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LIFE CLASS


Gilli Allan


Four people hide secrets from the world and themselves. Dory is disillusioned by men and relationships, having seen the damage sex can do. Fran deals with her mid-life crisis by pursuing an online flirtation which turns threatening. Stefan feels he is a failure and searches for self-validation through his art. Dominic is a lost boy, heading for self-destruction.


They meet regularly at a life-drawing class, led by sculptor Stefan. They all want a life different from the one they have, but all have made mistakes they know they cannot escape. They must uncover the past – and the truths that come with it - before they can make sense of the present and navigate a new path into the future.
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Chapter One - Christmas Eve


‘I work in the sex trade,’ was her usual answer. It amused her to watch the battle for self-control on the face of whoever had asked the question, and their dawning relief when she added the qualifier, ‘… the clean-up end.’


Her job had always had its lighter moments, but today, since she’d come back from her lunch break, her mood had plummeted. On the pin board above her microscopes, official instructions about hygiene, circulars, and timetables jostled with the cartoons and jokes members of staff had attached. Her contribution – NEVER TRUST A SMILING HETEROSEXUAL – was boldly inscribed on a Post-it note. Even though she’d become used to seeing it, it usually it made her smile. Now, it was neither funny nor relevant.


She had only seen the patient’s back view but had recognised the boy instantly. And it was impossible not to start putting two and two together, given whom she’d spotted waiting in his car outside.


Earlier, she’d walked back from the city centre, her mind buzzing, consumed by thoughts of the house, her mad offer for it … and its owner. She’d had to juggle with her bags, umbrella, and key fob to get the boot of her car open and stow her purchases. Just as she slammed it shut, the sun came out and a sudden flare off a puddle momentarily blinded her. She averted her eyes. In that instant, she recognised the man she’d been thinking about, sat in the car parked next to hers.


What a comedown. But it didn’t have to mean anything. Perhaps it was just a bizarre coincidence. Even if they had come together, there were any number of explanations. Perhaps he’d come as a ‘buddy’, or in loco parentis to support the boy. She rubbed at her forehead. Why was she trying to convince herself that the obvious conclusion was the wrong one? And what was it to her, anyway? If you work in this field you can’t be judgmental, she reminded herself. Other people’s lifestyle choices are none of your business.




Chapter Two - The Previous September


‘… And you’d rather miss your first life class? For Christ’s sake, sis, there’s more to life than the speed of your broadband!’


‘Look, Fran, I don’t want to miss it, but the engineer should have been here an hour ago, and …’ Mobile cupped against her ear, Dory looked around at the packing cases that still took up much of the floor space in her small sitting room. ‘There’s still masses to do. I’ve boxes yet to open, let alone unpack.’


‘There’ll be time enough for all that boring stuff later. After all, today is the first day of the rest of your life.’


‘Have you been reading your fridge magnets again?’


‘Why do you think we fall back on platitudes, Dory? Because they’re based on universal truths. So?’


Glancing at her watch, Dory walked back into the kitchen. Her sister had a point. Even if it had been against her better judgement, why agree to enrol for the class if she wasn’t prepared to make an effort and attend it? She reached across the sink to close the window. Below her first-floor rented maisonette, a dahlia enthusiast had filled his small garden with the blousy blooms, their colours magnified in the morning sun. They weren’t a favourite of hers but, momentarily transfixed by the implausible flare of luminous pinks, reds, and oranges, by the crazy deckchair stripes, she felt her spirits lift.


‘OK. If the BT bloke doesn’t arrive in the next ten minutes, I’ll reschedule the appointment. I might be a bit late but … See you when I see you.’ Dory pressed the red button and breathed. Despite the tower of packing cases, a great deal had been accomplished in a very short time. Storage solutions still had to be found, but it would all be sorted. How could she regret the London house she’d left behind? What price prestige, location, success if you’re unhappy in your relationship, if you’re not doing what you want to do?


Now she’d taken the first steps to real independence, what was she going to do with it? How was she going to live the rest of her life? Maybe today would prove the cliché. It might yet prove to be the beginning of something; a different direction, a different way of thinking. After all, science had always come second to art when she was growing up. How had she found herself in a science-based career?


The future was a clean sheet, waiting to be written. But it was her wish list, not her sister’s. In her mind’s eye Dory could see the words, ‘Start a business (something creative?)’ as the first entry on that imaginary blank page. Ignore what Fran thought her priorities should be. There was little likelihood that ‘men and relationships’ would figure on the list any time soon … if ever.


The woman who’d come out of the office would have looked more at home at a music festival than standing here, hands spread on the reception desk. Behind small, round glasses, her eyes were smudged with greasy black make-up, and her layers of baggy clothes looked as if they’d been assembled in the dark. The acidic taint of sweat hung in the air. She waited, mouth pinched, for him to identify himself.


‘I’ve been engaged to teach art classes.’ He cleared his throat. ‘Stefan Novak. Mornings; Monday, Tuesday, and today.’ He was already tense about the new job – let alone the fact he was starting on a Friday, which felt weird in itself. Now he was getting the distinct message that his arrival was as unexpected as it was unwelcome, and was preventing this woman from getting on with far more important work. Maybe it was an overreaction that said more about him than it did about her. Even so, he could do without the assault on his confidence – wherever it came from. There was nothing to stop him turning on his heels and walking out. He didn’t have to do this. Except that he knew he did. He couldn’t live on air. He had to do something until the big breakthrough – if it happened at all.


‘Ah!’ Sitting down abruptly, she swivelled towards the computer monitor and banged the mouse several times on the desk. She raised her hand to her head and raked through her short hair, leaving it sticking up in all directions. He noticed the colour – an unnatural orange – was growing out, giving her roots a faded, almost greenish-brown tint.


‘I didn’t recognise you as staff. And you’re too early to be a student.’ It seemed a half-hearted justification of her ungracious manner. She still stared at the screen. ‘So …’ Rapid clicks of the mouse. A muted swear word. ‘You are … Stefan Novak?’ she eventually read out, as if he’d not supplied his name already. She looked towards him accusingly, eyes narrowed. ‘You’ve taken over from Sandira Benfield?’


He shrugged. ‘So I’ve been told.’ There was a pause.


‘Everyone liked Sandy.’ Stefan wondered if he should apologise. ‘Do you know where your class is? First floor, right at the top of the stairs, second door along.’ She handed him some keys, pointing to each in turn. ‘That one’s the class and that’s the storeroom. When he gets in I’ll tell Gordon, the head of department, that you’ve arrived.’


As he mounted the stairs he was aware of the tension still gripping him. Was it a kind of stage fright? Anxiety about standing in front of a class? Only natural, he supposed. After all, he wasn’t a teacher. Never had the slightest instinct or ambition to teach. Yet here he was. He’d heard the horror stories, but this wasn’t an inner city comprehensive; it was an adult class. The students were here by choice. And one of them – if he turned up – he already knew. At least he needn’t worry about meeting resistance or having to win the class over.


Dom sniffed surreptitiously in the direction of his armpit. Didn’t seem to honk too badly, and it would’ve made him late to go back to wash and change. It was more important to make sure he got the bus. And if he had shown his face, what’s the betting he’d’ve had to listen to another bollocking about staying out overnight, or endure another sermon about going back to school?


Didn’t they get it? He’d had it with school. If the Principal was to be believed, school’d had it with him, too. What was the point? At his age he didn’t have to go any more, and he wasn’t about to beg to be allowed to. Anyway, there was only one subject he was interested in, and doing this three whole mornings a week had to be better than one poxy art lesson with a roomful of kids who didn’t care and a teacher who’d given up trying to make them. He’d show them all!


Across the pavement from the bus stop the shop window was plastered with tempting adverts. No point trying to buy smokes. Dom guessed he’d be challenged about his age and didn’t have any ID on him. Perhaps he could blag some off Stefan. He couldn’t be bothered to waste energy arguing about it now. But crisps and cola were another matter. He’d not eaten since …? As he struggled to recall, the pang of hunger and thirst that gripped his belly was irresistible.


The Asian woman filling a shelf on the back wall behind the counter turned at the piercing chime of the doorbell. She visibly stiffened. One hand clutched the filmy scarf thing around her neck, and the other curved, kind of protectively, over the till drawer. What did she think? That he was going to rob her? Didn’t she realise he was in more danger of being mugged than she was?


The other night they’d taken his iPod and some cash, but he’d escaped without being badly hurt. That was the main thing. And he’d already recouped the money. Withdrawing his right hand from the pocket of his low-slung jeans he double-checked the screwed-up bank notes in his grubby palm. And it felt like there was some change at the bottom of his pocket, too. He didn’t need to pinch anything … well, not from people like her. If he did ever nick stuff – his left hand encircled the new iPhone in his other pocket – it’d be from the big shops in the city centre. Whatever Stefan said … it was, like, a victimless crime, wasn’t it? Although recently, Stefan had stopped asking him how he acquired his stuff or where he got the extra money.


The strap of his backpack now comfortably heavy over his shoulder, he returned to the bus stop, swigging from one of the six-pack of cola he’d bought. In the distance, the bus appeared and the queue shuffled forward. Somehow, since knowing Stefan, he’d become more aware of his environment, more aware of light and shade, of form and substance, colour and texture. Taller than the bloke in front of him, Dom had a view of the top of his head, pink scalp gleaming through silky strands of white hair. Then, as if suddenly sensing something, the man glanced over his shoulder. The crazed skin of his face was almost grey, a spider web of blue on the cheeks. Blurry, yellowed eyes narrowed and his mouth compressed into a puckered slash. Taking a distancing step, the old geezer turned away and began to mutter. Slowly, they boarded the bus. Dom stepped up behind him and heard snatches of his ramblings before the driver cut him short.


‘…Out there … our brave boys … Queen and country … likes of you …’


‘All right, mate. Everyone knows it’s a scandal. Where to?’


‘The engineer was due at eight, but when I spoke to Dory he’d still not arrived,’ Fran told her husband. She lifted her jacket from the hook. ‘So she might be late for her first class. OK, I’m off.’


‘That’s a shame.’


Fran watched bemused as Peter crossed the wood-block flooring of the large hall and picked up her art bag. He opened the door and stepped out onto the porch, sliding his socked foot into one of his Crocs.


‘Where are you …? What are you doing?’


He stood on one foot, attempting to hook Jimbo away from the other shoe with his upturned toes.


‘Out the way, bird-brained animal!’ He stretched out his hand towards Fran. ‘I’m helping you. Car keys?’


Helping? ‘I’m capable of carrying …’


‘But I can help now I’m home. This bag’s heavy. Is everything in here strictly necessary?’ Both Chihuahuas leapt and skittered around his feet as he walked to the back of her car.


‘I never know what I’m going to want. I may as well take everything.’


‘And it’s disgustingly filthy. You don’t want dust and charcoal and goodness knows what all over your clothes.’


‘But Peter?’ I’ll be lifting it out of the boot and carrying it into the school, unless you’re planning to come with me as my porter, she argued silently.


‘Why don’t you get yourself a new bag? Then you can rationalise the contents and chuck this one out. Bet you’re lugging stuff to and fro you’ll never need.’


She acknowledged his last remark with a tight smile as she took the car keys he proffered and slid onto the driver’s seat. Was this what it was going to be like from now on? His view of early retirement had been rosy and optimistic. Hers had been more cautious, one that was beginning to look justified. ‘Now he was home’, he’d said with that indulgent smile, as if there was nothing but good to be gained from his continual presence. This ‘helping her out to the car’ was exactly what she was afraid of. A kind of well-meant suffocation.


She was still a young woman – not yet forty – fit and attractive and up for a good time, which in her book did not mean a trip to the pub for lunch with your husband every other Wednesday. She wasn’t ready to embark on the kind of Saga existence that he presumably envisaged. She enjoyed her freedom; she liked to do exactly what she wanted, when she wanted, without explanation or interference. It was early days but having him hanging around her house 24/7, with nothing to do but wonder what she was doing, was already getting on her nerves big time.


You are being petty, she reproved herself. And you’re not being fair. But guilty conscience didn’t stop her feeling this way. But she could forget home and husband for a few hours. She was on her way to the first life class of the autumn term. The class changed little from year to year, but this time her little sis would be there … and maybe one or two other new members. A buzz of anticipation grew.


‘Give my regards to …’ Peter called after her as the car began to move away, crunching over the gravel.




Chapter Three - Dory


Had it moved? Dory frowned, glanced back at her drawing. Hard to be sure. But the more she studied it, the more positive she became. Back to square one. She rubbed out her first sketchy attempt to reproduce this area of the figure. Pencil poised, she raised her eyes again and this time she saw the movement – the slight pulse and thickening – as it shifted a few millimetres.


Well aware that it was a part of the body that men – poor things – had no conscious control over, Dory was still surprised. Had she thought about it in advance, she’d have assumed that posing naked in front of a room full of strangers would have a depressing effect on the male genitalia. Not that she was bothered; she’d probably seen more cocks than most people here had eaten hot dinners, so why should this one’s twitchings give her problems? It was what men did with it that caused the trouble. She just happened to be one of the professionals who had to deal with the fall-out. But men, sex, and the day job were off the agenda today. In her personal life, it could be that men and sex were off the agenda full-time. She gave herself a mental shake. Get on with what you’re here for.


Now, glancing at his face, Dory saw the model was looking at her. No. Not just looking, staring. Look at the rest of the figure, she told herself. Her gaze swept over his reclining form, identifying the patterns and shapes; her hand tentatively followed across the paper, attempting to reproduce the angle of the head, the slope of the shoulder, the splay of hand on thigh. It was then she noticed his reproductive paraphernalia was on the move again. Drawing from life was hard enough without this added distraction.


Dory had known she’d find the class challenging. The reality was even harder than she’d suspected and the model was in on the conspiracy to defeat her. She wished she could have caught her sister’s eye to share the joke, but even if they’d had an unobstructed view of one another, Fran was behind the model. Dory looked around – no one else had her grandstand view. The tutor was standing at an easel just a metre or so away, dark brows drawn together as he worked on his own drawing. Not much tutoring going on, Dory reflected. From his angle, even if he was unaware of the life model’s disconcerting stare, he must have noticed the waxing and waning of his genitalia. But what could he have done about it?


Typical of her to have been the sole latecomer, and then find her new drawing pad was so tightly sealed in its crisp plastic wrapping that it gave new meaning to the word ‘rustle’ as she tried to extract it. Typical too that she should find herself in this full-frontal position. All the other students – some standing at easels, others, like her, straddled over low benches called donkeys – had arranged themselves in a semi-circle behind, or to the sides of the mattress on which the model reclined.


She’d only had a moment, after making her apologetic late entrance, to exchange a quick smile of recognition with Fran, before a man left his easel and, with an audible sigh, approached her. For a split second she felt she recognised him, but immediately discounted the idea. There was no one amongst her acquaintance with shaggy, dark hair like that, no one with a close-cropped dark beard. After pointedly looking at his watch, the man moved his own easel to one side then dragged one of the low benches forward to take its place.


‘Use this donkey,’ he’d said, giving her no alternative. ‘Here’s a board. You’ve got paper? I’ve asked everyone for an accurate drawing. Pencil.’ Thankful to be able to settle quickly, and with minimal added disruption to the rest of the class, she was not about to object to her view of the model, even if she’d known it would give her extra problems. ‘Don’t get bogged down with detail.’ Again the tutor checked his watch. ‘Forty minutes left.’ With no time to feel intimidated, she just had to put pencil to that first virgin sheet of paper and start.


Apart from her sister, there was no one in the class she knew. She was on her own in this private struggle. Story of my life at the moment, she reflected, wondering why she was even doing this. She had recently made a resolution not to allow others to organise her life for her, and yet here she was, doing something her sister had pushed her into. Typical of Fran to come up with an idea that she thought was good, then steamroller it through.


It was early summer, and the two of them had been on the common, taking the Chihuahuas out for their exercise when Fran first came up with the idea.


‘Hang on a minute,’ Dory had objected. ‘I’m only here on a flying visit. I’ve not even made up my mind about leaving London. It’s a bit soon to be signing me up for adult education classes!’


‘You have made up your mind about moving back. You know you have. It’ll be great. You and me, babes …’ Fran squeezed her arm. ‘And if you are interested in doing the life class, you can’t afford to wait for official enrolment. There’s a waiting list. We all re-enrol directly through Sandy, our teacher, before the end of the summer term. I’ll sign you on as well. You’ll adore Sandy. She’s a real sweetie.’


‘However nice she is, you’re jumping the gun a bit.’


Dory had been staying at her sister’s. There’d been another funeral to go to – one of the few reasons the family all got together these days – and suddenly it had seemed like a turning point, a time to reassess her life. The money from the split with Malcolm might not yet be in her bank account, but the amount had been grudgingly agreed. What was there to keep her in London? But this walk was the first time she’d articulated the thought, and Fran had run with it.


‘If you want to sign on for a class, particularly the life class, you might as well make the decision now,’ Fran persisted. ‘And you know what they say. You have to get back on the horse.’ A couple of helmeted women began to rise up above the edge of the plateau, as if emerging up through a stage trapdoor. Then, in a surreal coincidence, their mounts appeared. The horses crossed the path sedately. Their riders, elegantly imperious in full riding gear, scarcely glanced at the sisters, who’d stopped to let them pass. Fran’s dogs began to yap.


‘Hush, Nelson, hush, Jimbo!’ She threw a rubber bone in the opposite direction and the dogs raced off, disappearing into a dense forest of grass in frantic pursuit of the jingling toy.


Dory angled her head towards the retreating riders. ‘Did you clock the kit?’


‘Part of the attraction, an expensive uniform that sets you apart … and being elevated above the hoi polloi. There’s no alternative but to peer down your nose.’


It was a typically chippy Fran response, Dory noted. She looked about her. The common offered views in every direction.


‘Hey, do you remember that time we picnicked up here? There was a gang of us, plus our mums. I must have been seven or eight. So you were around ten. I’m sure it was near here. We clambered down that bank.’


‘Nearly thirty years ago!’ Fran smiled in recollection of the adventure. ‘And we climbed into the garden of the witch’s house. Where was it?’ The sisters strolled over to the edge of the hill. Beyond the steep slope, diagonally slashed by the bridle path the riders had just ascended, there was nothing to see but the densely wooded slopes. The two women looked out over the tree canopy to the hills beyond.


‘In amongst those trees somewhere,’ Dory said. ‘And do you remember …’


‘Meeting that strange boy?’


‘We were the strangers. We’d invaded his garden.’


Fran didn’t argue, but when she spoke again it was to revert to the previous subject. ‘You have to get back out there and start socialising again. You’ll never meet anyone otherwise.’


‘Fran, is persuading me to join this class a matchmaking ploy?’


‘I just want you to rejoin the world. You’re not to sit at home and mope. The life class happens to be something I really enjoy. Let’s do it together. It’s been such a long time since we did anything with each other. It’ll be fun.’


‘For you, maybe. You’ve kept it up since your college days.’


‘You always loved doing art, you know you did. You were so disappointed when you had to give it up after GCSEs.’


Ironic, Dory thought. I wonder who pushed me towards science? No point in rehashing the past. Her sister always had a different memory of their shared history.


‘Enjoying art at school a very long time ago is not the same thing as having talent,’ Dory persisted. ‘And I’ve not done any since, unlike you.’


Fran made a dismissive gesture. ‘People do it because they want to, not necessarily because they’re talented. But you’re right, I’d be lying if I said it’s just the art I go for. It’s the whole social thing that makes it fun.’


‘Exactly. You’ve all been doing it for years. I’d feel like an interloper barging my way into an established club of like-minded people.’


‘We’re hardly all like-minded! There’s a completely mixed bag. And some real characters. An old ad-man, an aromatherapist, a retired psychologist, an ex-diplomat turned antiques dealer, a millionaire –’


‘You are trying to fix me up!’


‘I’m not. In fact, the majority of the class are women. And Michael the millionaire is married!’ Fran retorted. ‘But I worry about you. You seem intent on living like a hermit for the foreseeable.’


‘I’ve not been well, remember?’ Dory shook her head. ‘And as for men …!’


‘You can’t nurse a broken heart forever.’


‘I’m not, Fran, believe me. I’m well rid of the bastard and not interested in a replacement. All that dating palaver just makes me feel tired and old.’


‘That’s crap!’ Fran said crossly. ‘You’re younger than me. I’m the one who’s nearly … Age is all to do with attitude of mind. If you see yourself as old then that’s how men will see you. Look at Kylie, she’s older than us. Not to mention Madonna, who’s even older still.’


‘Who are you trying to convince?’ Clearly the subject had touched a nerve.


‘It’s never too late. Even for starting a family. Our mother –’


‘That was circumstance.’


‘These days it’s a lifestyle choice. There’re loads of women our age or older planning their first babies!’


A baby? A chill breath lifted the hairs over her body. ‘Sounds a bit mechanical. Is it a boyfriend you’re trying to fix me up with, or a genetically healthy stud to impregnate me?’ Dory’s laugh masked the shiver. ‘Why bother with a relationship at all? A turkey baster could do the job! If I was keen to have babies don’t you think I’d’ve done something about it before now?’


‘Look, I’m paying you a compliment. Postponing pregnancy is the trend for intelligent, successful women. Career first, babies later. Not like me. Falling pregnant while still in education is what chavs do.’


‘Only if you’re an underage schoolgirl. How are Mel’s A-levels going, by the way?’


‘Not keen on the linkage between those two ideas!’


‘Sorry …’ Dory covered her face with her hands. ‘I didn’t mean … that came out wrong. You might still have been at art college when you got pregnant with Mel, but you were in a solid, supportive relationship with someone already well-established in his career.’


‘Solid, supportive? Well-established? Is that code for “years older than me”?’


‘That’s not what I mean. And Peter is the least chavvy person I know. Now, please, no more talk about having babies!’ To distract from her genuine aversion to the subject Dory clamped her knees together in a pantomime of horrified revulsion. ‘It’s making me go all funny.’


‘But you’re surely not ruling men out of your life altogether; what about sex?’


‘Sex?’ Dory looked up at the sky, bringing her finger to her lips in mock perplexity. ‘Hang on. I think I remember that. Bare skin? Hot? Sweaty? Writhing around a bit?’ She raised her eyebrows at her sister.


‘Oh, Dory!’ Fran shook her head with an exasperated laugh.


‘I’m not joking. A depressed sex drive was a symptom of my condition and the thin end of the wedge between Malcolm and me. Why resist the advances of a younger model when her indoors is not giving out in the bedroom stakes? The last few years, sex has been at the very bottom of my to-do list.’


Fran stared at her, as if about to take issue with her last statement, but then shrugged. ‘It may not be the most important aspect of life, Dory, but use it or lose it! I’m sure your libido will perk up once you’re living a more relaxed life in the country.’


‘Fran, I am not going to be hassled into making decisions. Before anything else, if I seriously intend to make a permanent move back here, I have to find myself somewhere to live and a job. While I’m here I could make enquiries at the hospital.’


‘The hospital?’ Clearly she’d astounded her sister. ‘You’re not thinking of going back to … not the same kind of work, Dory? Surely you can afford not to?’


‘How much do you think I’ve come away with, Fran? It ain’t millions! Even if I could afford to be a lady of leisure like you, it’s not what I want. I’ve already taken an extended break and I’m getting restless. I need to feel truly independent, not depend on the proceeds of the split from Malcolm.’


‘You told me you were thoroughly fed up with your job.’


‘True, but let’s face it, it’s all I know. I’d only look for something part-time to begin with.’


Fran shook her head. ‘For a moment there, I thought you were planning to bury yourself in the old nine to five routine. There’s so much more you could do with your life.’


‘What else have you got lined up for me?’


‘There are local action groups you could join. My committees are always looking for new members.’


‘Like Save our Skylarks or No to the Wind Farm? My idea of fun … not!’


Fran looked momentarily huffy. ‘If involving yourself in the community doesn’t appeal there are loads of other adult classes you could sign up for. Languages, music, photography … Or you could join a gym or a ramblers group … go Salsa dancing …’


A bubbling sensation started below Dory’s diaphragm.


‘Kayaking, clubbing … speed dating.’


‘Fran!’ she managed through the erupting giggles.


‘OK, perhaps not speed dating. All I’m saying is, there’s a whole world out there of things to do, places to see.’


‘So what about you, Mrs Dynamic? Apart from the art class, what fun things do you do with your life? As far as I can see it’s just walking the dogs and shopping.’


Fran looked away. ‘Come on, time to go, home time, chaps!’ Shrill barks came from a nearby copse and a snaking trail of disturbance ploughed towards them through the long grass. The dogs erupted from their tunnel of green. Fran bent to ruffle their feathery heads. ‘Where’s your bone, naughty boys?’ It was a few moments before she straightened. She shrugged, as if aware an answer was still awaited. ‘Me? I’m not independent, am I? I always have other people to consider. And it’s just got worse. I was just getting my life back after Mum died and Peter announced he’s taking early retirement. Soon he’ll be breathing down my neck from morning till night! You’re lucky, you’re a free agent. You can start from scratch and create an entirely new life for yourself. I envy you.’


At some point between then and now, a point Dory could not now recall, her objections to joining this class had been overridden. Like it or lump it, she was here in this alien environment, legs uncomfortably astride a wooden bench with an adjustable front flap – apparently called a donkey – grappling with a skill she had almost forgotten.


Subtle odours of graphite, of glue and paint and primer, permeated the atmosphere. And there was something else – a palpable tension, reminiscent of an exam room, every brain focused on a single, unified purpose. No one spoke, but now and then someone would sigh or mutter. Someone hummed tunelessly. Against the whir of a fan heater these subdued, human noises were counterpointed by the surprisingly loud tap and scratch of multiple pencils, the rattle and creak of drawing boards vibrating against easels. Something small hitting the floor was followed by a soft curse, a shuffle of movement, a grunt. The fumble through a bag of equipment was followed by the scrape of blade against wood.


As yet, she had drawn no more than a few squiggles to represent the face. From the tone and musculature of his body, the model looked no more than a fit forty, but the slack ‘been around a bit’ looks and the grey in his oily curls put him as older. Good body, shame about the face, she thought with an inward smile. Engaged now by the lines, puckers, and hollows of his face, she attempted to capture a likeness. Was it a good sign – an indication she’d relaxed – that she could now objectify enough to consider the attractiveness of this stranger, lying stark naked in front of her?


She looked up from her drawing again. In that instant his gaze reconnected with hers in the same challenging stare. Rats! Leave the eyes unfinished and go on. A moment ago she’d felt almost serene, involved in the process of drawing. Now she perceived how much there was still to do. Never mind his bits and pieces, had she even got the proportions right? The angle of his arm? The hand on his thigh? She noticed the yellow nicotine staining on his spread fingers, so close to … Oh no! Yet again his genitals had rearranged themselves. Was this what the tutor meant when he’d said not to get bogged down with detail? Did it matter?


She’d been a fool to let herself get corralled into this, to be persuaded that, with practice and determination, anyone could do it. Maybe, but there was a dispiriting process of trial and error to go through first. Earlier that morning she’d been looking forward to the class. Where had all that optimism and confidence come from? She’d even allowed herself to fantasise about a future career in the arts. How laughable was that? How ironic. And it was all Fran’s fault.


Her back was aching and the edges of the donkey were digging into her thighs. The pitted wooden surface between her splayed legs was thick with a drift of eraser crumbs. It felt like she’d been stooped forward for hours in this unfamiliar straddled position. Time must nearly be up, surely? The tutor’s voice cut through her thoughts.


‘Last few minutes. Dermot needs a stretch. He must be getting a bit stiff …’




Chapter Four - Fran


As they left the art room and made their way towards the stairwell, Fran pondered the tutor’s final remark. ‘After a coffee break I’ll explain about the course.’ Who needed explanations? With the exception of the three newcomers, they’d all done this class for years. Life drawing wasn’t complicated. All they needed was the location and the model. But the tutor was new too – a fact that had come as a disagreeable shock. She hoped he wasn’t going to start making changes! This was her favourite part of the week, and she had been looking forward to introducing Dory to an activity she loved. Despite being the eldest, it was a long time since she’d been able to take the lead in anything. For once she was the one with the inside knowledge, the experience, the expertise. She would enjoy being her sister’s guide and mentor.


A couple of teenage girls pushed past them, clattering down the stairs ahead. Shrill giggles drifted back.


‘The building was originally a secondary school. It’s used as an annexe to the college now. But wouldn’t you know it, they plan to pull it down and cover the site with houses. As if there aren’t enough swallowing up the countryside. There’s an online petition you can sign. So, how did you enjoy the first session?’


‘It was so hard, Fran! I nearly walked out.’


‘You’ve got to battle past your demons. Despair and elation. Happens to us all.’


‘It wasn’t just the technical difficulty. You wouldn’t have known it from your angle but …’ Dory stopped speaking. Her eyes refocused.


‘But what?’ Fran prompted.


‘It doesn’t matter.’ Dory said, clearly changing her mind. ‘It can wait. What were you saying?’ Dermot, the life model, passed them, taking the stairs two at a time and leaving a nicotine trail in his wake.


Everyone in the building had apparently broken for coffee simultaneously. While the two of them waited at the end of the slow-moving queue, Fran scanned the packed canteen. Its mainly youthful customers were noisily clustered around islands of tables. The new teacher wasn’t here to experience the bedlam. He needed to be told that their coffee break had always been delayed to miss the eleven o’clock rush.


Already sitting around a huddle of tables were most of the people from the life drawing group. Fran had hoped that a striking new member of the class would have joined them. Failing to spot the long-haired youth, she began the introductions.


‘Bill, Rachel, Lennie, Joyce, Liz, Mary, Michael … This is my sister, Dory. She’s just moved back from London.’ Fran sat down next to Bill, dragging up another chair. Dory said hello and asked to be forgiven if she took a while to remember names. The to and fro of conversation was soon re-established.


‘This new model’s good, isn’t he?’ Rachel was saying. ‘Keeps wonderfully still … there’s terrific definition to the muscles.’


‘Looks to me like he waxes,’ Fran said. ‘And did you notice the sheen on his skin? Wouldn’t be surprised if he oils himself as well. What was he expecting, a photoshoot for a muscle man mag?’


Down the table, Michael was holding forth to those around him about a sailing trip in the Caribbean. Typical, Fran thought. Always has to go one better than the rest of us. Ignoring him, she turned to Bill. ‘What’s happened to Sandy? I was so disappointed they’ve lumbered us with a new tutor!’


‘Sandy was a dear girl,’ Bill said, to a chorus of general agreement. ‘But she didn’t really push us, did she?’


‘Hardly a girl! She must have been as … older than me.’


‘You’re all girls to me.’


‘Oh, thank you, darling.’ As usual, Bill looked the typical conservative country gent in a shirt and tie under a mustard sweater, his neatly trimmed iron-grey hair brushed back from his large, florid face.


‘I haven’t seen much evidence this guy’s any more dynamic,’ Fran continued. ‘And he’s surly with it. He pretty much left us to our own devices.’


‘Perhaps he was just giving us our heads to get a view of the general standard.’


‘Asking for an accurate pencil drawing isn’t what I call giving us our heads!’


Bill nodded. ‘But it was the first item on his programme.’


Fran felt her jaw drop. ‘Programme? He gave me something when I first arrived but I was too busy catching up to look at it. Left it upstairs.’


Bill pulled some folded papers from the back pocket of his jumbo cords and smoothed them out on the table with age-freckled hands. They were photocopied from a handwritten timetable.


‘But this looks like a really basic Foundation Course!’ She picked up the stapled pages, hardly able to believe what she was reading. ‘And it’s for the rest of the year, never mind the rest of the term! Most of us have already done all this!’ She looked around at the rest of the table to answering nods and shrugs. ‘We’re doing this class for fun, we don’t need to faff around with An exploration of materials or Drawing the negative shapes. Rachel, you studied at the Slade with art luminaries of the Sixties, for God’s sake!’


‘It seems such a long time ago,’ Rachel smiled wistfully. ‘I was one of the few who didn’t make a name for themselves.’


‘But you don’t need to be told that “Form does not exist without a balance of light and shade”.’ Fran was fond of Rachel. International fame as a painter might have eluded her, but she’d had modest local success. Like Bill, she was well beyond retirement age but looked more typically the artist. Today she was wearing a flowing garment in purple velvet, over baggy, tie-dye trousers. Her silvery hair, habitually rinsed with blonde, was held up in looping swirls with crocodile clips and slides. She still took the trouble to apply make-up to a face that had evidently once been beautiful.


‘He doesn’t know our backgrounds, Fran dear. Perhaps we ought to give him a break. This is his first day. He has to find his feet with us as much as we do with him.’


‘Exactly! So what’s the point of … whatever his name is … drawing this up,’ she waved the sheets, ‘before he’s assessed the class? Come on, guys, someone support me? Who’s going to join me in a class mutiny?’


Having sat silently since her introduction, Dory put her coffee down with a clunk. ‘Fran, we’re not all old hands! I am a novice. And if I survive beyond today I’m quite happy to be starting at …’


‘Don’t forget who’s in the majority here,’ Fran cut in. After all, what did she know? ‘Allowances have to be made for the newcomers, but we can’t have the tail wagging the dog. That’s not democracy!’ She turned away from her sister and looked around the canteen. ‘Does anyone know the new lad’s name? I thought he might have joined another table, but I can’t see him.’


Joyce shuddered. ‘He’s a bit scary if you ask me. That hair! The metal in his face! And what on earth was that ghoulish insignia on his chest?’




Chapter Five - Dominic


If he’d gone down to the canteen with the rest of them, they’d have expected him to join their table, or worse, talk to him. He hadn’t expected to make friends here. He didn’t make friends easily, but it was a mind-set thing. He’d hoped the class would be made up of young people. Better to stay up here alone. Besides, he was still in pain and finding it uncomfortable to sit down.


The sinks in the classroom were fairly clean, but handwritten notices propped behind the taps warned against the disposal of paint down the plugholes. He wondered how long before they’d get clogged and disgusting, like at … His shoulders hunched up, his hands thrust deeper into his jeans’ pockets. Why did he get this sick churning in his gut whenever school crept into his thoughts? OK, so he’d bunked off probably more than he’d turned up, but how had they punished him? Exclusion. What a joke! Anyway, that was all in the past.


Amid the many drawing pins, some with ragged corners of paper still attached, a few randomly spaced paintings remained on the plasterboard walls. Easy to understand why they’d been abandoned. He’d’ve been ashamed to own up to any of them. The work surface was crowded with cartons, art books, and flat packs of paper. Dom rummaged through the paints. Squeezy bottles of tempera, sides dribbled with primary colours, stood alongside stubbier containers of acrylic. In another tray, the paint was in different sized tubes – a tumbled heap of gouache, acrylic, and oil. A few looked brand new but most were squeezed and twisted, dry pigment scabbed around the screw caps. Then there were boxes of worn and broken charcoal, chalks, pastels, pencils and graphite sticks, plastic palettes, paint-stained rags, and hedgehog-stiff paintbrushes.


He loved everything he looked at. The smells, the atmosphere, the potential in this room. A feeling he couldn’t identify welled through him. What was it? His throat thickened. He pulled a can out of his backpack; a swig of Coke would clear the annoying lump in his throat.


But after walking around and looking at the others’ work, his mood plummeted. Why was he here? He might as well return to the city and do what he was good at. Earlier, at the newsagent, he’d managed to buy some smokes after all. He’d done nothing to make the woman frightened but he’d seen fear in her eyes and had known she wouldn’t refuse. He lit up, then plugged the smart phone into his ears and fiddled with the controls. The reassuring thump of a heavy baseline, overlaid with a guitar riff, filled his head. As he drew in deeply, he enjoyed the slight scorch in his mouth, in his lungs. Out of the window he could see down into the playground of the primary school next door. Children ran around playing tag, or clambered over the brightly coloured apparatus. He kind of envied them.


Sensing he was being watched, he turned and saw that Stefan had come back into the room. Despite being old, at least forty, he was a cool-looking guy. He was saying something. Dominic pulled out the earpieces.


‘What?’


‘You’re not allowed to smoke inside. Sorry.’


‘There’s no one in here.’


‘Doesn’t matter. You still have to leave the building.’


No point in arguing. It was other people’s rules. He squeezed the end of the fag, dropped it into his pocket, and picked up the bag of crisps.


‘You don’t want a coffee? … Ah, I see you brought your own supplies. I’m not bothering either. I’ve work to do.’ Stefan raised the file with a resigned shrug, but continued to look at him. ‘Is that new?’ he asked.


‘Got it yesterday.’


‘Thought it looked different. What happened to the other one?’


Not wanting an interrogation about it, he said, ‘Updated version. It’s a smart phone as well as an MP3 player. It’s a camera, video, Bluetooth, Wi-


Fi …’


Stefan pulled that look that usually cracked him up – like he was some outdated old fart and the modern world was beyond him. ‘But you look fed up.’


There was stuff Dom could admit. The gang of tossers who’d caught him on his own the other night. How they’d taunted him – Fucking Mosher – and forced him into a laundry room. Dominic sighed. He wasn’t a Mosher. He wasn’t a Goth. He despised labels. But it wasn’t worth getting into any of that now.


‘It’s just … depressing.’ Stefan raised enquiring eyebrows. ‘Everyone here …’ Dom gestured to the work on the easels around the room ‘… is so good!’


‘And?’


‘And I’m shit. I shouldn’t be here. How can’t you see I’m not good enough?’


‘It doesn’t matter what anyone else has done.


You’re here to learn how to see, not to show off the natural talent you were born with.’


‘Yeah, but …’ Dominic gulped back the frustration and sudden sense of helplessness. After putting the file of papers on the work surface, Stefan came over and perched on the corner of the metal-legged table beside him. He clutched his hand to his face, drawing it down slowly over mouth and bearded chin as if seeking inspiration.


‘Don’t confuse skill with art,’ he began after a moment, looking up at Dominic sideways. ‘Having a facility for getting proportions right, for capturing a likeness, is not the same thing as producing art. Being good at art doesn’t make you an artist.’


Dom frowned, struggling to understand. ‘But if being good isn’t important … how do you … how does anyone judge?’


‘Don’t get me wrong, it helps, but it’s not the be all and end all. I’m sorry, it’s not an easy concept. I’ve had to grapple with it myself over the years. I believe it comes down to this; those most consumed with a passion to improve, who struggle, who are never satisfied, constantly striving for something better … they’re the real artists.’


Dom wondered if he fitted this template. Maybe. Art had been the one thing he always desperately wanted to do. But …


‘You look confused.’


Confused? It wasn’t confusion. It was disappointment. Was Stefan saying that it was the wrong route for him, that fulfilment would always be out of reach?


‘Put simply, if you’re serious about art, about being an artist, you should look at it as a journey, not a destination. Don’t worry,’ he went on, as if picking up on the wobble in his confidence. ‘It can be a thrilling and rewarding journey. And I can teach you perspective, proportion, colour theory, I can even teach you technique, but the rest is up to you. Hey … come on, mate.’ He stood up and laid his hand on Dom’s arm, giving it a brief squeeze before moving to the end of the mattress and lifting it. ‘Give me a hand getting this into the corner before the others come back?’


Dominic walked slowly to the other end of the mattress. Had he been given good or bad news? Stefan looked up at him with a half smile.


‘It’s what’s inside you, burning away, that counts. If you’ve got that flame, you’ve a chance of making it. If you haven’t, you may only ever be an also-ran. But art will fill your life with interest. Isn’t it better to have a star to follow, even if you never catch up with it, than to fritter your life away on quick fixes and transient pleasures?’


Still in pain from his encounter, Dom wondered how the other man saw his life. There hadn’t been much pleasure involved. They’d been rough, but it wasn’t what they did that bothered him so much, it wasn’t like it was unusual. It was the fact they’d jeered at him afterwards, as if to convince themselves they’d only done it to humiliate him, not because they’d wanted to. Not getting paid for it was the least of his problems. He’d seen a knife and now felt lucky only to have lost some money and possessions. There was nothing for it. He wasn’t a prisoner, though sometimes it felt like it. Somehow he’d make it on his own. Another week, let alone another year in the care home, being patronised by social workers and weighed down by stupid rules, would do his head in. The door opened.




Chapter Six - Dory


Though first back from coffee, Dory saw she wasn’t alone. The tutor and young student stood close in murmured conversation. As the rest of the coffee-breakers piled back into the room, the youth peeled away from his position by the tutor and returned to his easel. Joyce’s comment prompted Dory to look for the logo on his black sweatshirt – a skull, crowned with a circlet of barbed wire. She liked his bravado. Despite the intimidating uniform and the multiple piercings in his pale face, he was an under-nourished waif, and none too clean at that. Almost as though aware of her scrutiny he flicked back his long, dark hair and squared his shoulders. The tutor picked up a file of papers and cleared his throat.


‘Not everyone was here on time so I’ll introduce myself again and run through your names for the register.’


‘Register?’ Fran whispered. ‘God! This is like going back to school !’


‘Do you think I’ll get my knuckles rapped for being late?’ Dory asked. Her sister shrugged theatrically. Moments passed as, mouth clamped, the man scanned the room. The hubbub of chatting and laughter died away.


‘OK,’ he said at last. ‘All this is as new to me as it is to you.’


Several dissenting voices piped up. ‘No. Not to me,’ followed by, ‘I’ve been doing this class with Sandy for years’.


The man frowned and looked back at the file of papers in his hands. ‘Sandira Benfield is no longer an employee of the college.’


‘She didn’t say anything to us,’ Fran said. ‘She’s not been fired, has she?’


‘I’m sorry.’ The tutor looked up. ‘I don’t know the woman or why she left. You’ll just have to put up with me.’ He looked from face to face. ‘Who else has done this life class before?’ At the many raised hands, he shook his head, as if impossible to count, or maybe to believe. ‘Can those of you who are new to the class put your hands up?’


Dory, plus one other woman, and the youth, were the only ones to raise their hands.


‘Then it looks like most of us are here under something of a misapprehension … including me. This is supposed to be a three-year OCN class, which awards credits.’


‘Credits?’ Fran challenged. ‘What the hell? We just want to draw and paint for fun, not for some spurious, half-arsed qualification!’


The tutor looked towards her and his already frowning brows lowered further.


‘As part of its ACET provision, the LEA –’


‘Will you stop talking to us in bloody acronyms and initials?’ Fran objected again. ‘It’s like some kind of secret bloody code!’


‘The Local Education Authority provides Adult Continuing Education and Training. If you achieve three Open College Network credits you’re entitled to apply for a place on an art access course, leading to the foundation year of a degree course.’


‘Most of us have got art degrees!’


The tutor shook his head slightly. ‘Did anyone read the prospectus?’


Only two hands went up this time. Not Dory’s. She’d been enrolled by her sister and had never seen a prospectus.


‘Like we said, ah … um?’ A tall, slightly stooped man spoke. Despite his dress – a tailored leather jacket, black polo neck, and jeans – he appeared the oldest there. A mane of silver hair and heavy-framed glasses accentuated the skull beneath the face.


‘Most of the class have been coming for years. We just sign on automatically at the end of the previous term. We don’t need to read the … um … prospectus. It’s always been a … a …’


‘A recreational class.’ Bill supplied.


‘I’m not interested in gaining … er … er …’


Again, Bill finished Lennie’s sentence. ‘Qualifications.’


Stefan leaned back against the wall units and with a deepening frown, looked down at the documents he held.


‘The reality is that the Local Authority has to account to central government for the money it spends.’ There was a grumbling murmur. Suddenly sorry for the man, whose expression was growing increasingly pained, Dory spoke up.


‘I suppose, like everything centrally funded, money without strings is a thing of the past.’


The tutor raised his dark brown eyes to her face. For the second time a memory was stirred – another occasion, a long time ago – but then it was gone. Dory shook her head and smiled slightly, puzzled by this recurring sense of déjà vu. The faint trace of a smile answered hers.


‘Bloody government!’ She turned to see who had spoken. It was the man who had just come back from the Caribbean. ‘They already take enough in taxes. And what’ve we got to show for it?’ Tanned from his sailing trip, he was aged around fifty, Dory estimated, and wasn’t bad-looking in a stocky, broad-featured way. Light brown, wavy hair, shot through with grey, was receding at his temples. But what she really noticed were his clothes. His tan leather moccasins and light chinos might not have stood out in a crowd, but that shirt … Even from a distance she could see that it was well made and in an enviable fabric. It didn’t shout designer, it murmured discreetly.


‘Isn’t there supposed to be a push towards adult learning?’ he went on.


‘Exactly, Michael,’ Fran agreed. ‘It’s something they keep banging on about.’ Ah, Michael the millionaire, Dory thought.


‘That’s part of the problem,’ the tutor continued. ‘Adult learning is a high priority. But without the spurious …’ He looked back towards Fran for a prompt.


‘Spurious half-arsed qualification?’


His eyes widened momentarily. ‘Without working towards a qualification of some sort, however half-arsed, I guess the class will lose its funding. A class of hobbyists cannot be supported.’


‘Hobbyists!’ Lennie exclaimed. ‘I’m a … a … professional. I’ve worked as a commercial artist all my life! It was bad enough when they removed the concession for the retired. We’re already paying hundreds of pounds a year for this class!’


‘The full unsubsidised cost would be …’ He shrugged. ‘Much more.’


‘Just because I’m not on benefits doesn’t mean I’m wealthy.’ Others voices joined in agreement with Lennie, the disgruntled rumble growing in volume. The tutor spread his hands in a placatory gesture.


‘Look, no one is going to throw you out or make you pay extra, but … I have to teach a structured course and prove it. The work needs to be kept, labelled, and dated so it can be related to the teaching scheme.’


‘Oh, for God’s sake!’ Fran expostulated. ‘I’ve been doing this for years. If I’d kept everything …!’


Dory saw alarm in the tutor’s eyes. ‘On no account throw anything away! The work will be assessed at the end of the course. I will be judged as much as you, your progress and my teaching skills. And …’ A muscle pulled taut in his cheek as he scanned the room. ‘I need this job.’


Just then, the door opened and the model came back into the classroom. Though not tall, there’d been a compelling impression of power and physicality when he was naked. Now, he seemed to have shrunk, as if his assurance had drained away as the shabby clothes went back on. His glance darted furtively from face to face. Dory caught the acrid scent of stale cigarettes; he must have been one of the huddle of smokers outside the main doors during break. He disappeared behind the dilapidated screen.


Before coffee, Dory had felt trapped in an increasingly futile struggle. Coming back with fresh eyes, she was modestly pleased with her first effort. Despite the distraction of the staring model – not to mention his uncontrolled parts – she could now admit there was something about the process she’d masochistically enjoyed. What had Fran said? Despair and elation? Charged with the conviction that she could do better, Dory pulled the drawing off her cartridge pad.


‘Rachel Anderson? William Harper?’ the tutor called out. Slowly, he went through the register. Some appeared to see this as an added imposition, the bureaucratisation of what had been a fun event in their week. As each name was answered to, in a spectrum of tone that veered from gruff through waspish to ironic, the tutor looked up and studied the respondent.


‘Francesca Paige?’


‘Please, sir. Yes, sir. Present and correct, sir.’


Dory saw how her sister met his gaze, with a challenging tilt to her chin. He looked back at his register, then up again.


‘Isadora Seymour?’


Ignoring Fran’s snort, she said, ‘It’s a bit of a mouthful. Call me Dory.’


He studied her for a moment. Following Fran’s example, she returned his dark-eyed scrutiny, taking note of his lanky frame and the dark, short-cropped beard that gave a hard edge to his lean face. Where had that sense of familiarity come from? If they had ever met before today, she felt sure she’d have remembered him.


‘That’s it, then. I’ve already got you down …’ he added, with a nod towards the youth.


‘Not fair,’ Fran said. ‘We’ve all answered to our names! We need to learn the new names too.’ Everyone’s eyes turned to the black-clad youth. Ebony hair draped forward, curtaining his pale face. His reed-thin legs were so snugly encased in denim, Dory wondered how he managed to get his jeans on and off over his feet.


‘Dom?’ The boy raised his head at the tutor’s prompt.


‘Dominic Barnes.’ His voice was cracked and husky.


‘And you are?’ Michael asked the tutor. Everyone looked at the man in front of them.


‘Yes, of course. I’m sorry. Like I said, I’m new to this.’ And you’re not enjoying it, Dory thought. ‘My name is Stefan.’


‘What? Sorry? Steven, did you say?’ Lennie demanded, leaning forward slightly.


‘Stefan!’ It was Michael who corrected the pronunciation, but as if suspecting it was an affectation.


‘Call me Steven if you like.’ He slapped the register shut and laid it down. ‘Call me anything. I really don’t care.’


‘OK, Teach,’ Fran said.


Dermot emerged from behind the screen wearing nothing but his anorak.


‘I’ve glanced at some of your work,’ the tutor said. ‘A few of you were getting a touch over-analytical before break.’


‘But you asked for accuracy,’ Dory blurted, surprising herself. His eyes flicked straight to her, but there was no change in his expression. He continued, addressing the whole class.


‘A bit inhibited. Forget line. There are no lines in nature.’ There was a murmur of dissent. Stefan looked around the room, eyes narrowing. ‘To free you up, keep you on your toes, we’ll have a series of shorter poses. Use charcoal. Don’t waste time changing paper. Group the drawings on one sheet. Overlap if necessary. I want you to see and respond … fast. Too much thinking gets in the way.’ Another unintelligible grumble. ‘You shouldn’t be aiming for works of art to hang on the wall.’


Dermot removed his anorak and took up a pose that stretched and twisted his body. This time, thankfully, his head was bowed.


‘Good,’ Stefan said, flipping the switch on the heater. It hiccupped, then started up with a clackety rattle and several missed beats, before settling to its wheezy whir. He began to walk around the room, looking at everyone’s work. When he reached Dory, he looked first at the pencil drawing she’d thrown down.


‘No.’ Frowning, he picked it up. ‘You’ve not looked at the whole. You’ve allowed yourself to get carried away by detail. I told you not to get bogged down.’ His voice was edged with irritated censure. ‘Before anything else, you should look at the figure in its totality … for the lines of balance and strength, where the weight is distributed, the relationships. What kind of pencil were you using?’


Surprised by his hectoring tone, yet still half in awe, Dory went to close the lid of the newly bought pencil set to read the manufacturer’s name.


‘Not who made it! What grade is it? How soft or hard? You’re not doing geometry! Use a 3B or softer for life drawing, not this wishy-washy thing. And look at this.’ He flicked the back of his hand dismissively towards the drawing. ‘You’re trying to draw Dermot’s features before you’ve even got the overall proportions right.’


Others had paused in their work and looked. This was an adult class. Even if she’d just produced the worst drawing in the world, and with the wrong grade pencil, it was not the tutor’s role to single her out and tell her off in front of everyone as if she were a naughty child. His job was to give guidance and encouragement.


‘I’m not defending my drawing. I daresay it’s rubbish. But surely, you can’t ignore the face? Aren’t its shapes as important as any other?’


‘There’s a difference between this cartoon you’ve drawn, and observing the shape of the skull and the overlying forms which make up the features of the face!’


‘I hadn’t finished …’ Unable to explain to why she’d been stopped from studying the face more closely, the criticism stung.


‘At this stage the positioning of eyes, mouth, ears are only relevant in relation to finding the set of the head on the shoulders … its angle and tilt. I’m surprised by this, it’s such an elementary mistake.’


‘Why on earth shouldn’t I make an elementary mistake?’


‘You claim to have done this class for years. Have you learnt nothing?’


‘I’m claiming no such thing! This is my first figure drawing since Year Eleven at school. I’m one of the newcomers!’


They stared at one another for a few frozen seconds. Briefly she wondered again where that odd frisson of recognition had come from. All she felt now was irritated resentment. He looked away to the charcoal drawing on her board.


‘Better.’ His tone was grudging. ‘But too linear. You’re not drawing a map of England. It’s not necessary to indicate every minor road. You just need the essential routes. Remember, it’s only the way that light hits a form that gives it shape and volume. Exaggerate. Be bold. Investigate the properties of the medium. Use your charcoal on its side. That piece is far too spindly.’ Stefan ignored her clean, scarcely ruffled box of fine charcoal wands and fetched a stubby chunk of charcoal. ‘Like this … and this …’


In only a few fluent strokes of the charcoal, a thumbnail figure appeared in the top corner of Dory’s drawing. On the defensive, and primed to argue, the ground was abruptly cut from under her feet. The difference in approach needed no further explanation. His facility with just a few marks defused her indignation.


‘I see. Thanks,’ was all she could manage as he moved away. Although he spoke quietly to others as he progressed around the room, Dory thought she could detect a more conciliatory and constructive approach than he’d used with her.


At the end of the session, the tutor left the room quickly. Dermot vanished behind the screen. People stepped back from their easels, others stood up and began to move around the room.


‘Phew.’ Joyce stretched her arms above her head then relaxed. The neat Mrs Shopping Basket image – tabby curls and twin set – was defused by the black smear of charcoal across her plump cheek. ‘That was a tough work out.’


‘Compared to the gentle skip around the garden that was Sandy’s approach?’ Bill enquired. ‘Perhaps we needed to be put through our paces. Things had been getting a little too cosy.’


‘You couldn’t call this bloke cosy! My drawings are worse today than they’ve been in a long time.’ Michael spoke as if it were the new man’s fault.


Dory moved to the teacher’s easel and was joined by her sister. There was only one sheet taped to the board, and it was covered in a thicket of heavy strokes crisscrossing the area. It was almost as if the forms – one pose overlapping another – had been excavated from this dark tangle, chipped away, and revealed with rubber and white chalk. A scratchy, metallic buzz, like a wire brush against stone, seemed the natural accompaniment to the jagged image. It grew louder and Dory looked around for its source. Dominic, plugged into an iPhone, had walked up beside them and was studying the tutor’s drawing. The way his hair was drawn back by the headset revealed the further rings, studs, and metal cuffs adorning his ears. It was pointless to say anything to him. He wouldn’t hear, and seemed oblivious to them anyway. But if they could clearly hear the jangling rasp of music, how loud was it inside his head?


‘So …’ Looking back at the tutor’s drawing, Dory’s eye was drawn into its tangle of lines as if it had depth, as if the figures were emerging from a knotted web of barbed wire. ‘You’re the expert, what do you think?’


‘Very pretty,’ Fran said.


‘Pretty?’ Dory turned, only to discover her sister’s eyes were following the boy as he moved away. ‘What? Even with all the metal face furniture?’


‘I think it’s rather sexy.’


‘Fran!’ Dory shook her head, half-amused, half-outraged. ‘He’s a child! And none too clean at that! I’d want a thorough health check before …’


‘Before what? For God’s sake! You take everything far too seriously. Your job has given you a warped view of life.’


‘Maybe.’




Chapter Seven - Stefan


At least going to the supermarket straight afterwards had temporarily suspended reflection on his first lesson. His purchases slumped in a plastic carrier on the passenger seat next to him. The familiar route home along the valley offered no distractions.


The college’s autumn term had started in the middle of the week. If his Monday and Tuesday lessons proved as difficult as the one he’d just taught, he was in trouble. He’d allowed his irritation to flare at totally the wrong target. Though he couldn’t remember the woman’s name, he recalled her face, and the shocked surprise in her wide, hazel eyes. A flush of shame washed through him.


The car ahead stopped dead. Stefan slammed on the brakes. He jolted forwards with the abrupt halt. There was a thump and clatter next to him.


‘Fuck!’ He’d braked in time, but the carrier bag next to him lay flattened on the passenger seat, its contents shot forward into the foot well. As his heartbeat steadied he saw the winking indicator of the car in front. Had he simply not noticed it, or had it only just been switched on?


Overtaking the congestion at the entrance to the Old Sheep Shearer, he was able to see its cause. The stationary car had been baulked from turning into the pub by another vehicle doing a U-turn in the entrance to the full car park. If the driver and his passengers wanted lunch, they’d have to park in the road or find a less popular venue. The pang of hunger that followed this random thought reminded Stefan that he too needed to eat. He determined to clear his mind of thoughts about the life class. They were dangerous while driving.


A quarter of a mile beyond the pub, he turned off the main road into the lane that led up to the common. The road was winding, and halfway up the hill it snaked sharply left. On the right was the wide opening to a driveway. There were two gates accessed by this turning; only one of them stood open. He drove in through a tunnel of overarching trees.


When they’d first bought the house, his parents had had its long driveway and the immediate surroundings surfaced with tarmac, leaving only a relatively small apron of sloping grass in front. Lack of lawn and flowerbeds were no drawback for a growing boy. There were acres of wooded hillside behind the house, with trees to climb, camps to make, and trails to follow. And the tarmac had proved a brilliant surface for biking and skateboarding. Now, driving slowly along the pot-holed drive, he viewed the tarmac as a deterrent. It was ugly and municipal, but even if a prospective purchaser loved it, it was in desperate need of resurfacing.


As the house came into sight, a familiar sense of oppression gripped him. He no longer questioned his conviction that Kitesnest House was an obstacle to moving on in his life. But who’d want it? Its size was neither fish nor fowl. And most discouraging of all to potential buyers, the house wasn’t truly detached. Adjoining it was another property – a small, dilapidated cottage with a corrugated iron roof.


It took several minutes to collect his shopping from the floor of the car and several more, biting back his impatience, to check the items. Each shopping list was more illegible than the one before. It was a good job her requirements were so predictably repetitive; habit made it easier to decode the quavery scrawl. A few moments’ care now was preferable to a box of cod fillets gently defrosting under the passenger seat. He stepped over the flattened palings of the fence that had once divided the two front gardens. His stomach was clenching queasily even before he arrived at her doorstep. Better for him to conduct their business there, but Grace always needed to search for her purse, and even in the summer, would ask him to come in and close the door ‘against the draught’. Once inside he preferred to take no more than a single pace into her kitchen. There was always a pan of milk simmering on the blackened hob, and the constant smell of sour, scalded milk, mildew, rotting food, and other, underlying odours best not to speculate on.
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