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            Foreword

            by Colin Matthews

         

         Gustav Holst takes a cycling holiday in Algeria; Mozart’s librettist, Lorenzo da Ponte, opens a grocery store in Pennsylvania; György Ligeti considers a move to Reigate; Edward Elgar takes a trip down the Amazon River. All true, if hard to believe, but the last of these is perhaps the strangest.

         Elgar’s life is copiously documented, both in his correspondence and by his biographers, but his seemingly impromptu decision to sail to Brazil in the late autumn of 1923 is (or was, until the publication of Gerontius) little known, and features nowhere in his surviving letters. His friend W. H. Reed recalled in Elgar as I Knew Him that

         
            he came back very full of his experiences; but the Amazon impressed him less than the fact that in South America … the opera house was the handsomest and most important building in the town … it was after this trip that he began to talk to me of opera and the possibility of his composing one.

         

         The opera that he eventually began to work on intermittently in the 1930s, but never completed, was The Spanish Lady, after Ben Jonson. But it was an exception to the rule: Elgar had largely turned his back on the musical world after the death of his wife in 1920, and seemed to have little focus to his life. His daughter wrote that it was characteristic of him that he ‘could cheerfully spend hours over some perfectly unnecessary and entirely unremunerative undertaking’. The Amazon venture was probably no more than a way of passing the time.

         In seizing on this lacuna in Elgar’s biography, James Hamilton-Paterson presents a convincing picture of a world-weary composer who professes no interest in music, either his own or anyone else’s. He is at pains, often to the point of rudeness, to disassociate himself from his fame; abhorring small talk, he has very little in common with his fellow passengers, and his main preoccupation during the voyage is the analysis of sea water through the microscopes he has brought with him. This bemuses the steward, Pyce, whose job it is to throw a bucket over the side of the ship to provide samples. ‘I think he’s mad,’ says Pyce to the Captain, one of the few on board with whom Elgar strikes up some kind of relationship; to his delight he is allowed to steer the ship for a few moments.

         He does make some friends: a young artist, Molly Air (picking up on the pun, Elgar immediately offers to pass the marmalade imaginaire), is planning to stay in Brazil to paint tropical landscapes, and she has some success in penetrating the carapace that Elgar has built around himself: ‘I’m just bored beyond bearing that wherever I go people feel they’ve got to talk about music, music, music. Damn all music!’ To this outburst she replies, ‘That is probably the most childish thing I ever heard a grown man say,’ and sweeps off. Elgar grudgingly accepts that he has gone too far, and they are soon reconciled; their circle expands to include a young airman, Fortescue, who is hoping to make a career out of surveying the Amazon jungle. Other passengers come and go; two respectable, middle-aged ladies are revealed as professional card sharps; the eccentric ship’s doctor jumps overboard.

         The unexpected coup de theâtre of the book takes place when the ship reaches its final destination, Manaos. James Hamilton-Paterson offers a hint of what he has contrived in his introduction, but it would not be fair to give away anything more. It is pure invention, and has no basis in fact. Yet it allows the author to dig more deeply into Elgar’s character than anywhere else in the book. We may think we have come to learn something of the gruff, bluff composer, but we know only the half of it. Elgar’s self-protective shell is punctured, and he finds it far from comfortable.

         How true to life is this imagined picture of the composer? By the time that Gerontius first appeared, the long-held opinion of Elgar as old-fashioned, nationalistic and pompous, a much-decorated friend of royalty, had largely been dispelled. A closer reading of the music, and of the life, revealed instead a depressive, hypersensitive composer, something of a hypochondriac, aware of his worth but with a perpetual chip on his shoulder. He had married above himself – his wife Alice was a general’s daughter, whereas he came from ‘trade’ (his father was a piano tuner). As a Catholic he was an outsider twice over. He certainly accepted honours – they elevated his status, but it is unlikely that they meant anything much beyond that. In the journal which James Hamilton-Paterson invents for him, Elgar writes of ‘all those dratted honours of mine – those meaningless bits of gold and ribbon I pretended to covet for Alice’s sake’.

         The imaginary journal feels completely authentic. Here he is complaining about his most famous tune:

         
            curse every one of its bars … How I’ve come to detest the thing! You can’t joke with the public: they know nothing but what they do know is always enough to hang you. All my music has now shrunk to that single tune … [it has] become a perennial excuse for a national bellow.

         

         Elgar was all his life prone to such negativity, even – perhaps especially so – at times of greatest success. In a letter written immediately after the completion of The Music Makers in 1912, at a time when he was at the height of his powers, his mood is one of utter despair:

         
            I sent the last page to the printer … I wandered alone on to the heath – it was bitterly cold – I wrapped myself in a thick overcoat & sat for two minutes, tears streaming out of my cold eyes and loathed the world.

         

         In the Gerontius journal, he picks up on the lack of success of this favourite among his own works, the most personal music that he ever wrote:

         
            It’s better than anyone knows about the apartness of the artist but all they can find to say is that it is a pot-pourri of self-quotations, as if I’d run out of inspiration & concocted a potboiler from the scattered corpses of previous works … Oh bitter, bitter.

         

         Bitterness surfaces from time to time in these pages, but mostly the mood is one of gentle melancholy – just like so much of the music, in fact. But there are moments when he rouses himself, and finds enjoyment in this unexpected trip. And all the while he reflects on his life, his achievements (or, in his eyes, the lack of them) and on the futility of music as a profession. In spite of which the sea inspires him to take out a sketchbook.

         The music that Elgar sketches on the voyage is related to a strange dream that he has on the train journey to Liverpool, his port of embarkation. It is a dream of the desert and the hermit Simyun (better known to us as Simeon Stylites, the fifth century saint who lived for nearly forty years on a platform on top of a pillar). This enigmatic dream is fleetingly recalled throughout the book but never explained. And although Elgar is pleased with his sketch it will lead nowhere: the sketchbook accidentally accompanies his journal when he throws it into the sea on the way back home.

         
            *

         

         The lives of composers who have, to all intents and purposes, retired from composing make for disturbing reading. Biographies that have detailed the successes and failures of a flourishing career understandably run out of steam when there is so little to write about, and ten or more years may be compressed into a handful of pages where previously they would have occupied several chapters. So it is with Elgar, and also with his contemporary Sibelius.

         The parallel with Sibelius’s last decades – he stopped composing not long after Elgar, but lived on until 1957 – and Elgar’s fading years is a striking one. Although their music has little in common – they were each probably only barely aware of the other’s achievements* – both had the same tendency to rail neurotically against fate and to rue the circumstances that had made them national figures, unable to play the roles expected of them. Both men retreated from the world; both worked fitfully on a final unachieved symphony; but whereas Sibelius destroyed his, Elgar only talked of doing so.

         A novelist would find it difficult to make a narrative out of the bleak uneventfulness of Sibelius’s final thirty years. The life has turned into something akin to a black hole from which nothing of interest can emerge. Who would have imagined that anything could be made out of Elgar’s decline? Or that such an unpromising subject could reveal so much truth, and allow a story to be told with such insight and understanding?

         Colin Matthews 2017

         
            * They avoided each other when The Music Makers and the Fourth Symphony shared the same programme in Birmingham in 1912.

         

      

   


   
      

         
            Author’s Note

         

         This novel starts from an event: a six-week journey to the Amazon which the sixty-six year-old Sir Edward Elgar made late in 1923. Almost nothing is known about this trip. It is not certain why he decided to make it although impulsiveness and restlessness were characteristic of him. What he said and thought and did in those weeks are a matter for fancy. Such is a point of departure for a work of fiction, as it was for Eduard Mörike nearly 140 years ago when he began Mozart’s Journey to Prague.

         The issue of truth in a novel whose central character is a man who did once live is not easily settled. Elgar was an artist whose life and music have been documented by modern biographers and scholars such as Percy M. Young, Michael Kennedy, Jerrold Northrop Moore and Diana McVeagh. Theirs have been my reference works.

         My greatest debt, though, is to the music. It is much – and boringly – debated whether it is permissible to infer biographical facts from a composer’s music. Yet that morbidly sensitive Englishman who experienced every note he wrote and could describe one of his own works as ‘the passionate pilgrimage of a soul’ is somebody this listener feels he occasionally inhabits more or less without presumption. Those affinities for people we could never have met are the more pungent for their element of invention. On this basis, then, the novelist proceeds with all due recklessness. I have deliberately taken a liberty by turning the shadowy Helen Weaver, to whom Elgar was briefly engaged in his twenties, into a more substantial character capable of bearing narrative weight. In so doing I have given her a new nationality and a background quite different from that of a Worcester shoe merchant’s daughter. For the rest, I tried to be as factually correct as was interesting.

         
            *

         

         When I investigated the Booth Line records for this particular journey a couple of very minor discrepancies with received Elgarian scholarship did come to light. These concern the cruise ship herself, RMS Hildebrand. Firstly, the various ship’s logs and documents which are still preserved show her captain’s name was J. Maddrell, whereas Elgar biographers who mention the trip at all invariably call him ‘Mandrell’. Secondly, a story is sometimes quoted to the effect that the weather was so bad on the first part of the outward leg that the Hildebrand’s pilot could not be put off at Holyhead and had to be taken on to Madeira. This is odd because Madeira was the third port of call. The first was Oporto, the second Lisbon, both of which were major ports with a constant traffic of vessels belonging to the Booth Line and various other British companies. Madeira was seven hundred miles further on: for a Liverpool-based pilot needing immediate passage home it makes no sense. The implication is that on this particular trip the ship missed out the first two ports and went straight to Madeira. It didn’t, however. The Hildebrand’s log (which lists the dates and times of arrival and departure at every port) shows that not only did she call at Oporto and Lisbon but took exactly as long getting there as she always did – not what one might expect were the weather as bad as is always stated.

         So one wonders about the source of this curious, but quite unimportant, incompatibility of accounts. It looks as though the information might originally have come from Elgar himself. He could well have mis-remembered the captain’s name, while far younger men proud of their fortitude have been known to exaggerate the storms at sea they have survived. Nobody bothers to check a returning traveller’s tales for veracity at the time, certainly not over such trivial details. Thus may a novelist sixty-four years later speculate on them affectionately.

         
            *

         

         To my acknowledged indebtedness to the authors named above I should like to add my sincerest thanks to David Peate of the Booth Steamship Company Ltd and Janet Smith of Liverpool City Libraries for their great courtesy and help.

      

   


   
      

         
            A train was travelling northwards …

         

         A TRAIN WAS travelling northwards from London through the grey squalls of a winter’s afternoon. From a corner seat in one of its carriages a man watched his country with the scurried perspective of a railway traveller: crossing fields at a bias, chipping off the corner of a hill, barked at by sudden brick walls and engulfed in tunnels. Desolate suburbias came and went and the tarred telegraph poles kept pace. As daylight diminished rain streaked the glass at flat angles, blurred and wobbled the scene, pooling at the corners of the pane in trembling pockets. It occurred to this man (who had dog hairs on his otherwise immaculate trouser cuffs) that he had spent much of his life in a compartment, alone and quite still, while outside it an activity called travel went on whose images beyond the window – ever different, always the same – represented not distance but time flashing by. Days, months and years had reeled past until here he was towards the end of a lifetime not going anywhere at sixty miles an hour.

         After a while he fell asleep and sleeping dreamed a vivid dream. Later, when events brought back the inessentials of this dream, the fragments had about them a satisfactory, vatic air as if they were true parts of the man he believed himself to be.

         
            *

         

      

   


   
      

         
            He is to climb at last.

         

         He is to climb at last.

         Although from his father’s house it appears amid the rockfield no bigger than a candle, this column has surely cast an immense shadow across his life.

         He begins the climb. Even at this early hour of morning the sun is bald and white. Above him the cedarwood rungs recede into blue glare against which the coarse stone column tapers upward.

         ‘Get on, boy,’ shouts Rahut from near his heels. ‘D’you think you’re the only one?’

         The words of this corrupt acolyte ought to bully away the last of the dreamer’s confidence. He has been declared a day-tripper, no longer someone who has tirelessly observed this limestone candle for years and in all weathers, far enough away to imagine the spiritual flame blowing from its tip night and day in invisible rags like a beacon summoning worshippers, sceptics, the curious, the petitioners, the humdrum devout from all corners of the world. This unseeable smoke from a man’s blazing soul has wafted like incense across the skies of Syria and Cilicia. At festivals such as Sniffing the Breezes entire parties of picnickers walk from Antioch to sit on the ground at a respectful distance, singing impious songs about spring, eating dates and idly spitting the stones in tiny trajectories towards their saint. For Simyun is indeed their saint; and while it is permissible for them to treat him with a certain familiarity and spit date-stones at him from a mile away it is a big mistake for outsiders to be heard scoffing. Tourists do well to leave their witty remarks at home in Athens or wherever it is they come from with their noisy manners and bundles of biscuits stuck all over with sesame.

         Climbing this ladder to this man today, now, is a terrifying honour. Yet shouts from below the dreamer remind him that so far as Rahut is concerned this ascent is not the end of many years’ living in Simyun’s illustrious shadow. Rahut sees only another petitioner he has vetted for his master’s monthly ration, one more in a succession of climbers whose coins he has pocketed. For this Rahut is comptroller of Simyun’s portals. He admits the world to his master’s presence, exercising at times a quirky capriciousness. If now and again he allows a beardless village nobody up the ladder it is because he has already turned away some rotting archimandrite or fabulous sage who has crossed seas in a leaky boat just to ask the saint’s advice. The locals often wonder if Simyun knows about the money Rahut is making. Not only is there the matter of audiences. He also permits the concessions of traders and hucksters whose stalls ring the column’s base from far enough away that their cries cannot disturb Simyun’s meditation. It is Rahut who chips pieces off the column for them to sell and it is Rahut who gathers those rarest and most prized relics of all, the scented blackish coprolites which every month or so the saint lets fall to the sand beneath. Men have crossed deserts for weeks just to acquire a single fragment of these potent, fragrant truffles. They are embodied in lockets, rings, reliquaries, medicines; it is said there is enough healing in a single one of Simyun’s bowel movements to cure the ailments of the entire world.

         Why, then, amid this waft of chicanery does the dreamer still bother to climb? After so many years of living in this shadow he has to ask a question of the man who is variously considered a saint, shaman, madman, freak. The stories are famous, of course: how he joined a monastery when he was sixteen and dismayed his fellow-monks by his excessive austerities. They say he had himself buried upright in a hole in the ground, the sand filled back in and packed up to his chin, thus passing the livelong Syrian summer in a forgotten corner of the monastery garden. It is claimed he spent more and more time thinking up increasingly inventive privations. One Lent he had himself walled up in his cell for the entire forty days with nothing but a single loaf and a pitcher of water and when at the end they broke down the wall they found both loaf and water untouched and Simyun unmoved from the precise posture of prayer in which the masons had last seen him. It is commonly believed that he was finally dismissed from the monastery not only because he made his brothers feel they were positive sybarites by comparison but because his superior believed Simyun was taking a perverse pleasure in such performances. Whatever the reason he went off into the desert and sat on a tall stone without shade or food, relying on his disciples (for he was already famous) to give him bread and water. They say it was to escape his own disciples that he began to raise his platform ever higher above them until he lived as he does today at the top of a column fifty-eight feet tall. Already he has spent seventeen years standing on a circle of stone which measures three feet across and is ringed by a wooden parapet fitted with a crude lectern against which he may lean to doze, for up there he might literally fall asleep and keep on falling.

         It is hard to believe a mere showman would have endured a fraction of such privations. After all, it is not Simyun who makes any money from his feat but Rahut. What accrues to Simyun is world-wide fame (for which he cares nothing) and the respectful pilgrimage of the wisest men of the age (for whom he temporarily forgoes his visionary agony to deal with their requests for advice). Sometimes he writes letters at his lectern by way of reply, handing them over in silence to ecclesiastical hierarchs who are hanging there on the uppermost rungs of the ladder fifty-eight feet above the stony ground, their eyes on a level with his ankles, the tendons of their hands gleaming in the unshaded blaze in which he lives. These letters are then carried to all parts of the world, to Asia Minor, to Constantinople, Athens, Alexandria, to be read to the churches there.

         Why is the dreamer climbing? Why is he allowing the ground to fall away, the distant booths to come into view with their motley of relics, their brilliant bolts of Chinese silks brought by the traders’ caravans from the other end of earth? What might this man know which could conceivably profit him, raised as the saint has been for so much of his life above the plane of ordinary mortals? Hands and feet dumbly answer rung by rung. The climber cannot say how he knows, but he nonetheless does know that this man is not like those bogus anchorites of Alexandria who live on fallen obelisks and are supposed to be carnal in the grossest ways with all manner of passers-by including, it is said, sheep and goats. The Emperor Julian himself referred to them as ‘filthy and superstitious’. Simyun, to whose life people are drawn as moth to flame, has not the least thing in common with such layabouts. He thrives on denial; his pains have made him pure.

         The dreamer is nearing the top. From overhead comes no sound, no cleared throat, no scuff of shifted position, no murmuring of prayer. Only, this blue emptiness and dazzle which surrounds him is pervaded with a faint and uniform hiss as of the sun’s rays racing through air. The universe is filled with his heart-beat: not a sound from below, not a sound from above. Off to his right, maybe a foot away or maybe a million miles, a vertical black line runs. It is the rope of knotted leather strips which the saint uses to haul up his water-skins and frugal meals, for except on days of Audience an uncured thong is Simyun’s only tangible link with the world beneath. On days of Audience such as today Rahut puts up this ladder for the upward pilgrimage. This itself is something of a test of a supplicant’s sincerity for it bounces and flexes at each footfall and the narrow curved stonework against which its top rests seems designed to shed rather than support ladders, to send them skidding off into space on either side. There have indeed been accidents. The mayor of Sisan, Simyun’s birthplace, was killed a year or two ago when the top of the ladder slipped. He had gone to ask Simyun’s blessing on a plan to turn the saint’s home town into an official shrine but whether a commercial interest lay beneath this apparently pious scheme is not known. Clinging like a beetle to the toppling ladder he made a descending arc across the blue Syrian heavens and smashed against the desert. Amen. Some said he was drunk. Simyun never spoke of the matter.

         In fact it is believed the saint is protected by God from all that is trivial or defiled, that only the worthy ever get to address him. This seems unlikely, for how else would he remain in touch with the dark doings of this world such that his advice is treasured for its wise and practical nature? Yet perhaps God does protect Simyun from all agencies of physical harm, maybe in recompense for the terrible pains he inflicts on himself in sacrifice. His mere existence has been politically contentious and an attempt was once made to poison his food. But as he was hauling it up it is said a great hawk came swooping out of an empty sky, cut the thong with its beak and carried the food off in its claws, letting it fall to the ground a safe distance away. And even today on the very spot there grows a twisted black tree of a kind no-one has ever seen before whose wood is so hard that even a scimitar cannot nick it. The dreamer has himself seen this tree but would not presume to judge the truth of the tale. On the other hand he does know that boys from his village used to go out by night and shoot at the saint for target practice as he stood there outlined against the constellations. And yet never once was he hit, which is almost incredible given that even at fifteen Badur was reckoned the finest bowman of the Three Cities. Indeed, on one of these excursions Hadath was himself injured by an arrow of Badur’s and this can only be reckoned the saint’s kindly retribution, for the wound hurt abominably the rest of that night yet was cured without trace by morning. Thus it is ordained that none may harm Simyun but Simyun himself.

         And so the dreamer has arrived. His left hand is now holding the topmost rung. On a level with his eyes are two naked feet and ankles, hugely swollen. Both his hands could not encompass one of the saint’s ankles, so puffed up and black are they. The air is filled with an extraordinary smell – extraordinary, that is, because there are no flowers here. How did he expect a saint to smell? Surely no worse than a sick animal, having had no washing but winter rains for seventeen years. What one eats also determines how one smells, and Simyun eats no meat but only the simplest bread and pulses. Nevertheless there is a faint scent of flowers, although no flowers the dreamer recognises. Maybe now and then Rahut sends up some supplicant’s precious gift, a vial of rare attar, priceless essence of blooms which open in Tartary or China at the other end of those great caravan trails.

         The feet before his face are so huge their pain fills the entire circle of stonework. Between them, embedded in the stone itself, is an iron ring from which a black chain leads up against stained rags. He raises his eyes to the dazzle of the sky. Simyun is tethered by the neck around which is an iron collar set with inward-facing nails. It pierces to the heart, the sight of this transfigured animal whose neck is bloated and cicatrised by the ever-unhealing wounds of seventeen years. Otherwise the man is black with the sun where he is not grey with ragged hair and beard.

         ‘At last you are here, then.’ His voice comes down to the dreamer who is startled at how gentle and young it sounds. A creature like this, all iron and sinew and suffering, should have a voice to match – the voice of a raven, the cracked cry of a prophet. Is this perhaps the greeting with which he addresses all his visitors? ‘Why do you hesitate? Step up. Don’t be alarmed, boy.’

         He may be all-knowing but how is it he doesn’t see the evident impossibility of fitting another person onto that tiny island of stone? A scarred hand reaches down at the end of an arm like the branch of a tree which has been blasted by lightning. The arm seems so long as to be endless, as if stretching to another world. Then the hand grasps the dreamer’s wrist and pulls him to his feet and he is astonished to find the area is larger than he imagined – so much so, indeed, that there is even room to pace about. He is filled with wonder, with awe. The proximity of sainthood is overpowering. What manner of man is this? For, looking about him, the dreamer now sees he is in a land of its own. They are standing in a small courtyard bounded on three sides by a stone parapet; on the fourth side is a white pavilion with slender spires and windows from which puff out damask curtains. Through an open doorway is a view of a cool green garden, red and white flowers, the fraying spatter of a fountain. The sound of birdsong and water pours through to them in the courtyard.

         ‘I don’t understand,’ he says, suddenly frightened to look at the saint. ‘Are we in paradise?’

         ‘Ah, maybe we are,’ says Simyun. A butterfly floats through the doorway and alights on his wrist where it opens and shuts its brilliant wings as if breathing sunlight. ‘Whatever paradise may be.’

         ‘You don’t know?’

         ‘It’s all paradise.’

         The dreamer thinks of Simyun’s awesome sufferings. He suspects he is after all one of those desert mystics, no matter what his powers. The man appears to read this thought.

         ‘For me suffering is my particular path, my gateway. It is not so for most of the world. I was once as saddened as anyone by the pain of the world. I used to argue that a merciful God hardly needed offerings of involuntary pain from his often guiltless creatures. That notion made me sadder still until I realised there is no God who needs or wants anything. There is pain just as there is wind or cold. I further discovered that I am the nonexistent God, just as you are. So my pain is a wilful gift to myself which has enabled me to see in different ways.’

         The dreamer ought to be utterly confused by these blasphemies and obscurities. At any rate the question which stands for him and which he has carried like a pearl up the ladder to present to Simyun vanishes from his mind. The saint takes his arm and leads him to the parapet. On all horizons the view stretches: the distant white buildings of Antioch, the pinkish nearby hills, Mount Admirable. He can just see his house with the vineyard nearby, Rastul’s herd grazing.

         ‘Before I learned how to do away with time,’ says Simyun in his young man’s voice, ‘I would stand here and watch the changes as they occurred. The city, for example, has practically doubled in size since I first came here. There is less cultivation in the hills but more traders with their caravans. I used often to be overwhelmed by the beauty of the world. At other times when my legs were on fire from standing, my head was on fire with noon, my neck was ablaze with the drag of iron and nails, I could not rise above my pain and the very landscape became listless and hateful. Often I cursed the nonexistent God for my self-inflicted exile. I imagine that strikes you as perverse?’

         He cannot reply. If this is sainthood then the real and actual world of its speech and living leave him without words. Yet there is something about it which can be understood.

         ‘But it eased. It always does if you keep on. Then I saw the same landscape but differently. You thought my life up here was either one long beatific vision or a boring wasteland of suffering? Well, it is neither. A lot happens here, you know. One notices everything: ants crossing the stones, lizards in the cracks, birds in the sky, the seasons’ changing. Can you imagine how exciting it is when winter storms leave one roaring in space, the ground invisible below a fog of sand? Or when in spring the lightnings strike all round? At such moments I find it easy to remember I am wearing chain and yet so far no lightning has come close enough to singe me.’

         As he speaks the dreamer notices it is rapidly becoming dark. There are feeble yellow lights in the far city, closer orange glows marking the traders’ dung fires. There is a brilliant sliver of new moon in the sky among the limitless starfields.

         ‘Now and then a strange beast used to prowl below,’ remarks Simyun. ‘It looked like half-lion, half-gazelle. It had a choking tawny smell like musk and burning carpets. It came very rarely but when it did it lay on the ground at the foot of this tower and looked up and I saw its eyes were glowing. Then the eyes would leave its body and float up towards me, revolving slowly like gems – rubies, garnets, I can’t tell the stone. When they reached me I plucked them from the air and immediately I could be through my fists everything the beast had ever been. I could see far countries and feel sharp climates; I tasted carrion and fresh kid; I was the music a shepherd makes alone in the desert; I knew strange tongues. Once I was filled with longing by these things, by a ravenous yearning to pad about inviolate through all the marches of the world for myself, hearing and tasting and doing and seeing like my beast.’

         ‘When did he last come?’

         ‘Three years ago. He will never come back because I now know who he is.’

         ‘And who is he?’

         ‘Myself. I can see with his eyes and hear with his ears any time I want. I never realised it, that’s all. I thought I had to wait for him. I think I have killed my significant beast.’

         The dreamer doesn’t understand why the saint speaks half sadly as if he had murdered a real thing. He turns from the parapet and, glancing towards the dark pavilion, is surprised to see a single lighted window with behind the curtain the filmiest suggestion of movement within the chamber beyond. At once he thinks of a waiting bride but as soon as this impious and foolish notion defines itself he dismisses it. Anchorites have no brides, saints no desire for mistresses, visionaries who can walk amid beasts and angels in the sky surely have no need of company. The night breeze through the passage from the courtyard beyond brings with it something so sweet he cannot tell if it falls on his ears or his nose or whether he tastes it in the air. He is so laved by it his entire skin absorbs it from every direction, a ravishment such as he has never known.

         ‘What is it?’ he asks.

         ‘What it is. Call it what you like. Music, why not?’

         And at once it gathers in his ears and he perceives that it is, after all, music. But it is quite unlike anything he has ever heard before, so beautiful and strange and new. It arouses a longing in him that is akin to pain and nothing seems worth-while but just to hear that sound and go on listening to it for ever.

         ‘Can you hear it?’

         ‘I am it,’ Simyun says. ‘You too, of course.’

         In the luminous night he glimmers beside him, no longer a tortured saint on swollen black feet and chained by the neck like a dog. He is powerful, lithe. His hands rest on the parapet like a captain’s conning his ship as it forges outward across serene seas. He is confidence.

         ‘Can you remember your question?’ he asks. ‘No, you’ve forgotten it. Never mind. Don’t bother with being mortified. I’ll tell you how it was with me instead, and that will answer it. I was sixteen when I left home with my brother to become a monk. He was a year or two older, more mature, more sensible. He went to an order at Tunis in Cilicia; I entered the Brotherhood of Mysteries over on the far side of Mount Admirable.’ A pale sleeve raises to point to the east. ‘But from the first I was not like the other novices. It was not that I was any holier or more pious and nor was my faith any greater than theirs. Much of the time it was rather less, actually. Throughout my novitiate I hated doing anything with the others, whether it was attending services or prayers or just gardening and working in the kitchens. I always yearned for my cell or the desert. I didn’t mind my fellow-men, you understand, but I knew their mere presence blurred me in some way. I couldn’t concentrate. I believed I had a mission but I was unsure what it was. My superiors despaired of me, condemning me as guilty of the sin of abominable pride thus to set myself apart from the rest of the community. “Maybe I am called to be a hermit,” I told them. “Maybe I should leave the Order and go alone into the desert among the snakes and the little foxes to shiver at night beneath a quilt of stars.” “You are not fit to be a hermit,” they told me. “You may have the fortitude but you lack the humility. You do not wish to efface yourself; you have no desire to become lost.” 

         ‘They gave me punishments, indulgences. But even as they did so they were playing my game. I became notorious throughout the Order as the most-punished novice. I added to that notoriety by devising mortifications of my own which outdid the worst they wished to inflict on me. At last they wearied of me as incorrigible, divisive, mad. I was expelled, not so much with curses as with absolutions as if I had been a crazed dog they feared might seek revenge if too harshly turned away. Hardly a model monk, you’re thinking, and you’re perfectly right. What, then, was this ridiculous mission of mine? If I tell you perhaps you’ll find it hard to believe, it’s so simple and unmomentous. It was this: to be myself. By creating myself, by uncovering my divinity I could reveal the divine to the world. It was not in me to be a monk among others but it was in me to be what a poet will one day call me, “the watcher on the column”, which of course also implies that I am watched. Thus I am an example, a revelation. Pain is a gateway, not an end in itself. There are many gateways, this is mine. I recommend it to no-one but I commend to everyone the garden which lies beyond.

         ‘Most of the people who come to see me are fools. No, that’s uncharitable … not fools perhaps but not ready to understand which questions to ask. They want to know what they should do to lead a good life. You weren’t going to ask that? No; you’re already too thoughtful. Good and bad are human value judgements without the slightest meaning. There, that’s the language of saints. I see you once imagined yourself going on an immense journey to a land across the desert so distant that our whole world winked out on the horizon at your back. You fancied you eventually came across a group of creatures or people roasting and eating one of their own kind. And you thought you had at last identified the common enemy, the anathema, until one of them said, “We have heard there are monsters elsewhere in the world who commit the ultimate blasphemy with their dead and lay them in the earth for worms and foxes instead of taking them back into the common body with honour and love.” And you didn’t know what to say.’

         ‘It’s true,’ the dreamer admits. ‘I did once imagine such a thing.’

         ‘Well, now you must go,’ says Simyun. ‘You already know what to do to be yourself.’

         ‘Do I?’ He is lost. Already the night is over, or at least the sky is becoming light. He cannot bear to leave this man, this music which still streams from the shadowed garden beyond the pavilion.

         ‘It isn’t music,’ comes the voice. ‘You merely hear it as music. Somebody else might perceive it as colour, another as a scent, still another as a vision of extraordinary cities. It never ends and nor will it ever leave you. It is the garden itself. You need only discover the gateway – but no-one can help you do that. We are unique. None can do it for us although sometimes things can happen of their own accord, out of a clear sky. Be alert. Use well the interval and don’t be dismayed. Anyone who searches is forced into exile, even if it is only sixty feet up a pole. Perhaps going on long journeys is helpful after all because I can tell you that one day, in many more than a thousand years’ time, a certain Jew will travel a great distance from a cold country and visit this place. He is a rabbi, one of the Hasidim, maybe more thoughtful even than most. He will stand on what he is told are the ruins of this very column and look across at Mount Admirable as the sun is rising, just as we are now. So overwhelmed is he that he instinctively covers his face. Then he goes home to his distant country and in time he writes down his discovery. What he writes is this: “As the hand held before the eye conceals the greatest mountain, so the little earthly life hides from the glance the enormous lights and mysteries of which the world is full; and he who can draw it away from before his eyes, as one who draws away a hand, beholds the great shining of the inner worlds.”’

         From somewhere beyond the parapet there sounds a strange note very like that of the ram’s horn Shofar the Jews blow in their synagogues.

         ‘It appears that I can see into the future but I’m often less certain about the past,’ Simyun admits. ‘For example, Who built this tower? I am quite sure I didn’t: I’m no mason. I’m equally certain nobody else would have done it for me. And if they did, who paid for their labour? Sometimes I even wonder if I may not have invented it. Maybe I dreamed it into existence one night as I lay on my rock below. Another mystery to ponder on,’ and he gives a slight laugh.

         As the dreamer turns to him his arm bangs against the wooden lectern and a clawed brown hand steadies him. His head sinks to the level of a pair of monstrous feet from whose rotting toes curl yellow nails. He looks up in awe and against the sky’s sudden glare glimpses the silhouette of unkempt hair and beard, the iron collar clamped around the running sore of neck, the fall of black chain. As he begins his descent the Shofar sounds again. In no time he feels Rahut’s hand on his ankle.

         ‘That was damned quick,’ says the acolyte, chewing a fresh quid. ‘Straight up and straight down, eh, boy? Don’t suppose he had much to say to you. Never mind,’ he adds half to himself, ‘we can fit an extra one in before noon.’

         Once more the Shofar sounds and the world jerks to a halt.

      

   


   
      
         
            The jerk woke the sleeper …

         

         The jerk woke the sleeper in the train. The lights in his compartment, whose sole occupant he was, had not been switched on, possibly out of deference to his slumber. Consequently the window had not turned into a black mirror obliging him to stare at his own reflection and that of the plump, buttoned upholstery which the LNWR considered suitable for their First Class travellers. Instead he could make out scattered lights, signs of a city, hints of dockland. At once from the darkness beyond the rain-speckled pane came the sad blare of a ship’s siren.

         ‘It ought to be dawn,’ thought the man sleepily to himself, for by chance it was the very note which, twenty years before, he had written for the Shofar in his oratorio The Apostles: a clear C to herald the rising of the sun, the beginning of a new day. This thought stirred another, far more recent, memory as of a fading dream which slipped obliquely away beneath the full realisation of who and where he was: Sir Edward Elgar OM arriving at Liverpool on a late afternoon in November 1923 to embark on a voyage up the Amazon. Above him the netting of the overhead luggage racks bulged with the two light leather cases his valet had brought to Euston from the club in St James’s. Beside him on the seat lay a cane, an overcoat and a hat. In the guard’s van was a metal cabin trunk full of the sorts of things a gentleman might need for a six-week cruise into the primaeval heart of the world’s largest unexplored tropical jungle (the phrasing was that of the cruise company’s handout). The cabin trunk was stout and japanned. The valet, who had bought it a week previously in the Army & Navy Stores, thought it looked quite the thing: serious and intrepid. Unlike all his master’s other tin and steamer trunks this one was double-sealed against termites, the locks were acclaimed proof against even the most nimble-fingered lascar or coolie, the hinges and corners were reinforced with brass. Empty, it weighed a ton. Edward had himself classified it as appropriate in the sense that Alice would have approved the air it gave off. Privately he thought it faintly absurd to go cluttered up with so many suits of clothes for so short a time. The memory of the trunk in the guard’s van now brought him a whiff of vexation, reminding him that for all his best intentions it had in the end turned out impossible to make this trip as he would have liked, light and unencumbered. Instead he was dragging baggage behind him which dated back far beyond last week and the Army & Navy. But then he supposed one did not shed sixty-six years merely by abandoning habit like a heap of clothes smelling of mothballs. Nor was he sure he really wished to.

         Imperceptibly the train started again, this time achieving no speed beyond that of a noiseless gliding past unlit deserted platforms without name which had the air of wharves. He did not quite recognise anything but the mere fact of knowing this to be Liverpool made it familiar from the old days, those penniless days of a quarter century ago when he had so often come to conduct his own works in the hopes of making a name (a name! the futility!), staying with Rodewald in Huskisson Street. It was, he suddenly realised, exactly twenty years to the day that Rodey had died, having nearly single-handedly turned the largely amateur Liverpool Orchestral Society into an ensemble capable of playing the best of the moderns: Wagner and Strauss as well as Elgar himself. Poor Rodey. How typical it was that so powerful a champion of music in England should have been a textile magnate – precisely the sort that ignorant London snobs had made their jokes about – the trade of music and the music of tradesmen, and so forth. Twerps, the lot of them; so pig-headed and cloth-eared they couldn’t hear that for decades the heart of English music had beat in the provinces, hundreds of miles from the capital with its society dunces and fashionable virtuosi playing pot-pourris of Sullivan. Well, damn them, men like Rodey had helped change that although the poor man had scarcely lived to see it: dead at forty-three but not before Pomp and Circumstance no. 1 was dedicated to him and not before his orchestra got first sniff at both it and no. 2. How the twerps had gnashed their teeth in London! More to the point, the awful suddenness of his death had inspired the Largo of the second symphony which was far more his memorial than the King’s. Well. It all seemed so long ago now. How could he, Edward Elgar, already be sixty-six? It was as if Rodey appeared in the shadows on the other side of the compartment, unaged, to confront the old buffer opposite him.

         ‘Still visiting Liverpool, Edward?’

         ‘Hardly at all for years. I’m just passing through. Off to South America. The Amazon, in fact.’

         ‘The Amazon? My dear Cocky, what on earth for? Don’t tell me Gerontius has conquered the cannibals?’

         ‘Good Lord no. At least, not so far as I’ve heard. No, it’s more of an adventure. A bit of a jape. Just to get away from it all.’

         ‘It all, Cocky? H’m. What does Alice have to say about it all?’

         ‘I don’t live my life just to …’ he began huffily, but then, ‘Alice is dead.’ Could he have forgotten for that instant?

         ‘Oh Cocky. My dear man; I’m so sorry. For you, I mean, not for her. After all, I’m dead too.’

         Silly, such conversations. Yet nowadays after the great evisceration of the war conversations with the dead went on all the time and all around, so much realer were the departed than the ghosts who remembered them, the words heard than the words spoken. Thus, long after the dim figure opposite had been reabsorbed into the London & North Western Railway’s plush upholstery and become pure shadow the warm and questioning voice lingered: ‘Oh Cocky, what are you writing now? What great work is brewing for that ungrateful world?’

         And there was no answer he could give. There was no way he, the living, could say, ‘Oh Rodey … Dear old man, I’m finished.’ And just then the train stopped, doors began to open, people to shout for porters.

         ‘Sir Edward,’ from the doorway. Hell, they’d tracked him down already. But it was only Tom Shannon the choirman’s son come to see him onto the boat. Stepping out of the glossy carriage to the platform Sir Edward Elgar might have been caught in a series of sepia pictures for the Pall Mall Gazette: an obviously distinguished man of a somewhat military bearing, grey haired and grey moustached, buttoning his coat and adjusting his hat against the squalls of November rain which blew inwards between the train’s glistening roof and the fretted overhang which sheltered the platform. This was Sir Edward Elgar the public figure – not so easily recognised as in the heyday of the prewar years, maybe, but still with the same appearance of purposefulness. A close observer might have noticed that Edward Elgar, on the other hand, was vaguely trying to fit the wrong hand into the wrong glove and had about those deeply hooded eyes a remoteness like one lost in a strange land.

         It was only when they reached the quay that the cruise passengers could appreciate quite how bad the weather was and how it was shortly going to affect them very much indeed. Railway travellers were, after all, used to sliding effortlessly through the worst storms, no more attention needing to be paid to the sluicing blusters beyond the carriage panes than that someone might get up and lean his weight on the leather strap to force it and the window a final notch tighter. But here, huddled in the open-fronted sheds, the boarding travellers were reminded they had come to the end of solid land. In the brilliance of overhead derrick and bunkering lights they caught glimpses of rigging bowed into arcs by the wind, of rain-slicked paintwork, buffeting tarpaulin and – beyond the ship’s hull – an impression of the wild surface of the Mersey. Certain of the passengers must from the moment of dressing that morning already have supposed themselves magically a thousand miles up the Amazon beneath tropic skies brilliant with parakeets; their clothes were absurdly light for an English winter evening. They almost ran aboard, one hand pressed to their hats, up the gangway with its slapping canvas sides, to be handed down over the calm, warm threshold smelling faintly of oil and brass polish by immaculately uniformed officers.

         Edward stood a little apart from the rest in the sheds, seeming not to mind the gusts of rain in the open doorway. He had clearly been recognised by several of his fellow-travellers but gave no sign of having noticed their glances in his direction, their whispers. The squalls beat the flaps of his overcoat against his legs but he disdained to turn up his collar. He might almost have been relishing the elements as proof of his presence here, on this dock, on a dark winter’s evening in the north of the world. Head tilted back and face wet with rain he examined the Hildebrand from stem to stern as his home for the next month and a half. He saw an elegant small liner, graceful almost to the point of daintiness, with a grey hull below the white strake, white upperworks and the all-black funnel of the Booth Steamship Company. He was a well-travelled man and his eye was practised enough to judge the vessel’s tonnage at about seven thousand and its length at some four hundred feet. He was surprised that so large a craft would be able to go a thousand miles up any river, even the Amazon, and wondered how many feet of water she drew.

         He shook hands briefly with his escort and walked in a soldierly manner up the gangway. When he was halfway up a clout of wind caught the side of his head, lifting a spurt of grey hair and twirling his hat away into the sky. For an instant a dockside light caught a pale reflection from the maker’s lozenge in its crown before it vanished over the Mersey towards New Brighton. The Hildebrand’s officers were most perturbed as they welcomed him aboard.

         ‘It’s only a hat,’ he told them gruffly and then a steward led him along a neatly-caulked deck with a strip of green carpet running down its centre. On the left were cabin portholes, curtained and with lights burning inside. On the right was a line of larger, seaward portholes through which could be glimpsed the edge of the quay and wooden pilings. This passageway, after the blustrous weather outside, was warm and quiet and trembled slightly underfoot. Polished mahogany handrails ran along both walls. Eventually, after certain turnings, the steward’s gleaming heels stopped outside a door with a brass figure 2 on it.

         ‘Your cabin, Sir Edward.’ He unlocked the door and helped his passenger over the few inches of coaming. ‘Steward Pyce, sir. I shall do my utmost to ensure your trip will be happy and comfortable. I’m entirely at your disposal, sir. Should you need anything you have only to ring the bell. Meanwhile I shall have your luggage sent along as quickly as possible.’

         As he spoke he was helping Edward out of his wet coat, tut-tutting as he felt the sodden velour facings. ‘With your permission I shall take this away with me and have it thoroughly dried. Dinner is not for another two hours, sir. Captain Maddrell does still hope to be able to sail with the tide, that’s in about forty minutes, but they say there’s quite a sea running out there tonight and perhaps in the circumstances he’ll prefer to delay a little.’

         ‘I hope not,’ said Edward. ‘Personally I came to travel, not to sit tied up to a Liverpool quay.’

         ‘Ah, you’re a good sailor then, sir. Not like some others aboard, I should fancy, judging by …’

         ‘The rougher it is the better I like it. Oh, and you might be so good as to ask them to be careful with my trunk. I have some instruments in it.’

         ‘Certainly, sir. They’ll treat it like it was eggs.’ Steward Pyce made a pecking gesture with his upper body, all that was left in this democratic postwar wasteland of a servant’s bow, Edward reflected as the man withdrew.

         Outside, Pyce walked noiselessly off up the carpet mimicking his passenger’s gruff bravado under his breath. ‘“The rougher it is the better I like it.” Ho. Says you. They all do, don’t they? They all think they’re the best sailors who ever set foot to deck until it blows a bit and then watch ’em not turn out for breakfast. Restaurant empty and the cooks all sitting on their thumbs in the galley looking at half a hundredweight of toast getting cold. Evening sir, madam,’ he raised his voice and adjusted his vowels as other passengers passed in the wake of their own steward. Eventually he tracked down Hempson and ran his finger along the list his colleague was holding. ‘Elgar. Number 2. Says he’s got a trunk with trombones in it and to be careful with it.’

         ‘Not another bloody musician? We’ve already got a band aboard, ain’t that enough? Trombones, indeed.’

         ‘Ought to be thankful it’s not a joanna, mate.’

         ‘It’ll weigh,’ said the man sagely, ‘it’ll weigh. Not one of ’em but don’t bring a ton of junk for six weeks. “Kindly be dashed careful with that, my man. That one’s got my medals in it.”’ Hempson had lost three fingers near Arras six years ago and had pronounced views about the officer class.

         Meanwhile Edward was sitting on the edge of his bunk, staring through the open doorway at his small sitting room with its shaded lights and writing desk. In one hand he still held a booking slip which read ‘Sir Edward Elgar OM. Cabin Deluxe no. 2’.

         ‘“Happy and comfortable …”,’ he said to himself. ‘What on earth am I doing here?’

         He got to his feet, throwing the ticket on the bunk. In the sitting room he stood beside the writing table and riffled the tops of the headed stationery in the rack so that the Booth Line crest shimmered with a faint husking sound. It was the vacant gesture of a man newly arrived in a hotel bedroom unable to think of what to do next.

      

   


   
      
         
            It was when, in response to the bugle …

         

         It was when, in response to the bugle, he took his seat in the restaurant that Edward finally appreciated how at variance were the actuality of the cruise on which he had embarked and his advance fantasies of it. He had vaguely supposed a small, intimate group of civilised persons, none of whom had the faintest connection with music, being carried for a breathing space to an exotic land and back. He had imagined diverting, worldly conversations, tales such as those found in Conrad and Maugham told over dinner by rubber planters returning to their jungle fastnesses. He had even speculated about – well, why not admit it? – some flutter of interest at the taffrail, a moonlit equatorial night bringing him and an indefinite feminine presence into contact like amber and silk to rub a brief crackle into his old life. In short he had imagined shedding himself for a few weeks and entering a little world so absorbing and self-sufficient it would be almost an imposition having to write dutiful shipboard letters home to the ever-dwindling tally of friends and family.

         It was in the restaurant he discovered the Hildebrand was carrying nearly sixty First Class passengers, thirty-eight of whom were making the round trip. There were another three hundred-odd Steerage passengers to be picked up in Oporto and Lisbon – mainly Portuguese migrant workers, he gathered, bound for Brazil and their fortunes. There would be no need ever to clap eyes on them; but even so, merely knowing about fresh hundreds of people tucked away on another part of the ship destroyed the last remnants of his fancy of quiet intimacy. He did, however, discover he had been placed at the Captain’s table and as time went by he was to find this mere fact created some kind of invisible bulkhead between those select few who shared this table and the rest of the First Class. Tonight the Captain was not at table. He had sent his apologies via the Chief Steward and was sure his guests would appreciate that he was preoccupied with getting under way in one of the severest storms for some years. The Booth Line prided itself on the punctuality of its steamers on the Madeira-Pará run but was no less proud of its safety record. Shipping companies always operated in the shadow of the most recent maritime disaster, such disasters being regular enough to remind them that modern engineering was not invincible. Not three months ago the French steamer Député Emile Driant had foundered off Dungeness with the loss of seventeen lives. While Captain Maddrell was wrestling with such problems on the bridge his passengers ate their first meal aboard still tied up to the dock in Liverpool.

         Edward was introduced to a dozen people whose names more or less passed through his mind leaving few traces. Some of them seemed to fall so readily into ‘types’ that he felt excused the laborious gallantry of trying to remember what they were actually called. There was one of those mysterious knights of commerce whose very nationality was vague – Sir Somebody Pereira – port wine, most likely, or rubber. Or even slaves, who could tell? Two spinsters going back to some benighted mission in the depths of nowhere, all shiny knuckles and good works. A young man, practically a boy – Peter? Patrick? – going to take up his first post as a clerk in Alfred Booth & Co.’s offices in Manaos. A young woman in her twenties, rather modern, a Miss Air, self-described ominously as ‘an artist’. There was even an explorer or botanist named – incredibly – Fortescue, with a red face and vague moustache: the sort of features which become visible only when surmounted by a pith helmet.

         They all chattered as they ate, more, it struck him, out of excitement at the impending voyage than from a real desire to make acquaintance. Towards him they maintained that exaggerated respect which he had long since come to recognise and often to connive at. The food was good; he ate it largely in silence and listened to their conversation. But towards the end of the meal his reserve was overcome – maybe by the wine or even by the others’ high spirits – enough to remark:

         ‘I’d take a small bet that this company will be a good deal quieter by the same time tomorrow. Rather less numerous, too.’

         ‘I imagine, Sir Edward, that you speak figuratively?’ said one of the spinsters. ‘I hardly think betting on the way Providence sees fit to dispose the weather …?’

         ‘Will anyone here offer me odds?’

         ‘Well really, Sir Edward …’

         ‘You think it’ll be rough then, sir?’ asked the Booth’s boy. His evident apprehensiveness seemed to be shared by a majority of those at the table.

         ‘My steward certainly thinks so.’

         ‘Ah, one of those old sea-dogs, is he?’ asked the explorer sceptically.

         ‘More of a puppy, I should say, in every sense. But he claims friendship with the Marconi man in whom nowadays all wisdom is vested. Even old sea-dogs have given up lifting their muzzles to the sky. They shove up aerials instead.’

         ‘It’s quite miraculous and mysterious,’ said the other spinster, giving him a sharp look he could not interpret.

         From somewhere overhead came a melancholy C, loud enough to thrill the panelling and the table and the deck beneath their feet.

         ‘Maybe we’re off at last?’

         But the glimpses of lamplit quay beyond the portholes remained unchanging. However, several guests took this as the moment to leave the table. As Edward himself stood up the first spinster made a nervous leaning gesture with her chest which implied that the eight or so feet of air between them was a momentarily intimate space.

         ‘Despite our little contretemps I really must tell you, Sir Edward, how immensely honoured we are to have you with us.’

         He muttered something. ‘Muh, ah, very kind.’

         ‘But I should explain that it’s a particular honour for me. You see, I sang in the chorus at the first performance of your wonderful Apostles in Birmingham.’

         ‘I am sorry, madam, that you should have thus wasted the precious hours of your youth.’

         ‘Wasted? Sir Edward! It was the greatest possible privilege. It was probably the single most memorable event of my life. For all that it was so long ago I remember it vividly. The year was nineteen hundred and three.’

         ‘I shouldn’t wonder. But I believe the only thing worth remembering about that year was Rock Sand winning the Derby and the Two Thousand Guineas and the St Leger. Two to five on. Not much chance for a killing with a horse like that. Now if you will excuse me?’

         ‘Pig,’ he said to himself as he strode off down the passage to his cabin. ‘Pig-pig-pig.’ But then, as if to convince himself that his rebuff had been justified, ‘She’s ghastly. Is there no end to these dried-up creatures who hover around choral societies like vultures? I expect her friend sings drawing-room ballads in K sharp. Cursed pair of sirens.’

         ‘Pig.’

         He let himself into his cabin. His trunk had arrived and seemed to take up most of the bedroom floor. Its new lacquer glittered malevolently. Coffin, strongbox …; certainly it had the air of buried things about it, either of things decayed or of things concealed. Because he had not wanted valeting by a stranger he had not given Pyce the key. He now laid out his own night things, uncovering in the depths of the trunk several polished mahogany boxes with rounded edges, brass carrying handles and keyholes. The lid of each was inlaid with a rectangular ivory wafer where a name could be imprinted; they were all blank.

         He read for a while in his dressing-gown, wishing to take refuge from that part of his brain which was vibrating with events, his day’s travelling, the new surroundings. Beneath these lay the deeper upset of a life made suddenly rootless and aimless. His present existence seemed encompassed by the dingy walls of clubs and flats despite his recent move from Hampstead back to Worcestershire. Now that Alice was gone the London place had outlived its purpose. In relief he had returned to the county of his birth where he could finally turn his back on that endless metropolitan coming-and-going which had made Severn House so difficult to work in. Visitors, dinners, receptions, theatre-parties; telephone, telephone, telephone. Lady Elgar had revelled in it. Only he had known that each time the footman opened the front door another bar remained unwritten and another few pence unearned to pay that footman’s wages. Footmen. Dear God, he was a composer. Why did he have to live like a character in Earnest where young moneyed swells could mess about at the piano while the butler brought in cucumber sandwiches? Damn them all, he thought, without trying to identify ‘them’ or, for that matter, having to decide whether he himself were included. A little hummock of bitterness heaped itself momentarily, lurched him and rolled on even as the other, the reading part of his brain, resisted its interfering with the kind of serene melancholy he hoped might permit sleep.

         Why had he brought Tennyson to read, of all people? Griefs, longings, loves, ships, boxes, death. The rumble of wheels above the dreamless head. He closed the volume and went into the bedroom. As he did so the carpet transmitted another C to his slipper-soles which was then taken up muffledly by the air within the panelled box of his cabin. This time although the sound died away the carpet remained trembling. When finally he laid his head on his pillow he could hear distant machinery and marvelled at the smooth tumblings of steel, the tons of hot castings and whirling axles on which his life would depend for the next month or two. For a moment he was conscious of savage pressures in boilers studded with bolts.

         ‘Calm sea. Prosperous voyage. Codswallop.’ On the brink of sleep more jumbled phrases came to him: ‘The watcher on the column’ and ‘autumnal man’. It was what came of leafing through Tennyson before going to bed.

         He awoke once during the night, his eyes opening onto a dim circle of light. His first thought was of a hospital or nursing room, one of those places of disquiet and transience whose doors have round observation panes let into them through which white-capped heads were visible from time to time like a muster of ghosts waiting to be joined. Another operation? The pitching of the room still further bemused him. Just before a doleful calm panic set in he remembered where he was and consciously stopped his pyjama’ed arm before it could reach to switch on the bedside lamp. He was on his way to Brazil. Brazil? He must be mad. Therefore the circle of light was the curtained porthole giving onto the shelter deck. The Hildebrand’s plates quivered to waves and machinery. For a moment the motion was disagreeably like his recurrent attacks of Ménière’s disease which had so debilitated him during the war; but once he knew the movement was real and not a trick of the inner ear he began to enjoy it. It was surely rougher now than it had been on any of those crossings he had made to the Continent – rougher, come to that, than on his transatlantic trips to New York in the Mauretania. After a particularly violent lurch which made the toothglass in the bathroom rattle in its retaining ring he thought it might even be rougher than it had been for the Mediterranean cruise with the Royal Navy in 1905.

         For a while he debated getting up but gradually an inertia stole over him which was more like abandonment. Why worry? Things had run their course. If by some wilful alchemy his emptied life now consisted of being in a plunging steel box heading towards a dark continent he had never wished to see, why not? As soon do that as continue desolately shifting between the unsettled poles of Kempsey – still all packing cases which he now feared to unpack – and the London clubs where he lived out of suitcases. What drearier rut for an artist than that which led between servile slipper-dom in the shires and the billiard rooms, smoke rooms and theatre crush-bars of the city? The shunting back and forth, the search for a quiet place where the departing Muse might once again be persuaded to settle: such very restlessness guaranteed it never would. Perhaps, then, in Brazil. Perhaps what had deserted him in fading England was now waiting among the energetic canopies of vast forests, its jewelled wings folded. It seemed unlikely; but then everything did.
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