm to start lessons with Miss Martin this week, and I wondered if I could buy this music from you.'

She handed the piece of paper to the shopkeeper.

'I see,' he said. 'A beginner, eh? Well, I'm pleased to make your acquaintance. You must be Lucy Cavendish.'

Lucy smiled and nodded.

'Good,' he said, almost to himself. 'You came. It's always a pleasure to receive one of Miss Martin's pupils. But I expect that we shall see one another more than once again in the weeks that come.'

He glanced at her over the top of a pair of gold-rimmed reading glasses. His eyes were strangely penetrating, and she felt almost uncomfortable under their gaze. It was like he was appraising her, weighing up considerations in his mind, and she felt suddenly vulnerable, as if he could see through her clothes. But then the gaze shifted on to the rows of music on the walls, and it was as if a weight had lifted.

'She has chosen Mozart,' he said absently. 'Her favourite, and one can see why. A genius, of course.'

He walked over to a pile of pale blue hardback volumes and began to select some. Lucy watched him as he went. He was a large man, and his movements were measured, inexorable. Methodically, he worked through the music, pulling out editions that appealed, and then putting them back. Without knowing why, Lucy suddenly found herself becoming a little fearful of him, although he presented every inch the figure of a perfect gentleman. It was a strange feeling, but the music seller seemed to exude an aura of slight but perceptible menace, and Lucy gained the impression that she was somehow trespassing on a very private and jealously guarded domain. She shifted from one foot to the other, noticing how the shop seemed all of a sudden rather dark and sombre.

Her eyes wandered around the room, and alighted on a glass-fronted cabinet near the rear. On top of it was a collection of extremely venerable looking tomes. Only the spine of the book nearest her was visible, and it read On the Education of the Female, in gold lettering. An intriguing title, and Lucy was reminded of Miss Martin's comments on particularly wanting a female pupil. In the cabinet there was a collection of implements that were hard to pick out in the light. Walking sticks, perhaps? Or billiard cues? But her attention was diverted as Mr McLellan returned with some books in his hands.

'Here you are,' he said mellifluously, and handed them to her. 'I think these will suffice.'

'Thank you,' said Lucy. 'How much do I owe you?'

Mr McLellan frowned, as if the remark had been impertinent in the extreme.

'There is no need to pay,' he said disapprovingly. 'These are on loan until such time as you deserve them.'

Lucy swallowed involuntarily.

'I see,' she said weakly. Mr McLellan reminded her somewhat of a master at her boarding school with whom she had infrequently been in trouble. He was clearly a man with whom one should be careful.

'As you progress with Miss Martin,' he went on by way of explanation, 'you will no doubt find ways to repay the kindnesses you have been shown. There is a price for everything, you see, and it is not always counted in money.'

What did he mean by that? She nodded uncertainly, now wishing to be gone and back in the sunlight. His eyes fixed her again, and once more she had the uncomfortable feeling of being examined. She clasped the music across her chest, and tried to regain her earlier cheerfulness.

'Well,' she said, 'it has been very nice to meet you, Mr McLellan, but I must be on my way now. Thank you for the music.'

'Very well,' said the shopkeeper in his saturnine manner, and shifted out of her way.

Lucy shuffled past him, catching a trace of old-fashioned cologne as she edged along in the confined space. She smiled as she went through the door, and he smiled back, but there was little warmth in it. A shiver played across her shoulders, and she quickly walked out into the sun.

From there she walked home the way she had come. In her hands she held a volume of Mozart Piano Sonatas, a book of scales and arpeggios, and a course in the theory of music. She resolved that, as soon as she could, she would go to the first available piano and begin the work of practise.

––––––––
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THE WEEK PASSED QUICKLY after that. Lucy found herself itchy and fidgety in lectures, and she would shuffle on her seat until the bell went and she could retreat to the practise rooms to delve into the sound world of Mozart. Once there, she would dive into the music, running her stiff fingers again and again over the shimmering lines of quavers. Sonata K280, the name had burned itself into her mind. She would spend idle moments imagining her performance of the first four wonderful, monumental F-major chords, their strong presence like the chiming of a bell. Perhaps inevitably, she was frustrated by the difficulty in the music, and this was the major bar on her pleasure. It was not just the notes - although, after years out of practise these were hard enough - but also the feeling behind them. Somehow, it seemed impossible to conjure up the spirit that played elusively beneath the printed figures. In truth, she had forgotten how long it takes even to recover musical aptitude. Time and again Lucy would slam the book shut, almost in tears at her inability to bring the hidden élan vital of the music out into the open.

But, over the course of the week, an almost imperceptible change came over her playing. The missed notes remained, and the frustration did not disappear, but Lucy gradually felt some skill returning. Her decision to take up music again was evidently one that would require her to work hard and test herself, but it promised great rewards in turn. As she practised, the mean, transient world of study and cribbing, and its accompanying student environment of petty feuds and insignificant jealousies, drifted out of memory like a bad dream the night before. The music transported her on to a plane where her emotions, held in check by her loneliness during lectures and seminars, could be given free rein. She found in herself hidden wells of expressiveness and energy, as if the sounds of Mozart themselves were capable of drawing out a sensuous and passionate side to her which her usual mundane form of life suppressed and suffocated. In such moments she could truly doubt that existence was all about essay marks and grubby parties, and that a rich vista of experience lay ahead of her, ready for the taking. More and more she became certain that her lessons were the key to a new and exciting journey of experiences, although she could not explain precisely why she should think so, or where such thoughts came from.

As Friday neared, the thought of Miss Martin once more loomed large in her imagination, and she pondered the meeting she'd had with the music mistress in the Cinque Moulins. There were certainly oddities - the requirement on correct uniform, and her brusque, authoritarian manner. In some ways, Miss Martin was like Mr McLellan in the way she treated Lucy, almost as if she were a little girl again. Perhaps this should have put Lucy off her, but the truth was she found the stability radiated by Miss Martin, such as she remembered her, profoundly reassuring. There was a sense in which being somewhat inferior to someone as accomplished and effortlessly sophisticated was not something to be shunned, but instead was a state she could find solace in. Maybe that was what she needed - a clearly defined role to give purpose and security to her studies. It was an idea that Dr Tovey clearly seemed to approve of when they met in the corridor of the Arts faculty on the day before her first lesson.

'How's the practise going?' he enquired breezily.

'Very well, I think,' said Lucy. 'It's so nice to able to play again. I'm looking forward to tomorrow.'

'Good,' said the lecturer keenly. 'Have you done much work on your technique?'

Lucy giggled. 'Not much, I'm afraid,' she said. 'Scales and arpeggios are so boring. I tried to do some, but the Mozart is just too beautiful to leave alone.'

Dr Tovey laughed. 'Really? I doubt Miss Martin will see things that way.'

Lucy looked crestfallen. 'Do you think so?'

'Oh, I'm sure of it. She places great store by correct technique, and will expect you to work hard on it. You'll be in trouble otherwise, my girl.'

His voice had taken on the disciplinarian tone it sometimes lapsed into. Dr Tovey could be quite intimidating, despite his friendliness. Lucy looked up worriedly, but he was smiling broadly.

'Well,' she said, 'I shall have to work on them all tonight. It'll be very dull, though.'

Dr Tovey mused for a moment. 'Perhaps you had better not worry too much,' he said. 'Miss Martin can't expect you to have done everything in a week. Why not leave it until the week after? Then you can devote some proper time to them.'

'Maybe you're right,' said Lucy uncertainly. 'But I don't want to disappoint her.'

Dr Tovey shrugged. 'You'll find it very hard to do that, I'm sure,' he said. 'Sometimes you might find the best way to satisfy her is... how shall I put it? Well, perhaps what I mean is that you should expect Miss Martin to take pleasure in correcting your mistakes. She won't expect you to be a model pupil straight away.'

'I suppose so,' said Lucy, a little confused.

Dr Tovey smiled. 'You'd better go now, young lady,' he said. 'And good luck tomorrow!'

'Thanks,' said Lucy, and moved off. As she went, though, Dr Tovey planted a smack on her bottom to hurry her along. Unbalanced, she turned round to see him grinning at her, before he too went off jauntily in the other direction. Her shock turned to amusement as her posterior tingled from the friendly slap. She should have been appalled at such unprofessional behaviour, she knew, but such flirtation secretly excited her; he was fairly attractive, after all, despite the large age gap. Smiling to herself, she walked along the corridor. Dr Tovey's warning about her technique quite forgotten, she spent the rest of the day looking forward to showing Miss Martin how well she could play Mozart.
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Chapter 2

Dress Rehearsal
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Straight after lectures on Friday, Lucy finally set off for Miss Martin's home, at once nervous and impatient. Trepidation had grown overnight, and she found it hard not to turn around, jump into bed and stay there until Monday. It was a marvel, perhaps, that she made it to the door of Miss Martin's at all. She did however, and once there brushed herself down, took a deep breath, and pressed the buzzer on the great door before her.

Behind her, the spring sun lit the leafy suburban street. Sun washed liberally over the dappled tarmac of the road, framed by the great facades of the late Victorian houses which dominated the view on either side. A beech gently rustled in the mild breeze on her right-hand side, while her hair lifted slightly, caressed by the balmy air.

She absently studied the frontage of the imposing house before her, clutching her music folder to her chest. Three storeys rose into the gaping blue sky, crowned with an elaborate neo-gothic gable. The house presented the aspect of some stern, matronly dowager, past her best maybe, but still clinging to distinct ideas of station and decorum while the rest of the world melted into a fast-moving haze of business and confusion. Set serene amidst the wide avenues of the district, surrounded by the whispering branches and pollen-dusty floral borders, the house stood quiet, secure in its position, solid in its solitude. Her gaze travelled all over the frontage, exploring its mottled brickwork, the faded but still smart paintwork, the labyrinthine plumbing which clutched at the body of the house like leeches on the flesh of a mediaeval patient. It was a beautiful place, she mused, in a strange, slightly uncomfortable way. She looked forward suddenly to having the occasion to explore its inner depths, to penetrate into the various secret corners which, being a city girl, she naturally supposed all old buildings to possess.

Her thoughts were finally interrupted by the creak of the great door opening. To Lucy's surprise, it was not opened by the svelte figure of Miss Martin, but by a petit blonde girl in the uniform of a maid. Uniforms obviously played an important part in the running of Miss Martin's affairs, thought Lucy. The maid looked her up and down.

'Yes?' she said, in a voice that, while not overtly hostile, was certainly not overtly friendly.

'I've come to see Miss Martin,' replied Lucy. 'Is this the right house?'

'It is,' said the maid. 'You were meant to come at four.'

Lucy glanced down at her wristwatch. It read three minutes past.

'I see,' she said. 'I'm sorry - I had no idea I was late.'

The maid smiled at her. It was a strange smile - not entirely pleasant, with an air of 'you'll see' about it. Lucy decided she didn't quite like her, although she couldn't put her finger on exactly why. The girl opened the door wide and stood aside to let her enter.

'Go into the drawing room,' she said. 'First door on the right.'

Lucy nodded, and stepped into the great house. At once the air changed, as if she had entered the rarefied atmosphere of a long sealed tomb. There was a faint sweetness, like crushed flowers, and the whole ambience was one of carefully cultivated languor. The walls were covered with an exotic printed wallpaper and the carpets were deep pile, claret affairs in which Lucy found herself longing to bury her toes.

Once the heavy door was closed behind her, the world seemed to halt altogether. Sounds ceased, except for the distant ticking of a clock, and the light was at once warmer, intimate, older. Having a maid clearly helped Miss Martin keep the place looking tidy; in fact, the house was immaculate. A glass-fronted bookcase on her left was neatly lined with elderly editions, and crowned with a pleasingly symmetrical arrangement of porcelain. Lucy would have paused to examine the volumes within had she not been late, not to mention the almost malevolent presence of the maid behind her. A little gingerly, she knocked politely on the first door she came across. From within Miss Martin's taut voice intoned, 'Come!' She turned the ivory handle, and entered.

The drawing room was as elegant as the hallway, and possessed of epic proportions. Miss Martin sat at a desk to Lucy's left, engaged in what looked like editing a score. She was sitting much as she had done in the café; cross-legged, erect, the epitome of grace and poise. Opposite her was the piano - a great upright, seemingly hewn from a single great slab of mahogany, inviolate, splendid. It was decorated with a baroque tracery, its Olympian size perfectly suiting the room in which it was placed. On the right was a music stand placed in the bay of the great front window through which sunlight surged in a series of warm, velvet beams. Outside, the leaves murmured in the breeze, but the ambience within was timeless.

Lucy closed the door behind her quietly. Miss Martin made no move to greet her, and so she stood waiting. At length the music mistress placed her pencil down on the desk with a faint snap, and slowly turned her head towards her.

'Lucy,' she said, in a quiet voice, 'I believe we were due to meet at four o'clock. Was I mistaken?'

Her voice was not unkind, but there was a firmness in it which took Lucy a little aback.

'Ah,' she said. 'Yes, that's right. I was supposed to be here at four, but my lecture overran. I'm sorry if I kept you waiting.'

'I see,' said Miss Martin.

She rose from her chair in one fluid movement. She wore a black dress, cut high at the neck and below the knee, adorned simply with a row of pearls. It clung to her classically beautiful frame tightly, augmenting her icy allure. Combined with her black stockings and high heels, the ensemble contrived to exude a devastating ambience, a kind of restrained yet ineffably potent attractiveness that positively enticed the beholder offer their service.

She stood in front of Lucy and looked at her, as if momentarily undecided. Then she turned away.

'I shall be lenient with you this time, Lucy,' she said, absently. 'But I must say, I expected a little more punctuality from you on our first encounter.'

Lucy was destroyed.

'I'm so sorry,' she said hurriedly. 'I really had no idea of the time - it won't happen again.'

Miss Martin raised a gloved hand. 'Very well,' she said smoothly. 'Let that be an end to it. It shall be forgotten...' an eyebrow was raised, '...this time.'

She turned back to her pupil.

'Now that you are here, though,' she said, 'we may commence with your uniform fitting. Would you follow me, please.'

Miss Martin glided past her, and back through the door through which she just entered. They passed further down the hall until they reached a smaller room near the back of the house. Inside was an ironing board, and a table upon which sat a sewing machine. On another table rested a pile of clothes, from the look of which Lucy guessed was her prospective uniform. A twinge of unease entered her; with it, however, was also an unusual rush of faint excitement.

'Now,' said Miss Martin, 'let's see what we can do with you.'

She picked up a brilliant white blouse, just like Lucy had worn at school, and held it up to the light, inspecting it. Almost immediately a frown passed across her sculpted features.

'Oh, that girl!' she muttered, almost in a whisper.

She then examined the skirt - a pleated navy-blue item that was conspicuous for its shortness. Under this was, as far as Lucy could make out, a pair of white socks, a striped necktie, a plain white brassiere, and a pair of white knickers. Beneath the table were several pairs of highly polished black buckle-shoes. She presumed that these items were extraneous; after all, how far was Miss Martin planning to take this uniform business?
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