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THE VOYAGE







IT WAS NOT SO MUCH A HEADLONG RUSH FROM EUROPE, more a slow return to Sydney, instead of hopping onto a plane, which would have been easier, Delage had chosen to return by ship, not one of the P. & O. queens, a container ship, stacked with the rectangles of various faded colours, which stopped at half a dozen ports along the way. On the ship – it was called the Romance – he imagined there would be silence. Not total silence: of all people, the specialist manufacturer Delage knew there was always a sound of some sort, however faint, even an echo, somewhere. One of the attractions for Delage was there would be just five other paying passengers. A priest who was supposed to join ship at La Spezia had cancelled. Delage would have a cabin to himself. Aside from the occasional “Good morning!” and an occasional “Thank you”, he was looking forward, after what he had been through, to thirty-three days of peace without talking about himself, or having a significant conversation of any kind. Most things are not worth saying, yet continue to be said. What is said is a version in a different voice of what has already been said (many times before). From the moment Delage stepped onto European soil and began speaking or spruiking, he became aware his voice was only adding to what had long been there. The dark trees, the streets and boulevards, the clothing of people and the expressions people arranged around their mouths, even the air they breathed, were blurry or furry with the accumulation of words, congestion in the guise of world-weariness. You would think they might have been interested in the views of an outsider, one who had come from the opposite direction, literally from the bottom of the earth. But no, not really – even though, unencumbered by tradition, the New World had a history of throwing up new methods, the fresh solutions. No, they showed little or no interest, preferring to remain standing in the one spot. In Vienna, in particular, to just about everything he said, these exceptionally neat, implacable figures with almost unworldly tanned faces, from skiing recently in the Alps no doubt, almost clashing with their silver hair, remained smiling, while some even, the women, kept their blue eyes on him and began laughing. They knew their Mozart, Beethoven and Brahms. How many times would they have heard the “Jupiter”? Strauss used to come around to their houses and play the piano in the panelled drawing room. Before long they would casually, almost dismissively, recall personal anecdotes about poor Schoenberg. The daughter of one of them, Elisabeth, who he met at a soirée – spoke excellent English – took him the following afternoon to a street behind the cathedral and into the apartment where Mozart composed, among other things, “The Marriage of Figaro”. As he climbed to the first floor, Frank Delage realised Mozart’s feet had actually been on these very steps, which were quite worn. The rooms had loudly creaking floorboards and a few bits of fragile furniture, allowing visitors to see nothing more than the space in which Mozart and his family moved and the view of the street he undoubtedly enjoyed from the main window. To Delage’s surprise, Elisabeth had never been there before. She had been born in Vienna, and therefore into music, everyone in her family, the von Schalla family, listening and playing and nodding in time with it; naturally she assumed he too was music-saturated, like everybody else in Vienna.


The very nature of his invented product meant he could not ignore Europe, a “vital plank”, as one of his investors said, with a serious expression. And by normal commercial standards his foray against the ramparts of old Europe could hardly be called a success. At the very least he hoped to have one foot in the door; now, with both Vienna and the possibility of Berlin behind him, he wasn’t even sure he had achieved that. Already he was thinking he might have to go back! If he did, or even if he didn’t, he decided he was going to talk less. It was something he had learnt from the implacable Austrians, the Germans too, for that matter. There was something wrong with people who never stopped talking. Away from home, Australians like to be chatty, not that anyone anywhere thinks or cares about what they say. He himself was not a talkative person, not normally, but in Europe it had been necessary to make headway with the locals, somehow. To Elisabeth, he hadn’t once mentioned the word “piano”. After the Mozart museum they went to a coffee house behind the cathedral, where she talked about her family, the Schallas, as if he knew of them, reserving her perplexed emphasis for her father. In fact, when you added it up, it was she who did most of the talking. In reply, Delage described his sister in Brisbane, who, he said, phoned often three, four times a day. Either she rattled on about nothing really, or complained about a situation way beyond her control, such as the unseasonal wet weather, or else she would report progress in her self-appointed task, even though it was hardly her concern, trying to find him a wife, or a “possible wife”, as she put it. “My sister could talk under wet cement. She has psychological problems, as far as I’m concerned. She has to spill it out. She has to hear herself talk,” he explained, just off the Graben, in the city where it had all begun half-horizontally on Berggasse, the confiding endless sentence. “There’s obviously something wrong with her,” he went on, wanting to rub his eyes, although he knew there was nothing wrong with his sister. “She’ll talk about anything that comes into her head. We’re not like each other at all.” Put them in a room and they didn’t even look like brother and sister. “What’s her name? Jo – short for Joan.” In sympathy, Elisabeth pulled a face. The only thing of interest Delage could remember his sister saying was in response to their new stepfather, “He eats too much jam.” Talking is alright, as long as it makes a difference.


It’s best not to release thoughts immediately. Isn’t it best to pause? An added benefit is that it gives the impression the person is being thoughtful, accordingly someone worth listening to.


It was one of those sensible conclusions he had reached long ago, but hardly ever put into practice.


Frank Delage carried around a notebook for jotting down things he had read or heard, the way some people pick up cigarette butts, they could end up being useful one day, not only maxims, although most of them were, unusual phrases, descriptions too, he liked the sound of single words. A green fountain pen protruded at the ready from his shirt pocket, which also pointed to energy, a range of set tasks to be tackled. “Let me see,” Elisabeth, of the von Schalla family, said, and began flipping through the pages. “The human face is the most interesting area on earth” – one of his favourites. He had forgotten where he’d come across that one. “Thinking remains thanking.” Somewhere else he’d picked up a description of a rubber-band “the colour of a nun’s belly”, which he had immediately written down, even though it didn’t give any advice at all. It was enough for Elisabeth to tilt her chin, as if she were resting on her elbows on a beach, and give a small laugh, not entirely unaffected, for it revealed to Delage the pale curve of her Austrian throat. Elisabeth was in her mid-thirties. Good of her to drop everything to show him, a stranger, around Vienna. Obviously she had the means, and plenty of time on her hands, she could do whatever she wanted. Every time he glanced at her or asked a question she was looking away. He had filled many notebooks. Such a need to retain the thoughts of others suggested Frank Delage was undecided about himself, that he was composed of little more than the thoughts and opinions of others. On one subject he had clear and confident thoughts, where he knew what should and could be done, and whenever he talked about it he never borrowed the words of more articulate, stronger people. On this subject, Delage, the manufacturer, could be tenacious, sarcastic, indignant, intent on demolishing, or at least reducing, the opposing forces. It was a remarkable product, his, in every way an example of New World ingenuity. For many years it had consumed his energy and money earned or borrowed, mostly borrowed, leaving little or no time or money to be directed elsewhere. At forty-six, still with plenty of dark hair, Delage lived alone, as his sister needlessly pointed out, although he was not necessarily lonely, he had become a diffident, distracted sort of man.


“Have you noticed,” she said on the third or fourth day, “the motion of the ship draws words out of us. Words that I, for one, would not normally say?” He was conscious of the linen sleeve on the rail, almost touching his.


All around were hills and valleys, about waist high. The sea was busy mimicking land. It was all charcoal, desolation, everywhere. To the woman the lines of foam kept dissolving into trails of lace. I could look at this all day. It was the sea, said to be soothing. And from a depth far below, as if in a mine, the power of the great long engine came up through the plates of the ship, trembling the rail and numbing most of her toes, her feet in sandals appeared unusually soft and irrelevant on the metal deck, the sandals gold with a narrow raised heel, dainty, inappropriate, although bought specially, the ship, despite its name, having no decoration of any kind, let alone softness, everything cut or cast from steel and oversize, nuts, bolts, levers, hatches, chains, rivets the size of dinner plates, an all-steel masculine complexity. What an engine: no stopping, day or night. Delage generally took an interest in, or rather was alert to, mechanical surroundings. If asked, he could probably explain most of the parts, although the window on the bridge sloping in at an angle left him baffled. The superstructure and rails were white, everything else the ship’s owners had painted a lurid matt orange. “Imagine what their lounge rooms in Hamburg must be like.” If Delage had said something like that to the woman standing beside him, a woman of taste, inappropriate gold sandals notwithstanding, she would have rewarded him with a woman’s laugh, which had its conspiratorial aspects. There is the constant male instinct for slipping into humorous or even clownish mode to please or divert a woman’s thoughts. At any moment it will happen; it was one of Elisabeth’s expectations, acquired early on. With little trouble her father could make her laugh, never her mother. Of course it can lead to embarrassing awkwardnesses, faux pas, and “lead balloons”, as they are called, of the most inept kind, quips or puns that miss the mark, make no sense, are too obvious, or are repeated once too often, while irony hardly ever works; and still there is the need in men to continue – clowning for women, pulling faces, being plain silly, often falling flat, it doesn’t matter. A certain carelessness is allowed. For the woman, it lightens the endurance required in dealing with the heavy, persistent presence of men. Delage here said nothing, the woman turned from the sea, and smiled anyway. She was out on the ocean, in safe hands, a warm breeze touching her cheeks, seabirds coming from somewhere, swooping over the ship. “Don’t say ‘boat’. It’s what the Americans say. This is a ship.” In Vienna, she went about with the casual authority of the resident, while on the ship heading for Sydney she was in the hands of others, “all at sea?” Delage suggested, though not seriously, where every part was a mystery, hard, thickly painted, moving forward, slightly unstable.


By detaching the three tapering legs of the company’s demonstration model, and having it quilted and professionally crated, Delage could carry it on board as accompanied baggage, his small manufacturing company on the outskirts of Sydney, consisting of eleven uncomplaining employees, craftsmen most of them, always looking for ways to save money. It was the bookkeeper who had spotted the luggage loophole. She was Slovakian, an exceptionally neat, unsmiling woman, in her forties, stranded after her no-hoper husband had gone back. At the job interview, she had offered to work for nothing, or just the basic wage, “because, you must understand, I believe in music.” Delage had to be careful here. Many of those who choose a career in medicine, because they believe in doing good, turn out to be the worst doctors imaginable; and politicians who have the good of the people at heart are invariably ineffective – just as people who love art too much have no idea what is a good or bad painting, and end up with a motley collection of too many paintings, none of them worthwhile. But the Slovakian bookkeeper had quickly attained complete mastery of the job, simplifying the systems and so on, finding savings in the most unlikely places, and managed to put the impatient banks back where they belonged. She was called in and out of board meetings to clarify figures, until it became her habit not to wait outside but to sit on a stool against the wall inside, smoothing her short skirt with short nervy hand movements, ready to pipe up with answers to any questions. Delage wasn’t the only one to wonder how they had managed without her, although, as he told Elisabeth, of course no one person is indispensable. When he described her tantrums, including ultimatums, hands over her ears and pencil-breaking, which more or less tracked the sauntering amateurism in the office and factory, Elisabeth wanted to know more. She was interested in another woman’s hysteria? At the same time, she didn’t appear to think her behaviour so unusual or extreme. They were on the Romance, standing together on the small deck, facing a breeze over and above the movement of the ship. From the moment the bookkeeper took her place in the office, Delage went on, and established herself as the first to arrive and the last to leave, it was assumed she had no life outside work, until one morning, after she had been looking unwell and rushed into the bathroom, it was proclaimed quite calmly by several women that she was pregnant. Only then did Delage recall seeing her one night in a pub, well away from the factory, sitting in the corner with the apprentice who had large red ears, who must have been at least twenty years younger. “So,” said Delage, realising he might have been talking too much, “that’s our highly prized bookkeeper. Thanks to her money-saving talents, here I am – sailing on the ocean, a lot of time on my hands.” “Did she have the child?” Elisabeth wanted to know. “Not yet. I mean, not as far as I know.” He had arrived in Vienna with introductions to people of influence, and he needed to win over at least one of them to have any hope of succeeding in his cause, even if success meant not outright rejection, but a pause in the long-established European assumptions, the way a single arrow can clear the wall of a castle under siege, and produce a barely perceptible but spreading ripple in the ranks of the defenders. All he had to do was to arrange a demonstration – after first pointing to the radical construction of his concert grand piano. Logic would surely take over; they would see the point; from logic and mechanical efficiency came the distinctive new sound.


Soon after he arrived Delage stepped out from his hotel and took note of his surroundings, which offered no clues, except that he didn’t have warm enough clothing, and back in his room he set to work, scattering papers all over the bed, telephoning, e-mailing, drawing up lists. So much for these personally recommended contacts! Many of them were no longer alive, had actually died years ago, even the concierge could have told him, while others had moved to more progressive musical centres, Berlin, Amsterdam, or the broad pastures of the United States, while those remaining had placed themselves out of reach, at least initially. These were the managers of the concert halls and the all-important conservatorium, as well as the most influential piano teachers and, Delage had been warned, the music critic for the main daily newspaper, a Bertolt Brecht lookalike, who also made a point of not shaving or bathing regularly. Either they were too busy, or they couldn’t be bothered, whatever his importance in his particular field (no-one had heard of him); and when the personal assistants to these managers and piano teachers realised he didn’t have a word of German, some of them turned downright rude. All he needed was five minutes of their time, it wasn’t much to ask. After pleasantries, five minutes would flow into another five, him talking, explaining, not taking his eyes off them. If it became too technical, he’d notice and change tack. It was not possible to do it over the phone. It had begun raining, Vienna darkened still further, straight out of “The Third Man”, when he went out with a list of addresses and a tourist map, and ended up taking directions from a salesman in the Steinway & Sons showroom, who actually came out onto the street and pointed in the opposite direction – a demonstration of over-confidence, if ever there was. At each office he didn’t get beyond the outer office or antechamber, where he was left to wait on various wooden chairs, creaking along with all the floorboards of Vienna, the loose joints of conservatism, as he saw it, the chandeliers, lamps with tasselled shades. “I hardly got one foot in the door,” he told Elisabeth. “They would have been happy if I’d sat there twiddling my thumbs for years.” In one of the music schools, he could hear a piano playing, and gazing up at the decorated ceiling he wondered why and when anyone would paint in each corner a pale blue cherub blowing a horn (representing “music”?) and soon he began to wonder what he was doing there, in Vienna, in Europe. Not far from the hotel was the Café Griensteidl, a comfortable place where Delage sat and waited; prodding at a strudel with a fork went with examining his lack of success in the city, that is, whether it was all to do with him, something in his personality, his way of almost deliberately going about half seeing, of not at the last moment bothering, and how he did or didn’t get along with certain people, in fact most people, now that he thought about it, even back home. What sort of impression was he giving? He couldn’t be sure. There is a general unhelpfulness among Europeans, as if a mass of severe experiences has kept them one level above the small things, above weaknesses, the slightest of separations but enough, not that their recent history was anything to be thrilled about, Vienna being one example. If it hadn’t been for his innocent energy, a sort of cleanliness in the face of indifference, he might have cut his losses, packed up and gone home. It can’t be that difficult. He almost said it aloud. It’s only a place.


Delage had an engineer’s mentality, although he had no training or diploma in engineering, more an inventor’s mentality, directed towards a single specific mechanism he had happened upon – the restless inventor attracts good fortune. He was a man who easily became engrossed; and, as if he was looking up from solving a problem, he had developed an oblique way of seeing people and the nearby world. His sister was forever saying his mind ran too much along a man’s lines, that he’d be a more interesting person, he’d have more friends, if he included in his thinking a woman’s way of thinking. Women, she said, he told Elisabeth, are attracted to a man who has a woman’s psychological conversation, that was the word she used, “conversation”, and the layers of affinity it produces. “It’s the combination. Interesting,” Elisabeth began to nod, not getting it quite right. He liked looking at Elisabeth, or more often, glancing at her. Here she was holding on to the rail with both hands, facing the breeze, an advertisement for expensive sunglasses. With the rushing sea below, Delage couldn’t avoid calculating his chances if he had the misfortune of falling overboard, the shock of landing in the deep cold water, legs kicking, nobody noticing as the fat stern slowly disappeared. “Do you agree with what she said, your sister?” Elisabeth had turned. Before stating the obvious, which was that his sister was always on the phone, giving firm advice, just checking up, as if he was in need of help, he said, “By way of example, she said I should take an interest in fabrics, their colours, the feel of them.” Every conversation is an exaggeration. A story told, a description, voices imitated, an idea or a thought put into words, they’re condensed or coloured – tailored – to hold the listener. And Delage was constantly aware of doing it himself, anything for the stronger effect, especially when leaning forward and selling the virtues of his remarkable, as it had been publicly described, invention, the Delage (piano). Women waited for attentiveness, they allowed even the most shameful exaggerations. Was that what his sister, Elisabeth too, apparently, meant? In conversation, Delage had noticed he avoided a woman’s eyes, it was unnerving the way they frankly met his, unwavering, nothing in the world to feel awkward about, at least when talking to him, the receptionist at the hotel the most recent, instead, he had formed the habit of glancing away at something, the corner of a table, or a bird on the wire, or the traffic passing, and so missed the effort, what appeared to be the truth, behind the face. For all his difficulties with the eyes, Delage, when drawn into a psychological conversation, felt a shifting of interest to a more personal, intimate level; and he felt part of him flow to the woman, and back to him, the bookkeeper, he recalled looking up from her pristine desk in Sydney, now Elisabeth. They had the subtle grasp of situations.


Every other street had a shop devoted to music, their windows displaying recordings of the most acclaimed performances, as well as the most recent performances, which of course is not the same thing, while others specialised in sheet-music or books on music, busts of the greatest of composers, now made in China, conductors who couldn’t help composing, and vice versa, wind instruments in the window, and one offered second-hand violins (and violas). The calculating businessman in Delage, the most irregular part of him, wondered how they all could make a living. You would think by now every family in Vienna had its piano or music stand, not to mention the alabaster bust of Beethoven on the mantelpiece. And yet Steinway & Sons had at least two dozen concert grands in their showroom, and probably more out the back. Near the Albertina, one shop had a cluster of metronomes working in the window and a display of white plates which featured around their circumferences a pattern of black keys as seen on a piano, so that someone eating their sausage and sauerkraut would be encouraged to think musical thoughts, perhaps even to hum a few bars, in particular, piano, as they wiped the plate clean. A woman in a cream coat splayed at the hips and glossy cream high heels was talking to the owner, who glanced at Delage and went on talking. He was selling these “piano” plates, but showed little respect for those who bought them. At the same time, Delage couldn’t help but notice, he was listening to and smiling at the woman, as if she were known to him, the thin and tall (as well as bald) shopkeeper tilted towards her, pressing one hand to his waist, the other cupping his elbow, as if he were in severe pain, which made him appear, in every sense, lower still. Turning now, speaking to no-one in particular, except she seemed to appeal to Delage who happened to be in the shop, she switched to English. “What to get a man for his seventieth? A husband is an impossibility.” Delage saw she had on a small, very smart round hat with a remnant of a veil, like a piece of delicate graph paper, called in more accurate times a “fascinator”, something Delage didn’t know, which shadowed her forehead. “A husband who has most things, I would suggest,” the shopkeeper widened his smile. “A piano,” Delage joined in, not even seriously, “a new piano.” Her face was accustomed to giving the quick glance. “He has more than enough pianos.” “Yes,” the shopkeeper glared at Delage, “of course he has pianos.” The shop represented in miniature the reception the city had been giving him since he arrived. “I know of something your husband couldn’t have, couldn’t possibly have. There’s one in Vienna, as we speak. It’s under wraps. Would he – but, first of all, you – be interested in something modern? I don’t think so.” Delage could hear himself sounding forced – too formal. A sudden change in circumstances, and voice and manner can change, whereas a simple awkwardness can be more truthful. At the door he gave a bow to both of them, which probably looked ridiculous, and out on the street he remained for a moment in full view, deciding whether to go left to the Griensteidl, or right to the hotel, or cross the street and head towards the gardens; after all, he had nothing better to do. The colour of her coat and shoes was the same lacquered cream as requested by one of his earliest customers, a piano to match his wife’s hair, perhaps that was what made him look twice, so he was thinking, when close by she spoke, “You’ve taken that poor man’s plate.” Delage saw it in his hand, and made a move to hurry back in. “Leave it. He won’t mind. Tell me, in there I did not understand what you were talking about?” There was nothing worse than talking or explaining himself, his presence in Vienna. “This was for my sister, who lives in Brisbane. She has a cupboard full of plastic Eiffel Towers and Statues of Liberty, and what-not, places she’s never been to. This plate she’ll like. She’ll put it on the mantelpiece.” The smallest thing could make his sister happy, or at least happier, she’d be on the phone to him immediately. He’d post it somehow when he got back. Close up he saw around her eyes the beginnings of softly radiating lines, helped along by the Austrian skiing season, “crow’s feet” back in his dry country, but it only made her more elegant. “Do you have a brother?” he asked without warning. Meeting a person for the first time, Delage invariably spoke abruptly, almost harshly, which was odd, for he didn’t look harsh at all, the instinct was to ward off, even for a minute or two. He went on, “I find this is an unimpressive place. I mean the city itself. By the way, you looked completely out of place in there. I can get you a taxi. I’ll do that.” He stepped out onto the street. It wasn’t necessary, the shopkeeper could have told him, Amalia Marie von Schalla had her dark limousine and chauffeur waiting by the kerb. Shop for the tourists, “piano” plate, sister, local woman wearing little hat turning to leave: another second or two and the rapidly intersecting lines would not have met (had Delage remained staring at the display of plates in the window, instead of stepping inside). Moments of chance break into the flow of everyday life, producing aftershocks, sometimes deflecting a life for the better, or worse, so common that a subsequent once-in-a-million, so-called stroke of luck or a complete coincidence should not come as a surprise. The lost ring, a slip on the ice, wrong number, taking the wrong seat, bumping into a stranger, the flight missed, the right place at the wrong time, stopping to tie a shoelace, do I know you? At the window seat at the Sacher, she had the over-casual manner of giving time to someone, Frank Delage, she would normally not be bothering with, certainly not over coffee, such as it is in Austria, and the world-famous Sacher pastries. The headwaiter had elbowed his three waiters aside to greet Amalia Marie von Schalla, and found a table when there didn’t appear to be one by snatching with a histrionic flourish a small printed sign “Reserved”, and was excessively formal to the elderly American couple who arrived almost simultaneously, the man red in the face, “Now you listen. I’m room 401, and a booking was made seven weeks ago,” etc., it went on, the difficulty of remaining neutral in a foreign city. Amalia von Schalla took her time removing her gloves, and seemed to ignore or give only the faintest acknowledgment to similarly grey-blonde women in their fifties at other tables, craning to have her attention, while at the same time, Delage could not help but notice, examining him, the strange man accompanying Amalia – they cannot help themselves. “I see women here like to wear hats indoors, but I haven’t seen one nearly as special as yours.” Men too went about on the streets in white raincoats down to their ankles like laboratory coats, local fashion, apparently, therefore hardly worth mentioning. In a low voice that had him leaning forward she went back to his speech on the footpath: “In many ways I would agree. Vienna can be difficult. But you are suffering from frustration. You cannot be expected to know our city.” To rest his hand on her hip he leaned back at a somewhat awkward angle on the sofa, smelling of her and her skin, a yielding woman, for in her softness she continued to take an interest in him, even though she could sit without moving or speaking for an unusual amount of time. Elisabeth pondered the answers he gave, now and then repeating a word in English. “Talked about this and that. She was easy to talk to.” Elisabeth moved her hair to behind her ear, and spoke in a dreamy sort of way, “She’s not like other mothers. I could tell you plenty about her.” “I think it was what I had to say about the piano situation, in general. She took an interest. I thought that was pretty unusual.” In turn, he managed to keep his eyes on the face before him, on an angle. For all the wealth behind Amalia von Schalla’s elegance it did not appear as a deliberate elegance, which only draws attention to the effort, little more, and was a large part of the envy of other women believed to be her friends. “She has always liked clothes,” Elisabeth said, after a pause, “and you have seen the house.” “What was your mother doing in that shop? I meant to ask.” Twisting around, Elisabeth lay herself across his lap looking up, which broadened her cheeks, almost the face of another person, her breasts too fell away, the breasts of another, happy for him to survey her paleness, her wide openness. The different voices, expressions, movement of shoulders, her pauses and sudden opinions had become part of her appearance. “Am I too heavy for you? Tell me if I am.” She remained looking up at him, his hand on her belly, “You’re not listening. What happened? Have you told me everything?”
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