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Whistling Psyche








The waiting room of a Victorian railway station, fine cast-iron struts and medallions, a row of red-plush seats against the panelled wall, framed prints set into it, travellers’ scenes of Egypt, England, Ireland, Africa, a portrait of Queen Victoria, a long mirror, et cetera; but the edges of the room fraying into the evocative decrepitude of a graveyard monument – wax flowers, twisted lead, long-dried bunches of withered flowers. There is quietness as ill befits a railway station, and music runs along like confident rats.


A fine clock shows ten minutes after two.


There enters a figure, old, very small for a man, in a fine, dark uniform. There is a helpful moonlight on the features, and on his plumed three-cornered hat. The face is anxious enough in this privacy. Barking of dog off. The voice is sharp and high. The uniform is that of an Inspector General of Army Hospitals, in the mid-nineteenth century. But if this place has a time, it is around 1910. The figure pauses at the doorway and whistles back out into the dark, waits a moment.




Dr Barry   You will not need to be told, I am sure, of the beauties and exactitudes of the poodle. For no animal, nor hardly human either, exists on such a plane of delicacy.




A moment.





I have spent my whole life travelling, and I am not surprised to find myself here. It is familiar. A pleasant waiting room, undoubtedly in England, by the sheen and the exactitude of it.







A moment.





My poodles have all been Psyches. I named the first Psyche, and could think of no reason not to give the same ticket to the second, and the third, for truly that ethereal animal is an image of my own human soul.




Looks about at the room, steers towards a chair.





I have an odd sense of having been here before. Not just once, but many times. Perhaps indeed it is not so pleasant. Is Nathaniel to hand? Sitting patiently in the third-class waiting room? And where is poor Psyche?




A moment.





It lessens the misery of a small death, to take up with a new creature at least of the same name. So that I might go out into the walled garden at night in the clean filth of the dark and call that same important name, Psyche, Psyche, whistling my eternal dog through the boles of the orange trees. Of course I speak of my old home in Cape Town. And be at the cake shop to buy the same little cakes that I might lay some small offering of delight at the altar of her nature, which is all delight.




Takes off the hat and sits, the chair emphasising how small the person is.





No poodle ever drew breath that was not an entrancement of thankfulness. There have not been many humans who on their passing have aroused in me a desire to replicate their presence by giving their names to another, even if that were possible, even if humans were to be purchased as handily as dogs, as indeed in those southern parts of Africa in my time was still more than possible, being in truth a staunch trade of the Cape and carried on by good British men, though under new names. But it was all the same thing. In fact a new human was easier got, now I think of it, for I never received a poodle that had not aged three months already by the time she reached my arms, trembling and sweating with love on the Cape Town shore, as the ship bearing that bundle of fur and veritable twigs for legs, and the heart of a lion produced by nature in miniature, hove into view from its eternity of a voyage from old England. Thus bringing to me again Psyche, renewed and familiar. Two Psyches long I was in Cape Town, and I am sure there were many that wished heartily I had only lasted myself but half a dog.




A moment.





A waiting room, a fragment of a house, where no one lives, set down upon a platform … I think of that strange orange light under the orange trees, in that high-walled garden, near the mysterious African sea. The period of my life I can with justice call happy. Myself in the big wooden house, the linens on my bed as stiff as sails, my little dog Psyche making a frolic of the heat. And my servant Nathaniel arranging all things with his domestical genius, buffing both house and master till we shone. I think of the bewildered natives, the sick and the mad, and the bewildered people of the colony, also sick and mad, in different ways and manners. There was only myself to stand between, to raise the black madman and drive back the white, the one rattling in his given chains, the other in the chains of his own invention, the horror of the climate, the shortness of an English creature’s life there, the elemental emergency of the continuous sun. But that I am that other sort of creature, neither white nor black, nor brown nor even green, but the strange original that is an Irish person, I might have had more kin with those suffering whites. But my heart, my white heart blackening secretly with age, was with the soiled lunatics that cried out like large owls in the bright asylums, as if the endless sunlight was hurting their eyes, their souls. And the stumped lepers, and the heathen with livers boiled in makeshift drink, all the delirium tremens of the outcast and the forsaken, were in the upshot my purpose and my marvels. For in them only could I see the weaving of God, if God, that poor shaky character, there might be – in them only the origin of philosophy and the destinations of medicine. And I was a young army doctor, in the great muddled wool-basket of Empire.




A moment.





Good beginnings may have bitter ends. And I am of a mind that all I did, all I accomplished against the odds that clerks and administrations and their officials like to throw in the way of the tentative walk of progress, is as nothing now, no memorial to my days exists, no record of my intense and sometimes loving labours. Because I did not so much serve the civilised man and woman in their starchy trappings, but mostly applied myself to the despised and lonesome of the world, and there is no medal, preferment or honour to be got from such. It is a painful curiosity to me that a life of some seventy years can register so lightly in the annals of humankind. To the degree that such a life might blow off the page of the historian’s manuscript like a shard of feather from his quill, before ever his ink recorded my efforts and monuments, even if such monuments are merely the prayers of destitute men recording that one time in their existence a single person in good clothes thought their welfare was worth more than a cavalry horse.




Takes out a thin black cheroot.





And more curious to me still that a person of the light character of Florence Nightingale – (Strikes a lucifer.) – the heroine of the Crimean War – (Lights cheroot.) – might now be remembered as if she were a royal personage, when I, that took the same interest as she in drains and cleanliness, and that twenty and thirty years before her, am consigned to a footnote of imperial oddities.




Now there enters a woman in her eighties: tall, serene like a monarch of shadows. She wears a long blue skirt and starched blouse, with a rich Turkish-looking jacket, all swirls of dark blue and dark red. She has a strong, clear face, her hair pulled back tight, with a richness in it, a confident brushstroke. She carries a few little books in a ribbon, and a small wooden box. She is as confident as a child in its own room. She looks at the clock, checks it against her own watch. But it still says ten past two.





Miss Nightingale   To the second. Perfectly in accord. (to Dr Barry) Good evening.




She finds a seat and sits pragmatically. Dr Barry pays no heed to her.





(looking at Dr Barry) He is very small. He does not wish to see me. I do not think I know him, resplendent as that uniform is. He does not like a woman to be travelling alone, to be sharing something with his masculine nature, even if it is just a room – this elegant little room. (She tries again.) Good evening. Do you think it will rain again? It has been raining all July, and it is a very terrible business.




Dr Barry is studiously smoking.





No, he will not speak. He would rather pollute his surroundings. (looking about) An anteroom? A waiting room? It is apt.




A moment.





Dr Barry   I hear something low and mean, like a broken music, like a nagging voice. But I cannot see where it comes from.




He gets up and paces up and down, smoking viciously.





Is it to my shame that I was born in the county of Cork in Ireland, in the year – many dark years ago? I am a creature of shadowed origin, in that my place of birth is insecure, dark, and better so. Cork constitutes itself in part of the best lands of Ireland, fat cows graze there, with fattening udders swinging gently, cows that are crazy in the afternoons to be driven back down the gradual hills, for to be relieved of that milk. They are musical cows, those cows of lower Munster, lowing with increasing panic as the sun fires down sumptuous and golden to the earth, like a religious queen, and comical, in that their panic is characteristic and easily allayed, so they are not tragic souls. That was the bucolic choral singing of my early babyhood, and in my heart at two or three were drawn the country maps, country places and country sounds and doings, when we would throw ourselves on the pleasant and easily given mercy of relations, who at the time ate with the plenty of princes and the disregard of millionaires. Because the land threw her bounty in their laps. And so things went on, plain and ordinary enough, until that hunger and pestilence leaped forth upon the same green fields with fang of wolf and embrace of bear, somewhere around 1810 or 12, when famine became the urgent lamenting of our history, and changed all things. The landed people turned their gaze inward because outward, upon the white roads of Ireland and in the mudded huts so like unto those later that I found in the rural plethoras of Africa, limbs withered to sticks and stenches of misery and terminality amassed themselves so that any possible scales of landlord and labourer were quite broken, and a bleak nightmare beyond words took the place in the book of life where once these old colonists and native rich had tried by the grace of their Gods and the wilful toil of their minds and limbs to make a rural idyll in their inherited fields. These means and ambitions were routed utterly by calamity, and hearts and souls of those with plenty withered just as surely if more invisibly than the real and true limbs of the destitute and poor. And in that change I think I trace the beginnings of my true story. For necessary then to all Irish persons was subterfuge and subtle guiles, things not unknown to me now and long since, things ever carried before the spectacle of my private story like obliterating lights. But wherever in the world I have found a version of Ireland, a palimpsest of that once-easy kingdom, I have striven again to create that old balance and medium among destroyed and enmired peoples, as if by my qualities and doctoring abilities I might restore to the earth a true translation of the ancient text of Ireland’s happiness, however forlorn in the attempt, even however foolish and by civilised people reviled for my instincts and dreams. For nothing is more discommoding to the general stability and luxuries of accommodated folk than the spectre of change and the sword of reform that cuts through not only the noisome horrors of what happens in the dank margins of things, but also inevitably the sweet-scented calicoes and poetries and philosophical affectations and religious contentments of the officers and high servants of a long-established and increasingly encushioned Empire.




A long moment.





Perdition is my due, for I am – (gazing in the long mirror, touching the face a moment) – I do not know, I do not know. Oh, that I might have some sudden confidante, but that is not likely now.







Barking of dog. Turns head and looks towards the door expectantly. Nothing. Crushes out the cheroot underfoot, sits again.





Miss Nightingale   He seems anxious about that dog. Perhaps it is his darling. An animal, though not destined for God’s heaven, may yet seem sometimes greater than a mere person. I myself once loved a little owl, Athena. She was like a tiny god, a tiny idol I suppose, as neat and square as a soap-stone statue, and she would have fitted in the palm of my hand, had I ever subjected her to that indignity. It is not easy to itemise the attractions of a little owl. She was the size of a clerical partridge – if you will allow me the metaphor, for she was so like a small, squat parson in a sort of dancing suit – but sometimes I fancied the intertwining notions of the universe itself passed through her mysterious skull. One morning watching her, I thought of the Hill of the Skull, Golgotha itself, in Jerusalem, and had the oddest inner vision of three tiny crosses, with Christ between flanked by his famous criminals. It is not healthy to see Christ crucified on the head of an owl. And Athena was older than that, as old as the goddess she was named for, goddess of the state, of the city, of the power, goddess of doing and artifice, even, yes, of war, a goddess of many uses, immortal in her day but finite, finished now. My little beastie, as creatures go so silent, unasking, sufficient unto herself, elegant but plump, pretty but grotesque, one in number but numberless, an image, an idea representing the million Platonic owls of the earth, sounding over the marshes and stirring the dreams of poets and farmers. Little Athena, that required nothing but a feed of mice and a thimble of water. When I was called to go to the Crimea, in that great excitement and sudden preparation, Athena was put in an attic to be safe out of the way, and when all the baggage left, she was forgotten for a few days, and died there of hunger and silence. My sister brought her to me and put her in my hand, like a tuppenny bag of salt, that the kitchen air has got into and made hard and damp. My poor little beastie. For her I cried. I do not for a moment imagine you think me a person that has cried often.




A moment, then in growing vexation:





Unless it was from sheer misery – the vexation of being denied the arena of my calling. And it was denied me because of course it was a strange calling. A nurse in my good mamma’s day was a poor fallen type, heavy with fat and evil intent, consuming jars of noisome beer, neglecting her charges – women who themselves were abandoned to the sanitary horrors and terminal, dark corridors of the hospital itself, a place where visions became black and the depravity and the hopelessness of a sort of end of earth took hold on everyone. A nurse was the creature of that place, taking colour, cloth and manners from it, her soul, like the walls, running with sweaty moulds. So I, the daughter of wealthy people, with our five houses, our acres of carpets and lawns, our peacocks and our pride, could only fling the howling demons of fear and outrage into those cushioned domains. And they strove to hold me, to wrap me in the same dailysome rictus that held them, they would rather me stretched upon a third couch, like my sister and mother, prostrated by good fortune and rich food in those soundless mansions when Victoria was but a girl like me. So that they turned me into a wraith, a revenant unto myself, a coiling, crazed version of who I was, a bad likeness, an hysteric, a weeper, a fool, a philosopher of idleness, who could not eat, who could not speak except in dreams, where I raged against fine dresses, and cursed myself roundly like a soldier. And I bore those wounds gracelessly, and would not have balms put on them, because cure there was none. Ravenous, strangely, wandering the house ravenous, and not able to eat, as I say, because it was not food I needed, but something widening, something seething and guiding, like a Bethlehem star, to bring me back into the world of birth and death, not that horrible stifle of a life, that smothering, mothering place where I mouldered, all loved and admired and understood and as good as dead.




She has been almost shouting. Glances at Dr Barry, who pays her no heed. A moment.





Dr Barry   Lonesome.




A moment.





Ever thus. It might well be asked what conditionality of being kept me at a distance from my fellows. For why I was forever watching the passing show of life as if from a platform of my own, alone like a grandee without equal. There were times when I have come close to my fellow man, as close as a person can get in fact without entering one of the portals of the body. For I rescued in childbirth the wife of an important nabob, with spread of orchards and levees of working men, and a fear in his heart as he watched indifferent nature storm against the frame of his wife, as she strove to bring her baby into the darkened world. Swift as a swift itself, as it enters its little nest of clay, my hand with its blade as sharp as sea-grass, cut into that grand wife, lifted her astonishing child from her belly, where it lay in the first gifts of water and peace, gave the hollering creature to my starchy nurses, sliced the amazing chord that binds the two musics of mother and offspring, and placed back the ruptured folds of skin, and stitched that important lady together again, quickly, quickly, because infection rushes in like invisible water. She kept her privileged life, and the baby throve, and was given my name for a name, the sweetest reward I ever got for my labours. And at the christening in the opposite of such haste, I held the little lamb, thinking on its plight inside the womb, some unknown warnings sounding there, with the urgency of threatening death. I held it in my official arms, not betraying by my face for a moment my intense pleasure, feeling in my own innards an answering joy, as if I had brought this girl myself out into the tricky light. With immense frowns I felt that soft sparrow in her blankets rimmed with gold, beating like a bird, vibrating like a drum. Its mother gazed at me with open gratitude, the father in his mighty clothes talked to me as if I were a sort of God who, though queer and small to look at, was in a true guise as expansive and important as the sun. Otherwise and in more usual times I was forced by lonesome facts, too sore to set out, to keep my distance from my fellow Christians like a dog dubious of the teeth of its own kind.




A turn of light, music. He goes to the door, whistles. Stares out gloomily. Miss Nightingale gives up on engaging Dr Barry, gets up, looks at the pictures, and examines in particular a portrait of Victoria on the wall.





Miss Nightingale   She touched on everything but remained untouched. Victoria. She saw the passing greatness of poets and painters, ministers prime and minor, chancellors and neurotic dukes, and everything was done for her, through her, and of her, as if her true offspring were liberties and progress, like the children of a virgin queen. My, my. In Scotland, where I talked with her, she was both everything ordinary and magical, there was an absolutely silent music that attended her, of great courses and profound decisions, a sense of ordering everything not by sleight of hand, but by some impossible reach of insight and empathy. If she was surrounded by those gossiping courtiers, ninnies and nonentities, ever the expanse of her mind was filled with the important urgencies of the day, and I noticed the strangeness of that, even how she fretted, and seemed to worry herself that she might not do the right thing, how it overwhelmed her for moments in sequence, so that she became silent, and had the look of a panicking animal. As though the effort of Empire were like a terrible illness that smote the mind. And it seemed to me the mere things on her table, the knick-knacks and objects, of a curious domestic or imperial cast, were heavy, chosen for their heaviness, because she wished them to anchor her down, keep her table from floating away on her, born aloft by the gases of doubt and danger, flying her out across the Thames, across the Irish Sea, down to Africa and Asia and the Arab worlds, all her subjects below labouring, suffering, dancing, singing, imploring her to keep her mind on the eternal question that reduces us all, what to do, what to do.




Dr Barry looks back as if catching a trace of these words.





So that because of that essential grace in her nature she listened to me when I brought her my account of Scutari, and my understanding of the failure of the medical systems then destroying her armies. She listened with the eyes of a queen and the heart of a common woman. She didn’t tell me what to think, or resist in any way, or defend her high officers in the manner they tended to do themselves. So therefore, because she believed me, she elected to think as I did, and transferred my own thoughts to her vigorous mind and made them her own, and acted out of them thereafter as if her name in that respect was Nightingale. So when I bombarded government and assailed ministries to gain my great changes, I felt I had the subtle whip of her good wish.


Dr Barry   Did I hear the detestable word Nightingale?


Miss Nightingale   I wonder all the same what is the story of this old creature, talking to himself in his bitter little tones? Like the sharpest of lemon juice in a sweet dish. Mr Witherchops. Why is he here, with his eyes as black as liquorice, muttering viciously to himself? He may be grotesquely injured in the mind, by scenes of ferocious carnage too dark and drenched with blood to have kept his sanity. I should feel perhaps something for this old wretch. Or interrogate him professionally? Soothing music is a great balm to the mad. I know what I will do.




She raises the little box she brought in with her.





I will calm the poor fellow with this. Yes.




She opens the box and it begins to play a tune. She holds it up towards Dr Barry helpfully.


A moment. The moonlight toiling. Tin music.





Dr Barry   In the machineries of Empire there may well reside compassion hidden like a gem in mud, but I have not seen much evidence of that glitter. The urgent histories of our times tell us again and again of the great mission of Christendom, expressly and momently to go to the plight of the heathen sunken in his philosophical slime. They speak elegantly of the spiritual horrors of little naked nations that have had the arrogance and rudeness to run their own paltry affairs inside the barriers of mountains and deserts, without the gentle and civilising guidance of that remarkable creature near kin to an angel, the European person willing to risk health and life to go out upon a colony and draw his pay so often merely for the dereliction of duty – to lend his healthful influence, should he happen to be a doctor, by confining himself to his handsome house, as if his expertise were an artful wind that might drift out over his orchards and his roses, and heal the sick and the lame by a magic far more unlikely than a heathen dance.


Miss Nightingale   True, true, and doubly true, but are you not, little sir, one of those very doctors, to judge by your mighty garb, and your extraordinary hat?


Dr Barry   The officers of Empire sit in their houses and then when they can do no better, visit each others’ gold and resplendent houses by polite, if sometimes ironic, rota. It is those other lowly beings, the merest servants within Empire, our soldiers, our canal diggers, our labourers sent out to infect the native with this burdensome activity of labouring, that perform the true work and meet the actual dangers. So you will conclude immediately that it is these noble souls, so selfless and so inconsiderate of their own health – who if they take refuge in cheap alcohols yet suffer the murderous delirium tremens for their pains, or end up in the madhouse crying out for their hurt heads to be healed – you will say that it is these lovely souls that Empire strives to honour and nurture. By this fashion we effect it: soldiers in barracks without clean air or linen, with the foulest slop for food, without vegetable or fruit, who die in their thousands of diseases rather than of wars, who come out to dark places with their bright English and Irish and Scottish faces, and endarken there and die without help or hindrance or pity from any powerful man.


Miss Nightingale   Halleluja, sir. I echo you.


Dr Barry   I saw in Jamaica whole companies of men depart this earth, from lack of an open window in a barracks, a decent drain, or a single apple. It is little it would seem for a governor to suffer the awful death tolls of the solders in his districts, who writhe and cry out in agony, despair and die, and though this may trouble the human dreams of him that steers such worthless hearts, what a brave, gay face the governor shows in the evenings at parties and levees, wearing the golden uniform and the plumed hat with an admirable show of courage and endurance. But that is the wisdom of authority, to remove itself from pestilence and work. For work, especially the work of an empire, is deadly and done to a short song. Yet it is oddly true that a suffering man shows oftentimes grace. You may tend a tormented lunatic that in some sudden instance exhibits a redeeming gentleness of soul. For shining out of ruined people are the remnant parts that ill luck and short rations and indifference cannot destroy. Even the direst madman in his last extremes may for a moment calm and look at you with the fiercest love, as if in your face he sees for that moment an amalgam of the people he has loved, undoubtedly in better times, and in the broken mirror of your features spies his lost lovers, his father, his mother and his kin, if it should so happen they were gentle to him and looked on him with the especial notice of those that could describe his characteristics like vivid poets, like the very Shakespeares of his individual life. And in that glance is the purpose of this earth’s journey, if any purpose there is, and when priests and ministers blithely invoke the soul, perhaps they have oftentimes forgotten that the greatest soul ever seen upon the earth belonged to a wandering vagabond half-mad with memory and mission that preached what seemed a ludicrous fallacy of a religion, and thought his own low-born body, the mere thrown-together limbs of the son of a provincial carpenter, would be the saving of mankind if expressed in biscuit form and taken once a week at a gathering of like-minded fools.


Miss Nightingale   Oh, this is dark. There is scandal here. There is creeping changes, and apostasy unchecked, and a crossing over. And I admire it.


Dr Barry   For these views I may add I was distrusted, diminished, and at last dismissed.


Miss Nightingale   You do not surprise me.


Dr Barry   I attempted to cross over those immense barriers, those mountains of obscurating philosophies and one-sided histories, that separate the likes of myself from such souls without acknowledged stories or importances. What assisted me in this flight from position and all the usual structures, mental and actual, of grandeur, was I should think the strange mixture of scenes observed throughout my babyhood in Ireland, where the dividing line between opulence and cold cries of hunger was sometimes only a meagre hedge, or that ironical construct known as a ha-ha, where a falling ditch invites an illusion of connection between a genteel lawn and a plethora of struggling fields. Those visions of childhood were more deeply poetical to me than the satirising of one even so great as Alexander Pope, who loved nothing better than an antithesis to point up the horror of difference in society, though mine was a poeticality without the usual recourses of that trade, since it lacked pastoral easiness and was utterly devoid of harmony. Rather it was a jangling of destructed metres, the cries and the worse silences of those that hunkered in weeping cabins, and the laughter and polite, useless talk that passed the strange Irish time for the grandees of Cork, though some of them it is true were loveable and astute.
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