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four I get up and shake the pose from my
arms, grab my gown. I’ve learnt not to wait
for tutors to finish a class. Before getting
dressed I take a walk round the studio,
watching the students size up their work. I
rarely see myself, just anonymous folds of
flesh. Sometimes not even that. But today
there’s one that makes me stop: that’s me.

I hover behind the bird girl, taste chemicals
in my nose as she sprays her drawing with
fixative. She knows I’m there. I think she
knows I’m there. But she doesn’t turn around,
just rolls me into a tube along with her earlier
efforts. I move on round the room.

In the toilets I wash my hands, the water
running grey. I rub in cocoa butter lotion to
stop my skin getting rough, wipe the greasy
smears from my nail polish. When I’m sitting,
I keep my jewellery safe in a little pouch; now
I tip my rings, necklace and earrings in a
tangle of chinking silver onto the sink and
pick them apart. There’s not much point
touching up my make-up, since I’m only
going to have a coffee and drive straight
home. But it’s part of getting dressed, so I do
it anyway. I fold a square of toilet roll and
blot my lips; brush dust and fixing spray from
my hair till it shines and twist it up behind my
head. Presentation is important.

Walking through the corridors I feel like a
child; the studio doors are giant-sized, ten feet
high. The café is at the far side of the
building, down a maze of dim passages
punctuated with ghosts cast in white plaster,
taut-muscled men and draped women. When I
get there I have to queue for my coffee, and
then there are no seats. Faces from today’s
class look past me: I look different with my
clothes on. Eventually a glamorous skinhead
gets up, and I squeeze through to grab her
seat. Opposite me is the bird girl. I smile,
slide my cigarettes across the table towards
her; she shakes her head, looks away. She’d

rather we ignored each other. But she’s not
doing anything else, just staring down at the
table where she’s slopped coffee over the
edge of her polystyrene beaker, and I’ve spent
all day in silence.

Besides, I liked her drawing. I tell her so.
That blush starts again, rising from her

neck to her forehead.
‘Oh, thanks,’ she says, eyes fixed on the

table. Her voice is nearly drowned by a dozen
conversations. I press on.

‘Because sometimes, it doesn’t really look
like you thought it would. Not like me or even
like any person at all. I mean I know that
doesn’t make it bad. But yours was like me, I
thought.’

She smiles at me briefly, starts drawing on
the surface with a bitten blackrimmed
fingertip dipped in her coffee puddle. ‘Well,
some models are just good to draw,’ she says.
‘You’re great because ... all the curves.’ She
trails a big dirty C with her finger. ‘And you
keep still,’ she adds. ‘Some of them are
always moving.’ She pulls a face.

I’m flattered and irritated. ‘Well it’s harder
than you think, to stay completely still.’

‘Oh I know, I know it’s hard. I don’t know
how you can do it. I honestly can’t imagine...’

‘Mmm. That’s what most people say.’ But
I think she can. ‘You know, I went to a life
class once,’ I tell her. ‘Just to see what it’s
like from the other side. I wasn’t very good
though, I couldn’t get it to look right at all.’

She nods, smiles again. ‘It can be hard to
get it how you want, how you see it in your
head. Still, it’s good you tried.’

I squash out my cigarette, ready to go. ‘So,
how would you like to see what it’s like from
the other side?’

The smile shrinks away. I remember her
stretching towards me to mark the pose, her
sleeve falling back. A glimpse of silver lines
etched neatly on her skin.
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girls, all straight up and down in their jeans
and their tight little tracksuit tops, hair short
and spiky, utterly unornamented. There’s
nothing extra about them. As I watch the girl
in front of me her face smooths from
frustrated to absorbed. She looks from the
paper to me and back, turning her head like a
bird, capturing everything.

At the first break Neill hands a stump of
chalk to the bird girl in front of me and asks
her to mark the pose. Male tutors don’t like to
get too close to the female models – at least,
the tutors I like to work with don’t. She leans
in tentatively, skinny arm outstretched so she
can stay as far from me as possible, face
burning as she marks my feet and my elbow.
An easy blusher; thin skin, the sort that scars.
She drops the chalk on the bed beside me,
pulls her sleeves round the heels of her hands
and retreats behind her easel, out of the frame.
I try to look at her the way she’s seeing me:
an arrangement of light and shade and outline,
unzipped from her layers of clothes. Her skin
is darker than mine and she’s all straight lines
and bones. The tutors talk about drawing the
space around the object: she’s nothing but
space. There’s nothing soft about her. I stand
up and reach for my gown.

Reclining all day in the same position gets
painful. I keep an eye on the time; bang on

‘Practising for rigor mortis,’ I said, making
him laugh. ‘So what about me?’

Torquil rolled his eyes and stubbed out his
cigarette. ‘Well, you know darling. They like
you because you’re ... curvaceous.’

And there it is. They like me because I’m
obliging, because I’m reliable, and, mostly,
because I’m fat.

I can see how I must be satisfying to draw.
They can exaggerate their curves, darken their
shadows. Often they’ll sit me on hard wooden
chairs, for the contrast. I prefer when they
draw me like today, lounging on worn velvet.
Half the time I’m daydreaming: I don’t even
notice them scribbling away. But I watch
them sometimes, measuring me with their
dirty hands spread out in the air like they’re
pressing fingerprints onto my skin; watch
them staring at me, at their easels, so intently
it doesn’t cross their minds I’m looking right
back at them.

I can tell whether their drawings are any
good. If they’re pleased with what they’ve
done there’s the occasional nod, the hint of a
smile when they step back to look. If it’s not
going well they sigh and scowl. They start to
look for longer and draw less, in bursts. The
girl in front of me has given up four times
already – she’s like a little boy on the brink of
a tantrum. There’s a look they have, these
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I slide my dressing gown off behind the
screen and step out into the studio. The
students are taping fresh sheets of paper to
their drawing boards, wearing layers of T-
shirts and jumpers, long sleeves sticking out
beneath shorter ones. With huge high ceilings
and north-facing windows these rooms are
chilly cubes of light, rarely warm enough to
switch off the electric fires that scorch your
calves and leave the rest of you cold as dough.
That’s one of the reasons I’m so popular; I
don’t feel the cold, so I don’t complain, even
in winter.

Today they want one long pose. Neill, the
tutor, has piled a low bed-base with dusty
cushions and patterned drapes, all stripes and
flowers which must be tricky to get right. I
settle myself against the textures, velvety nap
like a cat’s tongue scraping the backs of my
thighs, and look at Neill for approval. The
rattle of paper subsides as the students look at
me seriously. A few of them move backwards
or sideways, dragging their easels with them
like reluctant dancing partners; then that’s me
for an hour, till the first coffee break.

When I tell people what I do, they’re
careful not to give away surprise through
widening eyes or leaping eyebrows. They say
things like, Gosh that’s very brave! I could
never... Well-paid isn’t it, considering? You

must have lots of time to ... well, to think.
What they mean is, it’s a job anyone could do.
There’s no skill involved: it’s not like you’re
using your brain at all. In a way they’re right,
though it’s actually quite tiring, especially the
quick poses. One minute, arms up above head:
one minute, crouched curve-backed on the
floor in dark drifts of charcoal dust: one
minute, right-angled feet and arms crossed
behind... Fifteen of these and you’ve done
everything you can think of. A good model
will not repeat herself, and I like to think I’m
one of the best in this college. Torquil and I
were talking about this the other day in the
smokers’ room – listing the most requested
models.

‘They like to draw me,’ he said, ‘because
they know I’m a dancer. I can bend every
which way, I can take up a pose they’d never
have thought of, because they didn’t know it
was possible.’

‘Deaf Jack,’ I said. ‘They like him because
he’s a novelty.’

Jack has worked here for forty years, is
seventy-two with crumpled tissue-paper skin
and a great solid half-moon belly.

Torquil nodded. ‘He’s a novelty, yes – but
also, he can hold a pose for hours and you
seriously wonder whether he’s still breathing.’

Any questions or suggestions? Just email litro.fiction@gmail.com

by JANE ALEXANDER


