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Ariadne auf Naxos

Music by Richard Strauss, Libretto by Hugo von Hofmannsthal, English translation by Alfred Kalisch
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Your former life still seems to exist, but you can’t get back to it; there is a glimpse in dreams of those peacock lawns and fountains, but you’re fenced out, and each morning you wake up to the loss over again.

Hilary Mantel













For my mother,

who told me stories and inspired me 

with her life-long love of reading






















Prologue




The unknown benefactor had deposited the boxes outside the shop and disappeared. It was an unusual offering: a large collection of play scripts and a single song. An old ballad, warning young girls of the dangers of false love, handwritten in black ink on sheets of cream manuscript paper; on its cover, etched in fading pencil, a doe-eyed girl with a long plait, gazing over her shoulder as if yearning for something out of reach.




Steven Bennett was running late that morning and as he laboured up the hill from the car park, one of his shoelaces came undone. He stopped in the doorway of a charity shop to retie it and, as he bent down, he glimpsed his reflection in a dressing table mirror on display in the shop window. He winced at the sight of the inflamed scar on his jaw, the gash beginning to heal but still raw-looking and conspicuous. He pushed away the jagged images it triggered, trying to condemn them to the recesses of his mind; hoping to safeguard the shield of stoicism that had so far sustained him. 

He was distracted by the smell of coffee and bacon wafting from the café on the corner. He contemplated stopping to collect a takeaway and, as he peered inside to see if there was a queue, an elderly woman, sitting alone at a table in the window, met his eye. He glanced at his watch and hesitated at the door, but turned instead to cross the road at the traffic lights. As he waited for the lights to change, he looked over to the opposite corner on which the shop stood, shielding his eyes against sharp shafts of wintry sunshine. The double-fronted windows were covered with posters of all shapes and colours, and large signs below each window pronounced Books—Old & New. As he crossed the road, he could see that three brown boxes blocked the doorway, placed neatly side-by-side. He leant down to see what they contained but their lids were tightly sealed so that the contents were not visible. On the top of one box was a sheet of paper, torn from a small lined exercise book, on which someone had written: If this were played upon a stage now, I could condemn it as an improbable fiction.

He looked around to see if anyone was waiting for him, but the street was deserted save for a taxi parked across the road on double yellow lines just below the café, its driver absorbed in a newspaper he had spread across the steering wheel. Bemused but intrigued, Steven unlocked the door and heaved the heavy cartons inside.




The smartly-dressed woman drinking coffee in the café had watched all this from her seat in the window and wondered about the man’s awkward gait and the grimace of pain as he bent down to lift the boxes. Half an hour earlier, she’d asked the taxi driver to slow down as the car made its way up the main street, so she could scan the frontages for a charity shop that looked likely to accept her strange gift.

It was the bookshop’s name on the old-fashioned fascia that made her ask the driver to pull over.

Improbable Fiction

That would do perfectly.

She waited until the man had manoeuvred the boxes inside and closed the shop door behind him before she opened her handbag and took out a lipstick and powder compact. Having added another layer of both and eyed the results with a rueful shake of the head, she eased herself to her feet, relieved, if a little sad, that this final task—so long postponed—was at last discharged. Outside, she paused and looked over at the bookshop once more, imagining the boxes being unpacked, the contents examined. This was the last of him, given away to strangers for whom his name, after all this time, would mean nothing. 

Seeing her come out of the café, the taxi driver scrambled out of his seat to open the rear door, ready to offer her his arm. With one last glance across the road, she walked slowly towards the waiting car to begin the long journey home to Italy. 




The boxes felt gritty to the touch and gave off a faintly musty smell as if they’d been stored for a long time. He slit open the lid of the first box and saw what looked at first like several dozen hard-backed books in uniform colours of blue, red and black. Having opened a few, he realised these were not books in the usual sense, but play scripts that had been specially bound, their tall, slim spines bearing their titles in gold lettering. On the front page of every one he opened was the name Paul Eveson. The red covers contained the complete plays of Shakespeare, their pages dotted with faded pencil markings, few of which he could decipher. The plays bound with blue and black covers bore the same illegible notations in the margins; those in blue covers were contemporary classics—Beckett, Miller, Pinter—while the works with black covers contained older classics—Sheridan, Wilde, Shaw. The cover of one of the black-bound plays was coming away from its spine and the pages were worn and thin, suggesting the script had been well used. He opened it carefully and turned to the title page: Crime and Punishment—a play for radio based on the book by Fyodor Dostoyevsky. Underneath, someone had written in emphatic capitals: Dostoyevsky’s characters tell me a lot about myself. I can be innocent and guilty both. That, to me, is life.

One of the boxes was smaller than the others and though there were more bound scripts on the top, underneath were bundles of others that had only paper covers and were in a poor state of repair. Some were adaptations of novels by the likes of Arnold Bennett, Thomas Hardy and Charles Dickens, but most were by writers he’d not heard of. As he flicked through them, looking for names he might recognise, he caught a glimpse of a handwritten song sheet. It had been stapled into a large piece of cream card, which formed a simple cover, on both sides of which someone had sketched the outline of a young woman with her hair wound in a long plait. The artist had some skill and the woman was shown from a number of different angles, from the side and the back as well as with her face fully in view.

He inspected the manuscript with a mixture of interest and sadness. Just as the sight of his disfigured face had sparked unwelcome memories, the music stirred regret for a life that was gone. 

The score was a duet arrangement for soprano and baritone of ‘Let no man steal your thyme’, the notes and lyrics as neat and clear as if they had been professionally typeset, the name Nigel Nixon and the words Under the Greenwood Tree written in perfect copperplate in the top right-hand corner.

He turned back to the front cover where below the title of the song was a single drawing of the girl looking wistfully over her shoulder. She might not have been a real woman, merely an idle fantasy conjured in a moment of boredom, but she seemed to hold his gaze with a pensive sweetness that caused his heart to catch.

Alongside the drawing, there was a date he could just make out as 1962, but the three words next to it were as illegible as the jottings in the play scripts. He peered closer and with the help of a magnifying glass, he at last deciphered them: Hope Street Theatre.






















Alice




As the taxi made its way from the station towards Sandleheath, I peered through windows streaked with condensation, straining to make out familiar landmarks in a landscape swathed in mist, willing the driver to take his time, dreading my arrival at the empty house overlooking the graveyard. The roads were quiet, the streets almost deserted, and only the pubs and takeaways had enticed people from the warmth of their homes. At last, through the gloom, the lights of the Johnny Jim shed a watery welcome onto the wet pavement outside and I knew we were getting close. At the corner of Hope Street, I waited for the brightly lit frontage of the theatre to emerge from the shadows, a welcome beacon in this desert to which I’d returned, but the building was in darkness apart from a solitary light casting a faint pink glow from the back of the foyer.

I turned my head away and sighed, knowing the taxi would soon be at the top of the hill, near the church, and the turning to Vicarage Road.

‘Number 1 were it, my duck?’ the driver called over his shoulder.

‘You can drop me by the church, thanks,’ I called back. ‘Save you turning off the main road.’

And giving me a little longer to ready myself for my first night in Imogen’s house.

My house. 

I had yet to get used to that idea.

‘Right you are,’ said the driver, slowing to a halt and reaching round to accept my ten pound note. ‘Are you going to the service then?’ he asked, nodding in the direction of the church.

‘Service?’ I asked, with little interest.

‘There’s a service on tonight for All Souls’ Day. My missus is there with her sister. You’ll have missed the start, mind,’ he added, glancing at the clock on the dashboard.

‘No, I’m not,’ I said. ‘I’ve been travelling for hours—I need to stretch my legs.’




I stood on the pavement, my one small bag at my side, and watched the taxi do a U-turn in order to head back to the station. The mist was thicker and the air cooler up here and I shuddered at the prospect of a chilly night alone in an unfamiliar house and, though it felt incongruous, I thought a few moments in the warmth of the church might bolster my spirits. I walked up the gravel path between the graves, the air echoing with the crunch of tiny stones beneath my boots, when a sustained, full-blooded chord on the organ resounded across the churchyard, startling me, as if to reprimand me for disturbing the solemnity of the service. I hesitated before continuing towards the entrance, where I could see that one side of the heavy outer door had been left ajar. I stepped into the porch, from where I could just make out the opening bars of Fauré’s ‘Pie Jesu.’ The porch opened into a vestibule and from there I could see into the church through wide double doors of almost floor-to-ceiling glass. The soloist was a young girl, who looked no more than seventeen, her voice a pure, clear soprano. 

Twenty years ago in a different church, not far from here, that might have been me. I blinked back tears that came unbidden and lifted my left hand to my neck as if to massage my throat, flinching at the mental image I now carried with me of my vocal cords trapped in a vice-like clamp. 

I gazed at the people gathered there, seeking consolation for the loss of a loved one, their heads bowed in sorrow and remembrance, and I felt an unexpected need to seek my own solace. I tip-toed into the back of the church, picking up an order of service from a pile on the end of an empty pew and sat down alone, relieved that my late arrival seemed to have gone unnoticed. The vicar was inviting the congregation to light candles from the Paschal candle, and to place them on a large table below the pulpit. Almost everyone stepped forward to take a small candle and, as the surface of the table began to disappear under a carpet of flickering lights, the choir stood quietly to sing a setting of words from the Wisdom of Solomon. 




But the souls of the righteous are in the hand of God,

and the pain of death shall not touch them. 

In the eyes of the foolish they seemed to perish:

but they are in peace. 




Though I had no deceased loved ones to remember—I had barely known Imogen in recent years and could not claim that I mourned her—I stood with my head bowed and did not feel out of place amongst the ranks of sorrowers. 

The music started slowly and quietly—at first almost inaudible—but as it reached the end, the organ accompaniment swelled to a crescendo of sound just as the vocal lines rose to a climax of joy and reassurance. 

The words moved me and, though religious faith had long ago disappeared from my life, I felt a flicker of hope that I, too, might find peace at the end of my journey.




For now, the journey was a short one, round the corner to Vicarage Road. I stood outside the house at the end of a terrace of identical-looking cottages and forced myself to breathe deeply as I turned the key in the lock and let myself into what had been my god-mother’s house and was now mine. The front door opened onto a narrow passage which led to the kitchen at the back of the house but which also gave access, via a door on the right, to the front and middle rooms. I switched on the overhead light and opened the door into the room Imogen had called her sitting room. From there, I moved through all the rooms, upstairs and down, switching on lights as I went, trying to banish the dark corners and to challenge my conviction that this was an old woman’s house full of mismatched furniture and dusty antiques.

I took in little of my new surroundings apart from a general sense that it was a world away from the bijou flat I had left behind in London for a newly-qualified solicitor to rent for the next six months and enjoy its muted colour scheme and minimalist style. I’d left her most of my furniture but stripped the place of anything personal. Now I negotiated my way around rooms that seemed already cluttered and wondered how I would assimilate my belongings amongst Imogen’s. After her death, everything had been left untouched for me to sort and decide what to keep. I dreaded this task, fearing it would be dreary and dispiriting, though I knew I should do it with care and choose some mementos of my godmother to keep.

My solicitous mother had been there to take receipt of my possessions from the removal firm a few days earlier and had made sure that the carefully labelled boxes were placed in the correct rooms. I was grateful for her support but couldn’t share her optimism that I was making a wise move, one that would help me get my life back on course. She believed it would do me good to root myself again in the place of my childhood and, though part of me yearned for respite from the hot-house world that had been my life ever since I left school, I feared that I no longer belonged here and that I would feel like an exotic bird trapped in an alien habitat.

Though it was not yet ten o’clock, I felt weary, and went into the kitchen to find the box in which I’d packed a bottle of whiskey. I thought it might help me sleep and with bottle in hand, and not wanting to look for one of my own, I went in search of a suitable glass. I wandered back into the middle room—the parlour—where I’d noticed an unusual bamboo cabinet, on one shelf of which was displayed a small collection of glassware. I helped myself to a cut-glass tumbler in which the honey-coloured liquor looked surprisingly pleasing, and stood in the middle of the room with my eyes closed, savouring each sip. 

I opened my eyes and saw my reflection in a large ornate mirror above a Victorian fireplace surrounded by blue and amber tiles. How worn out and defeated I looked, unrecognisable from the perky young woman I had once been. 

I turned away from this wan image but found myself looking with interest at the mantelpiece beneath the mirror. An assortment of china ornaments and vintage objets d’art was bookended by two blue and white vases that had a curious Japanese appearance, while nestling among the curios were a couple of fine art postcards. The one that first drew my eye was a reproduction of a nineteenth century painting showing a young woman, dressed in white, captured in a moment of deep contemplation, leaning against a mantelpiece and gazing dreamily into a mirror, her face reflected there and silhouetted against a seascape which must have been hanging behind her. I turned the card over and saw that it was called ‘The Little White Girl’ by James McNeill Whistler. The credit said that the painting had been part of an exhibition at the Tate Gallery in 1977 exploring Whistler’s influence in Britain. 

The card bore no address or stamp so I assumed it must have been sent in an envelope, meaning there was more room for the hand-written message:




I come here whenever I can to make silent communion with this woman whose sad and careworn expression seems to reflect my own despair. She won’t be here for much longer—the exhibition closes at the end of October—but I expect to have left London by then. 

I like Swinburne’s poem, which Whistler had pasted onto the frame—




Glad, but not flushed with gladness,

Since joys go by;

Sad, but not bent with sadness,

Since sorrows die;

Deep in the gleaming glass

She sees all past things pass,

And all sweet life that was lie down and lie.




I read the verse quietly out loud and when I turned the card over to study the painting once more, I could see that the words seemed to reinforce the picture’s theme of reverie and regret. 

The other card was half hidden by a small black and gold fan but caught my eye because of a flash of red. It was a publicity still from the film Gone with the Wind and showed Vivien Leigh as Scarlett O’Hara and Leslie Howard as Ashley Wilkes, faces close together in deep conversation, his expression kind and concerned, her limpid blue eyes liquid with tears, her lips aflame with scarlet lipstick. 

I turned the card over and was sure that the slightly agitated handwriting was the same as that on the Whistler card.




I loved something I made up, something that’s just as dead as Melly is. I made a pretty suit of clothes and fell in love with it. And when Ashley came riding along, so handsome, so different, I put that suit on him and made him wear it whether it fitted him or not. And I wouldn’t see what he really was. I kept on loving the pretty clothes—and not him at all.




I had seen the film when I was a teenager and recalled my irritation that the feisty Scarlett could so inexplicably pine for such a spineless weakling. Now, I gasped at the acuity of these words, and shuddered as I realised how much they resonated with me—as they clearly had to the sender of the card. A woman, I felt sure, from the confessional style in which both messages were couched.

Underneath, in the same handwriting, but this time without the quotation marks, there were two questions:

This is what I did; did you never do this? Can you not find a crumb of compassion for me?

Neither card was signed nor bore an address. Who was this woman, I wondered, and what was her story?






















Alice




I woke early after a miserably disturbed night, though I couldn’t claim it was sleepless since I’d been tormented by dreams that were surreal and unsettling. My mouth felt dry and I knew I’d drunk too much whiskey on an empty stomach and gone to bed exhausted but restive. 

There were three bedrooms and a bathroom upstairs and, at my request, my mother had made up the bed in a room that was not Imogen’s. It was more than I could face to sleep in the room where she had lingered for weeks before she died, in a nearby cottage hospital. The bedroom Mum had chosen for me was the largest and lightest of the three and looked out over the long narrow back garden. My white embroidered bedspread was welcomingly familiar, but my mother had achieved an unusual and stylish effect by using some of Imogen’s cushions for decoration. I remembered they used to be on the sofa in the front room, where they made little impact amongst the jumble of dark furnishings but, here, the Golden Lily design of soft greens and creams and burnt oranges gave the bedroom a soothing warmth.

That had not been enough, however, to elicit a restful sleep. So incongruent and chaotic were my dreams that I woke to the sense that I’d spent the night in the company of a bizarre troupe of players, some real, some fictional, but brought together as if they inhabited the same lopsided world. For the most part, I remembered only snatches and fragments, brief encounters with a motley cast, who came and went, leaving me increasingly frazzled and upset. 

One encounter seemed more lurid than the rest and was still a powerful memory when I was fully awake. I was sitting in a church with Ashley Wilkes complaining to me that the soprano on stage was producing nothing but rasps and gasps, and was delivering high notes that sounded like a sow squealing in labour. I had looked at the stage to see myself—one minute as Gretel with long socks crumpled round my ankles and a little girl’s white dress that was too small; the next as Zerbinetta, dressed in rock-chick leathers and tall black boots, my mouth smeared carelessly with bright red lipstick. 

There was no point in trying to sleep again so there was nothing for it but to get up and face the day—and the job of unpacking. I hitched up the hem of my long silk dressing gown and edged my way down the steep and uneven staircase. At the bottom was a door which opened into the parlour, which even in daylight was a dark room, the only natural light sneaking through a tiny window overlooking a small paved area. The mist of the previous night had dispersed and I felt my spirits lift as I saw soft wintry sunshine streaming through the French windows in the kitchen, revealing a space I felt I could happily spend time in. On one side of the windows was a pale oak table, with two chairs facing towards the garden and a settle, on the other side, covered with a long cushion upholstered in another colour-way of the William Morris Golden Lily design. 

As I waited for the kettle to boil, I looked down the garden and took in the full extent of its neglect. Imogen had clearly abandoned it some while before she died and allowed nature to overwhelm what had once been carefully tended. This garden had been one of her greatest joys and I felt sad to see that it had become too much for her. I had never before been responsible for a garden, having lived only in flats since I left home, and this felt a challenging one on which to learn.

My mother had left some provisions for breakfast and I was enjoying the comforting smell of toasting bread when the phone in the parlour rang.

‘Hello?’ I said cautiously, though I suspected it would be my mother, eager to hear how my first night had been.

A similarly tentative female voice replied, ‘Hello?’

Not my mother then.

I waited, unsure what to say to a stranger calling me in a house I had only just moved into.

‘I’m sorry to bother you,’ the woman said, ‘but does Isabel Grey live there please?’

She sounded hesitant and nervous and, feeling groggy and not fully awake, I felt unsure what name she’d asked for. I assumed she was looking for Imogen, so feared I was about to be the bearer of bad news.

‘No,’ I mumbled. ‘Imogen Grey lived here for a long time but I’m afraid she died some months ago and I live here now.’  For no obvious reason I added, ‘I’m Alice.’ 

The woman said nothing, though I heard her catch her breath and, before I could ask if she was alright, she’d apologised and hung up. I stared at the receiver before replacing it softly on its cradle. I was about to ring 1471, to retrieve her number so that I could call her back, when the phone rang again, this time an automated message urging me to claim some money that was owing to me. 

‘Damn,’ I said, slamming the phone down in frustration. If only I’d been able to keep her talking, I might have discovered who she was and who she was looking for.






















Steven




The job in the bookshop was only meant to be a stop-gap, an opportunity for Steven to help his ageing uncle, (who wanted to work shorter hours but was always short-staffed) and, at the same time, to rebuild his strength before he began the next chapter of his life, whatever and wherever that was to be. He’d always loved books, and was widely-read, but this was no ordinary bookshop. It was deceptively large, a labyrinth of tiny rooms and cubby-holes crammed with volumes, catering for readers looking for new titles across all genres, as well as those seduced by the eclectic second-hand books interspersed among them, including a few antiquarian treasures. He was particularly proud of the large collection of second-hand sheet music which, when he’d first arrived, had been nothing more than a jumble of papers in a large trunk. He’d set about organising and categorising it and within a few weeks he’d created a whole new ‘department’.

To his surprise, he enjoyed the job more than he’d imagined possible and ended up staying for six months, proving himself good with customers and even better with the books, able to recall titles across the whole range of the stock and to readily find even the most obscure request. His uncle hoped he might stay for good and take over the management of the shop but, unexpectedly, a new opening had arisen. 

Steven had never envisaged returning home to the Potteries, and indeed the work that had come his way was short-term and might lead nowhere, but he’d leapt at the opportunity to work again in the arts, even if only tangentially. 

The sense of loss was never far away, had not yet been fully absorbed into the tapestry of his life and he was keenly reminded of the rawness of his pain when, a few days before he left, a customer arrived looking for music for her son.

‘He’s only fifteen,’ she said, ‘but he’s preparing for his Grade VIII exam on the bassoon.’

She shook her head and smiled, as if surprised she could have produced such a prodigal child.

‘He’s really keen,’ she continued, ‘wants to go to music college, and I wondered if you have any suitable pieces he might work on to improve his playing.’

It was an unusual request—most parents came looking for music for the piano or the recorder—but Steven was able to say that the shop did have a small selection for bassoon and he would look to see what might be appropriate. He asked the woman to wait while he went to a room at the back, glad to escape her gaze. People still occasionally stared at his scar but, more than that, he didn’t want her to see how much her request had ruffled him.




He’d not stayed for a drink in the bar with the others after the concert, but had headed across the bridge to meet an old college friend at the Ship and Shovell, a pub they’d discovered when they were students. They were meeting there for old times’ sake, their professional careers having taken them in different directions many years earlier, Steven plying his trade mainly in London, his friend almost entirely in Scotland. As young men, exchanging the Potteries for the capital, they’d enjoyed the pub’s eclectic, cosmopolitan atmosphere and relished the bizarreness of its location underneath the platforms of Charing Cross station, its two buildings separated by Cravens Passage, linked only from below by a vast cellar. 

It was a cold, murky night and there was a light covering of snow on the ground and the hint of more to come. Though it was only ten o’clock, there were few people around. The Victoria Embankment gardens loomed away to his right as he made his way northwards, the misty half-light making the Victorian pleasure grounds appear unnervingly eerie. Up ahead near the railings, he saw the briefly flickering flame of a match being held to a cigarette, its smoke catching in his throat as he got closer. Later, he recalled that instinct had warned him to quicken his step but at that same moment his mobile phone had buzzed into life. His gloved hand fumbled to find it in the depths of his coat pocket and he later rued the irony of that instant when he felt the first of a series of blows to his head while the good-natured melancholy of the Rumpole theme played on, the sonorous and stately bassoon oblivious to the ugly scene to which it was adding its surreal accompaniment.

It was the third punch that felled him, the kicks to his ribs and legs making him curl into a ball on his side, trying to shield his face from further attack, flinching as a hand reached roughly inside his jacket to extract his wallet. 

He had no idea how long he lay there before the first passer-by stopped to help and summon assistance. He heard a man’s voice giving directions to the emergency services and telling them he’d wait at the scene until they arrived. He was breathing fast and hard, his heart thudding in his chest, as he took in the enormity of what had happened. His mouth felt full of loosened teeth and his jaw was broken, he was sure of it. As blood dribbled down his face and down his throat, he started to cry.

It was then he heard her voice and felt her touch. A woman was leaning over him, stroking his matted hair with one hand, her other laid gently on the arm he had used to shield his body. He shifted his position in an attempt to ease the pain but the woman urged him to stay still, while the man leant down to say that help was coming. Steven closed his eyes, wishing that unconsciousness might claim him, and he was drifting in and out of awareness when he heard the woman say:

‘He’s a bassoon player. See, there’s his case.’

At first he was flooded by an irrational wave of relief to know that his instrument had not been taken but, at the woman’s next words, every bone and sinew in his body seemed to dissolve as if they’d been liquefied.

‘Whatever they do, they must take care of his mouth. We must tell them that.’

At those words, he saw at once the wreckage of his life, knew that his playing days were over and foresaw a purposeless and impoverished future.

All the while they waited, the woman murmured words of reassurance, trying to soothe and calm him. He could just make out her face and guessed she was in her seventies and, though she was a curious sight, her large eyes and well-defined cheekbones suggested she might once have been beautiful.

His mind drifted back to the concert hall and became a blur of beautiful women, their faces and voices seeming to clamour for his attention. The diminutive soprano soloist had been vocally underpowered, pleading a heavy cold, and as she turned to bow to the orchestra at the end of her performance, he’d been struck by how haggard she looked, the vivacious charm for which she was known decidedly subdued. The Russian pianist was tall and statuesque, physically arresting in her low-cut glittery dress, but she’d been shockingly heavy-handed and much of the orchestral playing was similarly coarse, as if the musicians were subconsciously mimicking the vulgarity of the soloist. He willed his ears to shut out the cacophony of brass and timps and crashing glissandi that assaulted his shattered nerves. His head hurt and he pushed away the thought that his final concert had been such an uneven, dispiriting affair. 

‘What’s your name, sweetheart?’ he heard the woman ask quietly.

Through bloodied, broken teeth he somehow managed to splutter an answer.

‘Steven,’ he said. ‘Steven Bennett.’

She was still leaning over him, stroking his forehead, when the paramedics arrived and took charge. She stood back while they examined him and turned him onto his back, asking him if he could tell them what had happened. As they lifted him gently onto a stretcher and prepared to take him to the waiting ambulance, Steven saw the woman clearly for the first time: the coarse grey hair rolled onto the back of her head like a straggly bird’s nest, the pungent earthy smell that clung to her eccentric clothing, and the melodious timbre of her voice with its hint of a familiar accent. Strangely, he felt sure he had seen her before. 

He tried to thank her but she had moved away to talk to one of the paramedics. And then she was gone, into the night from which she’d briefly emerged as a guarding angel.




As he flicked through the small section of bassoon music, he wondered yet again who she was and wished he could thank her for her kindness and concern, tell her that despite the best efforts of surgeons and dentists, his mouth was so altered by the attack that his playing days were over, but reassure her that he believed he would survive to do other things.

He was sad to be leaving the shop and he regretted abandoning his uncle, though the old man had been magnanimous and confessed he had never dared hope that Steven would stay a month, let alone six, so was resigned to him going and wished him well. As a parting gift, his uncle invited him to help himself to anything he liked from the shop, so on his last day, Steven browsed through the rooms for a keepsake that might link this life with the new one about to begin and, though he’d intended to pick out a book, he chose instead the simple song of thyme and willow that an unknown soprano and baritone had once sung at Hope Street Theatre.






















Steven




He was early and, as he waited in the plant-filled atrium at the university’s main entrance, he studied the stream of people arriving to begin their week and felt a sense of wry gratitude that his former lifestyle had prepared him for being the new boy facing his first day. For a busy musician, there were countless ‘first days’ at work, sometimes for a job that might run for weeks or months, or even years; sometimes for one that would be over by eleven o’clock that night. Though that thought bolstered his fortitude, he nevertheless had to brush aside fears that this new job might be a poor substitute for all the ‘new’ jobs that had gone before.

Tony Fletcher arrived on time and hurried over to seize Steven’s hand. 

‘Welcome!’ he said. ‘It’s very good to see you again. I’m glad you didn’t have second thoughts after that gruelling inquisition the Dean saw fit to inflict on you.’

Steven laughed, deciding not to confide that at one point he’d wanted to tell the supercilious academic where to stuff his job.

‘And what exactly makes you think you might be suited for this position, Mr Bennett?’ Tony mimicked, his voice assuming the punctilious and over-refined enunciation of Morningside. ‘A trombone player weren’t you? Oh my!’ 

Steven laughed, relieved to feel the butterflies settling, and confident that Tony would be a congenial colleague. He was the Archivist at Sir John James University, a former Polytechnic in the Potteries, and he and Steven had met and become friends at school, though Tony was two years older. They’d both played bassoon in the school orchestra—a first for the school to muster one let alone two bassoonists—and Steven had been a Library volunteer when Tony was Library Monitor. They’d kept in touch, as much through their mothers, who were also friends, as through direct contact with each other. Tony had been shocked to hear about Steven’s injuries and keen to help him get back on his feet.

They made their way up to the fourth floor and down the long passageways that dissected the different departments of the extensive, well-lit library that occupied the whole of this floor and the one below. Tony chatted as they went.

‘I remember at school you were an avid reader and one of the most diligent helpers in the library, so I think this job will suit you very well.’

Steven nodded, grateful for the reassurance. 

They collected coffees from a drinks machine situated next to a bank of photocopiers and settled themselves in the office to talk. The archive was housed in a large space at one end of this floor and, while the storage area’s lighting and heating were carefully controlled, its offices and reference area had large windows overlooking a public park flanked by houses built in the style of the arts and crafts movement. 

Tony looked at Steven over tiny steel-rimmed glasses which he wore perched on the end of his nose.

‘So, how are you then?’ he asked. ‘No more surgery needed I hope?’ 

‘No, thank goodness,’ Steven replied. ‘They’ve done all they can. My jaw still aches at times from the last operation, but they tell me this will pass as everything settles down. My hip’s healing nicely, too,’ he said, ‘so in time I should be able to walk without a limp—but I’m still a bit of a patched-up job.’

‘Poor you.’

‘I’ll live,’ he said, not wanting sympathy for fear it would hijack his hard-won equanimity, ‘and I’m grateful for this chance. I could have stayed on at my uncle’s bookshop, but to my surprise, I wanted to come home.’ 

Tony nodded, indicating this made sense to him.

‘When I went off to college, I couldn’t wait to get away,’ Steven went on. ‘Going to London seemed like such an adventure, but when this happened,’ he said, stroking his jaw, ‘I didn’t seem to mind the prospect of coming back.’ He paused. ‘Mind, I’m not sure how I’ll cope living with my Mum but, until I know how long I’ll be staying, I’m loathe to sell my flat in London and buy something here.’

Tony laughed.

‘Your Mum’s fine—try living with mine. Kate and I moved in with her when our kitchen was being rebuilt and matricide was only narrowly avoided.’

This time they both laughed. 

‘So,’ said Tony, drawing a buff folder from out of a drawer in his desk. ‘I’ll fill you in with the basics and then I’ll show you around and we can talk in more detail about what we’re dealing with.’

He took out a sheet of A3 paper but for the moment didn’t refer to it or show it to Steven.

‘Ever since it opened,’ he said, ‘Hope Street Theatre has been building an archive but hasn’t had the space or the expertise to organise it properly. The entire collection has been stored across the road from the theatre in a little terraced house which was lent to them some years back when the owner went into a residential home. She died over a year ago and her executors want to sell the house, so the theatre has had to find a new home for a helluva lot of material—basically a small houseful.’ 

He took a last mouthful of coffee and got up to put the empty beaker into a recycling bin.

‘They approached the university to ask if we could help and we jumped at the chance to take it, but even we don’t have the resources in-house that it needs to get it into shape, so we applied to the John James Foundation for financial support. The grant they’ve offered will pay for my post to be covered so that I can be seconded to the project for at least a year—perhaps longer if need be—and will pay for administrative support for a year in the first instance—which is where you come in. We’re also taking on two of the theatre’s own volunteers—a couple of retired teachers who’ve done a pretty good job of at least gathering the right material and keeping it safe. Very little seems to have been chucked away—ever!—but it’s all in a bit of a muddle to put it mildly and until we get down to it, we won’t know what’s missing or lost or simply misfiled.’ 

Steven nodded, having heard much of this when Tony first approached him.

‘Looking further ahead,’ Tony said, ‘to when we can see the collection taking shape, the Artistic Director of Hope Street has suggested we might mount occasional exhibitions in the theatre foyer—to mark key milestones or anniversaries, that sort of thing.’

‘I like that idea,’ Steven said. ‘I’d love to be involved in that.’

‘Good man! Now one of the most important parts of the collection,’ Tony went on, ‘is the music—commission contracts and briefing notes, manuscripts, recordings, show tapes, et cetera. The Artistic Director once said that music was the blood stream of every show the theatre ever produced, and so every single play or documentary at Hope Street Theatre has contained music, much of it original and commissioned by the theatre. And, as well as the music produced for the shows, there are the occasional Sunday night concerts and the Hope Street Summer Festival.’ He paused. ‘So, this is where I’d like you to focus first, on the music, though inevitably that work will overlap with all the other work of sorting and cataloguing and deciding what to digitise.’




As he drove the short distance to his mother’s house he was glad that the evening rush-hour traffic was heavy and slow, giving him time to gather himself before he reached home. Behind a queue of cars stopped at slow-changing red lights, he tried to adjust to the reality of being back in his childhood home, of once again inhabiting the bedroom of his boyhood. As a young man going to college in the early nineteen nineties, his plan was to leave home and not return other than for vacations and obligatory filial visits. He had longed for his freedom, to make his way in a world beyond the confines of the Potteries. 

He recognised that his return demanded an adjustment for his mother, too, and though she’d welcomed him back with the love and warmth that had been a feature of his childhood, it had been over two decades since he had last lived with her and in that time, she had built her own life, independent of him, and had forged a new career and a new relationship. She and Frank didn’t live together, but they’d been a couple for almost twenty years and Steven had come to think of him as the father he’d never had.  

He had done little more on his first day than begin to familiarise himself with the vast scale of the archive’s new holdings and study the painstaking plan for the collection which would provide the guide to the sorting and cataloguing work that lay ahead.

‘It looks complicated,’ Tony had said, opening out the large sheet of paper and placing it on the desk between them, ‘but it’s just a multi-layered flowchart.’ 

Steven nodded, letting out a long, low whistle of admiration as he absorbed the logic and detail of the plan.

‘This is quite something,’ he said. ‘Must have taken you an age to produce this.’

Tony smiled.

‘I have to confess that much of this is down to the theatre’s Production Manager. He’s been at Hope Street for over thirty years and he helped me begin to make sense of everything we’ve acquired. I use it as both a hierarchy of information and a route map,’ he told Steven as they poured over a plan that comprised different-sized boxes linked by arrows which emanated from a central box with a thick black border containing the words Hope Street Theatre Plays, Concerts and Festivals in date-order since 1958.

Steven had made a photocopy of the plan and was studying it at the dining room table when his mother, Jenny, arrived home.

‘Sorry I’m late,’ she said, taking off her coat and coming to stand behind him. He turned round and smiled.

‘No problem. I guessed you might be held up when I heard the dismal traffic news on the radio.’

She groaned and nodded.

‘Have you eaten?’ she asked.

‘No,’ he said. ‘I thought I’d wait for you.’  

Her eyes widened with surprised pleasure.

‘I put the casserole in the oven on a very low light when I got in,’ he went on, ‘so it might be an idea to turn it up now, but it should be almost heated through.’

‘Lovely,’ she said. ‘I’ll do that and bring us both a glass of wine while I’m at it.’ 

He heard her busying herself in the kitchen and a few minutes later she came back holding two large glasses of red wine. She sat down opposite him and raised her glass. 

‘Here’s to your new job!’

They clinked glasses and both took a large sip.

‘Mm, that’s better,’ she said. ‘Long day.’

She closed her eyes and drank again.

‘How was it?’ she asked at last. ‘Have you survived?’ 

He laughed.

‘Pretty well,’ he said, feeling suddenly hungry and looking forward to a meal and the chance to tell someone about his day. Jenny knew the theatre well, having been a regular attender since she was a teenager, growing up at the other end of Hope Street, and was a volunteer usher there for the year after she left school, before she went to Art College. 

‘What’s the particular significance of these boxes?’ she asked, leaning forward and pointing at a number of boxes he’d marked with a yellow highlighter pen.

He turned the sheet around so that she could see it properly and got up to come and sit next to her. 

‘The material’s come to us in a bit of a muddle,’ he said, ‘though there’s been some attempt to file relevant stuff together. This chart shows how we plan to organise every different category of material—programmes, press cuttings, production photographs, correspondence and so on—and the boxes I’ve highlighted are going to be particularly relevant to me as I start work on the music.’ 

He pointed at each box in turn and read out its name.

‘Production Files in Date Order; People List (actors, writers, directors, designers, composers in alphabetical order of surname); Card Index (who did what, where and when); Show Music (manuscripts); Show Music (rehearsal tapes); Production Tapes (sound effects and music); Show Tapes (sound recordings of first night performances); Concerts and Special Events (sound recordings).’

She reached for the reading glasses that hung on a red ribbon round her neck and perched them on the end of her nose before pulling the sheet towards her so that she could study it more closely.

‘This is fascinating,’ she murmured, moving her finger slowly over the plan, lingering in places as if recalling her own memories of the Theatre. 

‘I wish I’d made you go more often,’ she said, shaking her head. ‘Think how useful you’d be finding that now.’

He laughed. 

‘I probably went more often than most teenage boys. You dragged me there quite a few times, I seem to remember.’

Jenny laughed, too and, while she went through to the kitchen to serve up the meal, Steven cleared his papers off the table and reached into a drawer in the sideboard for table mats, napkins and cutlery, just as he had as a boy. 

His mother arrived with two steaming plates which she put down hurriedly.

‘Careful, they’re hot,’ she said, going back into the kitchen to fetch the bottle of wine.

‘Good old fashioned stew and dumplings,’ he said approvingly. ‘Frank’s a good cook—I’m impressed.’

‘He’s a treasure,’ Jenny said. ‘I’m very lucky.’

‘Cheers Mum’, Steven said, holding up his glass to chink against hers again. ‘Thanks for having me.’

‘It’s lovely to have you here,’ she said. ‘I just hope I don’t get on your nerves.’

He smiled, feeling guilty about what he’d said to Tony that morning, and coloured when, as if she had overheard their conversation, she added: ‘I know it can’t be easy coming back to live with your old mum.’

He shook his head.

‘It’s fine, Mum, don’t worry.’

‘Are you fine, love?’ she said with emphasis. ‘I know you don’t like to talk about it, but I do worry…’

‘I just feel I have to get on with things,’ he said, between mouthfuls. ‘No point in looking back. It’s what I do next that matters.’

‘I do worry about you, though,’ she said, putting down her fork. ‘I don’t like the thought of you being unhappy or lonely, stuck out here in the sticks after life in London.’

Steven shook his head and took a gulp of wine.

‘Bit heavy for a first evening, Mum,’ he joshed.

‘Sorry, love,’ she said and fell silent, but he knew she fretted about his lack of wife or partner, of children.

‘How’s the book coming on?’ he asked.

She brightened.

‘Really well,’ she said. ‘It was worth driving all the way to Lichfield. Zoë loved the drawings I’ve done so far, but she had some interesting ideas about the illustrations she’d imagined for the ending. So, I’ve lots to get on with before we meet up again.’

Steven looked at his mother in admiration, thinking that since he left home she had stepped centre stage in her own life, no longer regarded as the plucky single mother, but as a successful artist. She was the illustrator of a popular series of children’s books, the writer of which had recently had her fourth child just months ahead of their publisher’s deadline. 

‘What about you?’ she asked. ‘Do you feel positive about the new job?’

‘I do,’ he replied. ‘I think it’ll be interesting and Tony seems to think it will suit me.’

‘It’s such a worth-while project—the theatre has done so much for this area, it’s right that its records are preserved.’

‘What are your first memories?’ he asked, wondering if his mother might know anything about the singers of the song he had brought back from his uncle’s shop.

‘Well, it may not have been the first show I saw, but the first one I remember clearly, because we were doing it for O level English, was Under the Greenwood Tree. 1962 it would have been.’

He gasped and she looked at him in surprise.

‘I found a song from that production when I was sorting through a load of second-hand plays that were donated to the bookshop. Uncle Bill let me keep it.’

He got up from the table to get his satchel bag in which he’d packed the manuscript, intending to show it to Tony. He handed it to Jenny, who pushed away her plate and wiped her hands on her napkin before taking it from him. She handled it with care, looking with interest at the sketches.

‘Who did these—do you know?’

‘It might be someone called Paul Eveson as his name was on all the play scripts that formed the bulk of the donation. I guess he was an actor, but I’m not sure.’

His mother was studying the words of the song.

‘I remember this part of the production,’ she said. ‘The song isn’t in the original book but I recall the way they staged it was very effective.’

She looked again at the drawings.

‘Who’s this?’ she asked, looking at Steven.

‘I’m afraid I’ve no idea.’

‘She certainly wasn’t the girl in the production,’ she said, looking puzzled. ‘She looked quite different: her hair wasn’t as long as this girl’s and she wore it in short curls and ringlets.’

Steven reached for his wine glass, feeling surprisingly disappointed. His mother, though, was still studying the girl closely.

‘But I think I might have seen her in something else—those eyes are so distinctive. I’m pretty sure she played Gertie Gitana a few years later in a semi-documentary piece.’

Steven frowned, recognising the name but not recalling who she was. 

‘Gertie was born locally and became a big music hall star in the early twentieth century.’

‘Ah, yes, of course,’ he said. ‘Do you remember this woman’s name by any chance?’

He held his breath, expecting Jenny to shake her head, but to his surprise she said:

‘If I’m right, this is Isabel Grey, another local girl who went on to be a singing star. An opera singer.’

Steven raised an eyebrow in anticipation but his mother was frowning as if perplexed. 

‘She was well-known for a while—I remember hearing she was singing regularly at Covent Garden and the London Coliseum—but then she seemed to disappear.’






















Alice




Though I struggled to adjust to my changed circumstances, to accept that life was going to be different from now on, to my surprise, over the coming weeks, Imogen’s house began to reveal unsuspected charms. She had clearly been an avid collector of Victoriana and, though her style was not instinctively mine, she had endowed every room, including the bathroom, with an enviable individuality, so that before long I began to appreciate that she had created a home full of character. I had feared the house would be dark and oppressive, but it had been recently painted in an acceptable shade of pale mushroom and I realised the problem lay with the lighting, which was cold and dim, and I felt sure it would be possible to achieve a warmer, cosier effect.

This reversal of my expectations meant that I tackled the previously dreaded tasks of sifting and reorganising with more enthusiasm than had seemed likely on that gloomy first night. I remained fascinated by the two cards on the mantelpiece and was struck that one—perhaps both—had been sent as long ago as 1977 and kept in view almost forty years later, albeit half-hidden among an array of other knick-knacks. With their enigmatic messages, the cards seemed to bestow upon Imogen an unexpected air of mystery and when I began sorting through her papers, I did so in the hope I might discover more secrets.

The bamboo cabinet in the parlour had a series of drawers below the shelves, while in another corner of the room there was a second piece of bamboo, this one an elaborate and unusually tall bureau, with drawers above and below the desktop. Having opened a drawer in each cabinet at random, I guessed that both units would be stuffed full of papers. Imogen’s solicitor had given me all the legal and practical documents relating to the house, as Imogen had entrusted them to him when she first fell ill, so I wasn’t expecting to find anything of that sort. At a quick glance, it looked as if Imogen’s passion for collecting had extended to all kinds of ephemera.
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