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      Chapter One

      
      ‘WELL?’ NADIA ASKED impatiently as soon as they sat down.
      

      
      Angela grinned broadly. ‘Well,’ she said on a rising inflection. ‘Where shall I start …’

      
      A young, slim, curly-haired waiter arrived at their table. Nadia saw Angela’s eyes roaming his trousers inquisitively, the
         way she always did with any man who was even vaguely attractive – and even with some who were not.
      

      
      ‘What may I get you?’ he said in a clipped precise English, avoiding, Nadia noted approvingly, any unctuous reference to their
         gender.
      

      
      ‘Champagne cocktails for two,’ Angela said.

      
      The waiter nodded and walked over to the bar at the far side of the room. They were in the River Bar of the River Hotel overlooking
         the Tower of London and the Thames. The room was decorated in dark blues, with pictures of London river scenes on the walls.
         Comfortable armchairs, upholstered in a lighter blue, were placed around small burr walnut tables like the leaves of a quatrefoil.
         Nadia had selected a corner table though the bar was not crowded.
      

      
      
      ‘Go on …’ she urged. ‘I want to hear all the gory details.’

      
      ‘Perhaps nothing happened,’ Angela said teasingly, the tip of her tongue between her lips.

      
      ‘Not with that smirk on your face.’

      
      ‘Perhaps he swore me to secrecy.’

      
      ‘That’s never stopped you before.’

      
      ‘Well, the dinner was great.’

      
      ‘Where?’

      
      ‘Gavroche. Soufflé Suisse, Canard Pot au Feu, Tarte Tatin. Fourchaume Chablis, Cos-d’Estournel and …’
      

      
      ‘D’Yquem.’

      
      ‘How did you guess?’

      
      ‘Modest little meal.’

      
      The waiter returned with their drinks. He set two paper coasters, emblazoned with the hotel logo, on the table and sat two
         elegant crystal glasses on top of them. He added a trisectioned silver dish, its handle shaped into a fish, which contained
         pistachio nuts, black olives and little pastries stuffed with anchovies.
      

      
      ‘Take those away, please,’ Angela said at once. ‘If you leave them I’ll eat them.’

      
      The waiter turned to see if Nadia agreed. ‘Madam?’ he queried.

      
      ‘Yes, take them …’ she said, a little surprised to be asked. Angela’s personality was usually so forceful her demands were
         met without question.
      

      
      ‘Will there be anything else?’ he asked, scooping the silver dish back on to his tray.

      
      ‘No,’ Angela said, smiling at him sweetly, ‘thank you.’

      
      ‘Cheers,’ Nadia said, picking up her glass.

      
      They clinked glasses. Angela Barrett took a long sip then settled back into her chair, crossing her legs. She was an attractive woman. Her red hair was her most striking feature,
         a red like a sunset, an iridescent colour cut into soft waves that fell to her shoulders. Her face was striking too, with
         emerald green eyes, their whites as clear as fresh snow, a large but well-proportioned nose and a fleshy rich mouth. She was
         slender and radiated health and fitness, everything about her body taut and well exercised. Her legs, which she flaunted in
         short skirts or skin-tight leggings, were long and shapely. Tonight, though she’d come straight from work, Angela was wearing
         a black Mani suit, its skirt displaying a great deal of thigh which was sheathed in sheer black nylon.
      

      
      ‘So, obviously he asks me if I’d like to see his flat. Well actually he said apartment. But he is American.’

      
      ‘And?’

      
      ‘Did I tell you we’re in his chauffeur-driven limo?’

      
      ‘Naturally.’

      
      ‘Well, the chauffeur takes us back to this building off Davies Street. Modern place, all black glass and stainless steel.
         He’s got the penthouse.’
      

      
      ‘Naturally.’

      
      ‘It’s massive. I mean rooms the size of a croquet lawn. I swear he’s got two Picassos and a tiny Chagall and that’s only in
         the hall.’
      

      
      ‘And in the bedroom?’ Nadia sipped her champagne, watching the bubbles eating away at the cube of sugar in the bottom of the
         glass.
      

      
      ‘In the sitting room …’ Angela insisted, ignoring her friend’s interruption, ‘there was a beautiful Edmund Cropper. He said it reminded him
         of his home town.’
      

      
      
      ‘Can we cut to the chase’ Nadia said impatiently.

      
      ‘Vicarious living?’ Angela joked.

      
      ‘Angela, you know that. If it weren’t for you I wouldn’t have any sex life.’

      
      ‘It’s sad, isn’t it?’

      
      ‘Very. So?’

      
      ‘So. So I ask him if he’s going to take me to bed. You know I don’t like beating around the bush.’

      
      ‘Did you want to go to bed with him?’

      
      ‘Of course I did. He was gorgeous. He looked like Rossano Brazzi in South Pacific.’

      
      ‘That dates you, doesn’t it?’

      
      ‘I saw it on television at Christmas. Anyway I was wet for him all evening.’

      
      ‘Angela!’ The shock was only feigned. Angela did not mince words.

      
      ‘Well it’s true.’

      
      ‘What did he say?’

      
      ‘He looked at me all serious, like he was going to tell me the meaning of life. He asked if he could trust me.’

      
      ‘Trust you?’

      
      ‘I said, of course he could, trying to be serious too. Then he goes all quiet. Gives me a glass of this wonderful Armagnac.
         He still looks serious, as though he’s trying to make up his mind about something. I just stare back at him all wide-eyed,
         wondering what on earth’s going on. Then, suddenly, he tells me he thinks I’m a very provocative woman.’
      

      
      ‘Provocative?’

      
      ‘He says he’s a very rich man and that very rich men get used to having their own way in life. He says that he has got certain
         needs, certain special things he wants, very private things. Of course, I’m totally intrigued by now. My imagination’s running riot. Then it’s like he’s made up his mind. He tells me he’s sure he can
         trust me and he’s looking at me with this really intense stare.’
      

      
      ‘I’d have run away.’

      
      ‘Don’t be silly. Curiosity killed the cat. He takes my hand and leads me down the hall. It’s a special room, he says. I mean,
         I’m imagining faked-up dungeons and whipping stools and mediaeval racks. So at the end of the hall he opens this door. The
         room’s completely black – walls, floor, ceiling, everything. No window. There’s a single divan dead centre lit by two spotlights
         overhead. It’s covered in a black sheet. And there’s a table, like an altar table against one wall with two massive white
         candles on either end. If there’d been a pentagram I’d have thought he was into black magic.’
      

      
      ‘Weren’t you scared?’

      
      ‘No. He was harmless, Nadia.’

      
      ‘How could you tell?’

      
      ‘I don’t know, just something about him. Anyway, I was fascinated. I wanted to know what he was going to do. Well, he asks
         me to take my clothes off, just like that, no kisses, no hugs. He had a lovely voice, very soft, like chocolate mousse. It
         made me shiver. So I ask him to unzip my dress – you know that yellow one with the spaghetti straps. He just shakes his head.
         So I do it myself. His eyes never leave me for a second, not a second. I’m only wearing stockings underneath, no knickers,
         no bra. There I am standing in my high heels and hold-ups with his eyes boring into me. And I’m throbbing. I mean palpitating.
         So I kick off my shoes and peel off my stockings.’
      

      
      ‘And he’s still dressed?’

      
      
      ‘Oh yes, he’s just standing there in his Huntsman’s suit and Dunhill tie. He asks me to lie on the bed, on my back on the
         bed he says, and I do as I’m told. It’s only when I lie down I realise the sheet is silk, really incredibly soft silk. He
         comes and stands over me, looking down at my body and for some reason I’m in a terrible state. My nipples are so hard they
         feel like cold steel and I swear I must be soaking the bed. And he hasn’t even touched me. Must have been the way he was looking
         at me. Then he goes to the table and I hear him undressing. I could have twisted around to watch but for some reason I knew
         he didn’t want me to. When he comes back he’s wearing a short black robe embroidered with some sort of oriental serpent in
         red and gold. I can see his legs and they look strong and muscled. But as far as I can see he hasn’t got an erection. He’s
         carrying a black sheet, like the one on the bed. He flaps it out over me. It covers me completely apart from my head. I can
         see my nipples sticking out through it. He says very quietly that I must try to be still, as if I were in a very deep sleep,
         then he slowly draws the sheet up over my face.’
      

      
      ‘That’s creepy.’

      
      ‘Creepy but exciting. The silk feels delicious against my body. So I’m lying there with the sheet over my face and I can’t
         see a thing. I feel his hand tracing the contours of my cheek and jaw and down over my collarbone. Well, by the time it gets
         to my nipples my whole body’s trembling. He just strokes them one after the other through the sheet. And I’m going crazy,
         moaning and gasping and only just managing to keep still. My clitoris is throbbing like a vibrator. The silk feels like oil
         against my skin, like I’m covered in oil. It was such a peculiar feeling. What he’s doing to my nipples drags the silk up and down all over me.’
      

      
      ‘God, Angela, you’re turning me on.’ Nadia felt her own nipples stiffen in sympathy.

      
      ‘So his hand eventually moves down to my belly. To tell you the truth I think I’d already had one orgasm just on what he did
         to my breasts. By the time he’s got his hand on my thighs I’m completely soaked. I can feel it. And I’m squirming around like
         a fish, can’t help myself. He puts his finger down between my legs, just one finger, pushing the sheet down with it and finds
         my clit instantly. I feel the silk working against it. And he’s so good. What he does is perfect. Well, I’m coming again in
         seconds, really coming, screaming and moaning, writhing under the sheet, which only makes it worse because the silk feels
         so wonderful against my skin. He starts to push down until the sheet’s dragged between my legs and I can feel him pushing
         it right up inside me. I’m so wet it’s effortless. He puts his finger right up into me, covered by the sheet and, at the same
         time, his other hand is on my belly, another finger on my clit. It’s amazing. I’m coming over and over again. Suddenly I hear
         him moan – well, cry out really –like an animal, a really strange noise. I feel his hands slip away. So I raise my head and
         the silk falls away and he’s standing there with the robe open and the sheet is spattered with his semen.’
      

      
      ‘But he had both hands on you.’

      
      ‘Exactly. Spontaneous combustion.’

      
      ‘Weird.’

      
      ‘You can say that.’

      
      ‘So what did he do then?’

      
      ‘Like nothing had happened. He just leaves me in there. I get dressed and wander back into the living room. He’s sitting there in a tracksuit with a glass of Armagnac and starts to talk about his investment portfolio. Just like
         it hadn’t happened.’
      

      
      ‘You can certainly pick them, Angela.’

      
      ‘I know, but I’d never have guessed he was the type. The strangest thing was it turned me on so much. I mean, I was buzzing.
         Unbelievable.’
      

      
      ‘Perhaps you’ve always had a thing about silk sheets and didn’t know it.’

      
      Sometimes Nadia wondered if the stories of the sexual exploits Angela came up with were, in fact, figments of her vivid imagination.
         But Angela was never short of suitors and it was equally possible that the outlandish details were perfectly true.
      

      
      ‘Anyway, the chauffeur takes me home in the limo,’ she concluded.

      
      ‘Are you going to see him again?’

      
      ‘Who knows? He’s got my number.’

      
      ‘And if he rings? Will you go?’

      
      ‘I’ll think about it.’ Angela could not suppress a shiver. ‘I might, I might not,’ she said, grinning.

      
      Nadia attracted the waiter’s attention. She made a sign that they wanted another round of drinks and he nodded that he understood.

      
      ‘You seem to attract them like a magnet.’

      
      ‘Who?’

      
      ‘Men who aren’t the full sixpence.’ Nadia had been friends with Angela since they worked together as graduate trainees on
         an accelerated promotion scheme operated by a firm of stockbrokers. They had shared everything, talked through every affair,
         every liaison and Nadia’s disastrous marriage.
      

      
      ‘I don’t.’

      
      ‘You do, Angela. You’ve had more than your fair share. What about that guy who asked you to beat him with a school cane?’
      

      
      ‘That was fun. He never called me again, though. I think I gave him more than he bargained for.’

      
      ‘And the guy with the fur.’

      
      ‘That’s only two. Most of the rest have been normal.’ Angela liked men. She had a voracious, almost masculine, appetite for
         sex. As she had never found a man who could satisfy her rapacious demands over the long term she had never been tempted to
         settle down. She liked all the games. She liked the variety. She liked the thrill of conquest –the female, in Angela’s case,
         definitely taking the predatory role.
      

      
      They talked about other things over their second drink, then divided the bill and left the slender waiter a five-pound tip.
         Angela had to go to the first night of a new opera at Covent Garden where the financial services company for which she worked
         was using its permanent tickets to do some corporate entertaining. As Nadia lived in Islington she offered Angela a lift,
         her car, a Mazda convertible, having been consigned to the hotel doorman.
      

      
      ‘Are you going to the exhibition tomorrow?’ Nadia asked as the doorman retrieved her car from the forecourt and drove it to
         the front entrance.
      

      
      ‘What, the Jack Hamilton?’

      
      Nadia slipped the doorman a ten-pound note as he held the car door open for her, then he raced round to do the same for Angela.
         They climbed in. ‘You got your invite, didn’t you?’
      

      
      ‘Oh yes, but I’ve got Yamatso coming in at six. He usually wants dinner at Harry’s Bar and brandies at the Dorchester. I can’t
         do it. And I really wanted to meet him.’
      

      
      
      Nadia pulled the car into traffic. ‘Who?’

      
      ‘Hamilton. Didn’t you see him in the Sunday Times? They had him stripped to the waist. He’s a hunk. Pumps iron and runs. Believes in the Greek ideal – healthy body makes for
         a creative mind. Well, he can have my body any day. And he’s got these come-to-bed eyes …’
      

      
      ‘Angela, you think any man under sixty has come-to-bed eyes.’

      
      ‘Come on, I’m very selective. But he’s really something.’

      
      ‘Well, that means I’ll have to go alone. Someone from the company’s got to go – we’re sponsoring it. Gordon can’t, he’s in
         Hong Kong.’
      

      
      ‘Is he still on the board?’

      
      ‘Retiring next year. He’s the only one interested in art.’

      
      ‘Sorry I can’t come.’

      
      ‘Can’t be helped.’

      
      Nadia dropped Angela at the bottom of Bow Street and drove around the Aldwych. The traffic was heavy but fluid and in fifteen
         minutes she was home. She had put down the deposit on the flat-fronted Georgian house three years ago with the proceeds from
         her first big bonus. It had been expensive but one of the advantages of working for a merchant bank was fixed and low-rate
         mortgages.
      

      
      Nadia opened the front door, deactivated the burglar alarm and climbed two floors straight to her large bedroom and en suite
         bathroom which occupied the whole second floor. She had spent a lot of money having the house rebuilt to her specifications
         and the bathroom, in marble, had cost her the most. It was worth every penny.
      

      
      Turning on the powerful shower, housed in its own cubicle, Nadia stripped off her clothes and let the strong jets of water wash away the alcohol-induced tiredness that
         had suddenly seized her. She climbed out of the glass stall and into a white towelling robe, staring at herself critically
         in the large mirror behind the double wash-hand basins. She was thinking of Angela and the procession of men she managed to
         troop through her life. In contrast she had recently had only desultory relationships with one or two males, whom she cared
         about neither socially nor sexually.
      

      
      She was no less attractive, she thought. Her flaxen blonde hair was expertly cut in layers and neatly framed her face. She
         had a small, slightly retrousse nose, high, sculpted cheekbones and a perfectly symmetrical mouth. Her lips were naturally
         a deep ruby red and her eyes a blue that had reminded past admirers of cornflowers. Nor was her body any less spectacular
         than Angela’s. She was slender with a narrow waist, full hips and abundantly curved buttocks. Her legs were long and finely
         contoured and her breasts full and firm and very round, riding high on her chest in defiance of gravity.
      

      
      It was, of course, nothing to do with appearance. It was a question of personality. Angela was outgoing to the point of being
         outrageous. She had no problem with going up to a man in a bar and asking him to buy her a drink, nor for that matter asking
         him to take her home to bed. Nadia had never been able to operate in that way though she had began to wish, especially after
         her divorce, that she could. Not that men were slow to approach her. She had enough offers, but they were frequently offers
         from the wrong men – men who were too old, too boring or too married, the last category predominating. Had she been prepared to settle for an affair, to become a man’s mistress, she could have chosen from a dozen
         candidates. But she was not.
      

      
      She had done so once, and once was enough. After her divorce she had been courted by one of the senior partners of another
         merchant bank. He was elegant, worldly and sophisticated, all the things that her ex-husband was not. He had taken her to
         the opera and bought her little gifts of jewellery and clothes, all from the finest shops in Bond Street. He had made love
         to her with passion and enthusiasm and élan. He had told her he was married but Nadia thought she didn’t care, that she would
         be able to cope with being merely his mistress, called on to perform whenever he was available and his wife was not. And for
         a while she had coped well, until one evening she had seen him, quite by chance, out with his wife, sitting in a restaurant
         where Nadia had arranged to meet a client. Suddenly the cosy accommodation she had come to with herself, the lies she had
         told herself and all the little deceptions they had practised on the pretty brunette she now saw for the first time, seemed
         sordid and despicable. Moreover she realised she loved the man and that her most profound emotion, as she watched the way
         his wife smiled and laughed and so clearly cared for him, was jealousy. It hurt her more than anything else had ever hurt
         her and she swore that was one mistake she would never make again.
      

      
      Her divorce was not on the same scale of tragedy. She had married the wrong man for the wrong reasons. She had married a man
         with no ambition or drive because she wanted to be married. No other reason. She wanted to be married because it was like
         an insurance policy against the failure of her own career. As soon as it had become apparent she was not likely to fail her
         needs had changed. She had hoped he might change with her, that they could jointly bring a new dimension to married life,
         but it soon became apparent he was not willing to oblige.
      

      
      Fortunately he had been tempted by the delights of a nineteen-year-old telephonist at British Telecom. Nadia and Doug’s sex
         life had never been more than perfunctory. She was more interested in her career than sex and was glad that Doug appeared
         to be satisfied with very little. When he’d announced he wanted a divorce, her first emotion was relief, followed quickly
         by astonishment as he took great pleasure in telling her of his sexual exploits with Sharon, whom he had fucked and sucked
         and nibbled comprehensively, in every conceivable position in every possible location. With Nadia the limits of his endeavour
         had been the missionary position every Friday night.
      

      
      Since her divorce, and her married man, Nadia’s attitude to sex had changed and she found herself yearning for the sort of
         sexual adventure Angela apparently enjoyed. It wasn’t that she hadn’t had lovers. She had chosen one or two and they had been
         competent. They had performed adequately, indulging in foreplay and holding themselves back until she’d had her pleasure,
         as befitted a New Man. But she had hardly been driven wild, thrashing around and panting with lust. It had all been carefully
         controlled, calculated and, in the end, distant. And now, at this point in her life, Nadia wanted, and needed, more.
      

      
      Wrapping the robe more tightly around her, she went down to the kitchen to make herself some tea. She wasn’t hungry. She had had lunch with a client at the Pont de la Tour. She sat at the breakfast bar in the kitchen and
         sipped a mug of strong tea. Once again Angela’s story had left her restless. She glanced at the paper to see if there was
         anything on television that would distract her but there was nothing. She kept seeing an image of Angela stretched out under
         a black silk sheet being caressed by Rossano Brazzi.
      

      
      Almost reluctantly Nadia walked back to her bedroom. It was nearly dark and she closed the cream curtains on the two large
         windows that overlooked the street. She didn’t turn on the light. The gloom suited her purposes. She took off the robe and
         hung it on the back of the bathroom door. There was a tall mirror in the bedroom and she stared at her naked body. Her nipples
         were erect. She looked down at them. Their flesh was dark, a cherry red, and jutted out from the thin band of areola that
         surrounded them. She took her breasts in her hands and squeezed them gently.
      

      
      ‘Damn Angela,’ she said aloud.

      
      She wondered if she would have become so concerned with sex if her friend hadn’t regaled her with her sexual exploits quite
         so regularly. Was she just trying to ape Angela in some way?
      

      
      Nadia lay on the bed. She had masturbated rarely in her early days. Now she found it more and more necessary. The strange
         thing was the more she seemed to need it, the less satisfactory it became. Her body was like a rarely played musical instrument.
         It was not capable of the demands made on it and did not respond well. Not only was her body out of tune when it came to the
         desires of her mind, she felt she did not know how to play the instrument to its best advantage. Perhaps in truth masturbation was not to be her forte.
      

      
      She could see herself in the mirror. It was immediately opposite the foot of the bed and she scissored her legs apart so the
         whole long crease of her sex was visible. Her pubic hair was soft and quite thick on her mons but did not extend down between
         her legs and she could see every detail of the deckled scarlet opening of her vagina. It seemed to be smiling at her, a mocking
         vertical smile.
      

      
      She began to stroke the soft fur of her pubis, still debating with herself whether she should be bothered. As her finger nudged
         against the top of her labia she felt her clitoris pulse weakly, as if it too could not decide whether it was worth the effort
         to join in.
      

      
      On impulse Nadia rolled over. There were two small chests of drawers on either side of the bed, in one of which she kept all
         her lingerie. She opened the bottom drawer and extracted a black satin slip. Lying on her back again she draped the slip over
         her body and raised her head to look at the effect in the mirror. The satin smelt of her perfume. She always kept her empty
         perfume bottles in the lingerie drawers. She could see her hard nipples sticking up under the material.
      

      
      Closing her eyes she rested her head back on the pillow, inhaling her own scent. It smelt musky, more like an orchid than
         a rose. She could feel the silky satin against her body and remembered how Angela had described her experience. Was this how
         she had felt? What would it have been like? Her clitoris pulsed more strongly, deciding it did want to join the ceremony.
         She imagined Rossano Brazzi standing over her, stooping to circle her nipples with the palms of his hands, a knowing smile flickering over his face.
      

      
      Nadia opened her legs. The hem of the slip was covering her pubis. She pushed the silk into her labia and found the cache
         of her clitoris. Delicately she rubbed it from side to side with the silk, and felt it respond with a frisson of pleasure.
         Her body moved almost unconsciously against the satin. Just as Angela had described, it felt deliciously sensual against her
         skin. Her clitoris pulsed strongly. She pressed it against the underlying bone, trapping it with the silk, then dragged it
         up and down. A wave of sensation made her shudder.
      

      
      Closing her legs tightly she rubbed the tip of her thighs together so that her labia were trapped too, the satin caught between
         her legs. She could feel her wetness, leaking from her body. In the darkness of her mind she saw a big, circumcised erection
         edging towards her, a tear of transparent fluid escaping from the little slit that seemed to resemble an eye. It did not belong
         to anyone. It was anonymous and disembodied. It throbbed visibly, blood coursing through it, the glans smooth and pink in
         contrast to the shaft that supported it, which was rough and veined.
      

      
      She eased her legs apart slightly to give her finger room to work on her clitoris. The spectre of the cock loomed large. Nadia
         imagined holding it in her hand, squeezing it, feeding it into her mouth, taking it in her throat, sucking it so hard it swelled
         even more. She imagined it pushing into her labia, testing her wetness, delving into the silky, pliant cavern of her sex.
      

      
      What caused the change she didn’t know. Suddenly the cock was not anonymous any more. It belonged to Doug. On the screen behind
         her eyes she saw Doug’s body on top of her, remembered how she had looked up over his shoulder and watched his big, fleshy buttocks rising
         and falling as he drove his penis into her. He had a permanent pimple on his left buttock and it had often fascinated her.
         She had the feeling that it changed colour as he pumped away, fluoresced from pink to red, flashing like a lighthouse, a code
         in Morse she did not understand.
      

      
      The thrills and trills of pleasure from her clitoris were lost. She manipulated it harder but only caused a wave of discomfort
         verging on pain. She tried moving her finger against it with the most delicate of touches, using the now wet satin, but that
         produced no feeling at all. It had become dulled and insensitive. It had no power, no dominion over her body any more.
      

      
      Like a deflated balloon Nadia felt the excitement seeping out of her. She opened her eyes and looked at herself in the mirror,
         tearing the black slip away angrily. With both hands she grabbed her breasts, squeezing them hard then pinching her nipples,
         trying to get her body to respond. But all she felt was pain. She released them, white finger marks momentarily impressed
         on the pink flesh.
      

      
      ‘Damn you,’ she said aloud.

   




      
      
      Chapter Two

      
      IT WAS CROWDED, so crowded it was difficult to see any of the pictures. They had not been roped off and the small gallery was so full of
         people they were practically touching the canvases. Not that anyone appeared that interested anyway. Most were there to press
         the flesh, to network among the critics and the journalists and members of the Arts Council who attended the event, or simply
         to gossip and grin and hear the latest news in the chattering classes. The champagne flowed copiously, and waitresses in short
         black uniforms circulated with trays of canapés that had been warmed and rewarmed so many times they had started to congeal
         and melt into the paper doilies on which they had been arranged. She spotted him through the scrum. He had found a little corner
         at the back of the room and, even among so many, gave the appearance of being on his own. He was not quite as dark and brooding
         as Nadia had imagined from Angela’s description, but she was certainly right in every other respect. He was a deeply attractive
         man.
      

      
      
      A big buxom woman in a bright orange dress invaded the private space he had created and buttonholed him, trapping him against
         the wall. Nadia watched as the woman talked at him, emphasising her monologue with sweeping gestures at the various paintings.
         He had black hair, thick wavy black hair which fell, like a comma, over his forehead, occasionally brushing his bushy eyebrows.
         He would flick it back with a toss of the head. His eyes were the colour of burnished mahogany, a liquid mahogany that seemed
         to express an understanding of the profundities of life, and were, also, it seemed to her at least, etched with a kind of
         sadness.
      

      
      He was tall and had the relaxed ease of someone who is happy with their body. He possessed a natural poise and grace of movement
         that was underlined by his obvious physical strength.
      

      
      Excusing herself from the little group of people she had become attached to, Nadia squeezed her way towards Jack Hamilton
         through the crush of people. He saw her coming and fixed her with those eyes as she manoeuvred through the minefield of wine
         glasses and paper plates. As she got nearer she could see the eyes were quizzical. She read the question as ‘What do you want
         with me?’ and wasn’t sure she knew the answer.
      

      
      The buxom woman was talking earnestly, undeterred by Jack’s obvious lack of interest. ‘So I always see these things as a matter
         of form, not content, don’t you agree? Oh look, there’s Patrick. Do you know Patrick Proctor? He’s wonderful, don’t you think?’
      

      
      ‘Yes,’ Jack replied noncommittally.

      
      ‘Must say hello. Excuse me, won’t you …’ And she bustled away.

      
      
      ‘Hi,’ Nadia said, taking her place. I’m Nadia Irving.’

      
      ‘Hi,’ he said with no enthusiasm.

      
      ‘Aren’t you enjoying yourself?’

      
      ‘Would you?’

      
      ‘It’s your show.’

      
      ‘You saw my picture in the catalogue.’

      
      ‘Yes.’

      
      ‘Not in the Sunday Times?’

      
      ‘No.’

      
      ‘Good. That bloody article has plagued me.’

      
      ‘I’ve heard about it.’

      
      ‘I should never have done it.’

      
      ‘Why did you?’

      
      ‘Pure foolishness. So what can I do for you? Please don’t ask me some silly question about how I see the artistic process
         or why I only paint in oils or who my models are. If I could explain what I do I wouldn’t have to paint.’
      

      
      ‘I wasn’t …’ Nadia floundered.

      
      ‘What then?’

      
      Nadia couldn’t think of a single thing to say. She had come over to him because he was the most attractive man in the room.
         She could hardly tell him that.
      

      
      ‘I just wanted to tell you I thought your work was striking.’

      
      ‘Striking! Well, that’s a new adjective at least. Have you actually seen it?’

      
      ‘Yes.’

      
      ‘Have you? How can you in here?’

      
      ‘I work for the company that sponsors the gallery. I saw the pictures at the preview last week,’ she said assertively.

      
      ‘I’m sorry,’ he said at once. His eyes softened and he smiled gently. ‘I really am. I hate these dos. You spend three years of your life trying to say something, trying to do
         something and nobody even bothers to look at the pictures.’
      

      
      ‘I looked. I think you’re good, very good.’

      
      He was. Hamilton’s work was mostly figurative and he painted with almost photographic realism. But he had an ability to convey
         a mood and an atmosphere that suggested not only the situation in which his subjects found themselves but much wider issues.
         There was a resonance that spoke of the human condition, that touched a chord, or should have done, in anyone who cared to
         look.
      

      
      ‘And what do you know about art?’ The words were full of resentment again. He wanted to use her to prove a point to himself
         – that nobody understood what he was trying to do.
      

      
      ‘I know I need to get an emotional response from a picture. I know when I find a picture moving. I know when I don’t.’

      
      ‘And you find my pictures striking?’

      
      ‘I find two very moving indeed.’

      
      ‘Do you? Which two?’

      
      ‘The woman in the turquoise dress and the little boy with his mother.’

      
      Jack Hamilton suddenly looked straight into her eyes. A broad grin broke over his face and he started to laugh. It was as
         though she had passed a test, a rite of passage to his respect.
      

      
      ‘Absolutely right. The rest don’t really work. But those two – I can’t paint better than that.’ His eyes continued to stare
         into hers, looking at her now as if to see into her soul. ‘Can I get you another drink?’
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