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Also by Grace McCleen

The Land of Decoration


‘“Sometimes,” Père de Grandmaison tells us, “during the contemplation of a work of art, or while listening to a melody, the effort to understand relaxes, and the soul simply delights itself in the beauty which it divines … or merely a memory, a word, a line of Dante or Racine shooting up from the obscure depths of our soul, seizes hold of us, ‘recollects’ and penetrates us. After this experience we know no more than we did, but we have the impression of understanding a little something that before we hardly knew, of tasting a fruit the rind of which we have scarcely nibbled.” Such an experience is, among others, an instance of those “profane states of nature in which we can decipher the great lines, and discern the image and rough sketch  of the mystical states of the soul …”’

Henri Brémond, Prayer and Poetry:  A Contribution to Poetical Theory

‘It has been deduced from the belief in Pure Sound that the resultant meaning of the words need not be known, that it is enough to know the meaning of the words in isolation and enough of their syntax to read them aloud rightly. In a degree this is often true, but it is best to regard this state of limited knowledge as a complicated state of indecision which involves much estimating of probabilities, and is less ignorance than an ordered suspension of judgment … a musical chord is a direct sensation, but not therefore unanalyzable into its separate notes even at the moment of sensing. It can be either felt or thought; the two things are similar but different; and it requires practice to do both at once.’

William Empson, Seven Types of Ambiguity


BOOK I

‘If all time is eternally present
 All time is unredeemable.’

*

‘Burnt Norton’

Four Quartets, 1936


The Dissident Corpus

It was not, to begin again, what she had expected. She had been waiting a month now for the results of a scan to reveal whether her renegade brain cells, caught late in the game of incestuous duplication, had been eradicated, and knew the outcome was unlikely to be favourable: Doctor Robertson, a greying, sprightly beanpole of a man, had told her so. The size of the tumour had been considerable, surgery had removed less of it than had been hoped. In such circumstances therapy could be counted upon to do only so much. And yet here was the doctor, looking even more sprightly than usual, handing her a sheet and informing her that not only had the rebel cells been disbanded but her white-blood-cell count was the best it had been for over a year, since the trouble first started. 

She peered at the paper over the tops of her glasses as if at an impostor. A moment passed before she said: ‘Are you sure these are mine?’

‘That’s your name, isn’t it?’ Robertson said. ‘To all intents and purposes you’re a well woman, Miss Stone. We couldn’t have hoped for a better result.’

She sniffed and raised her eyebrows. The paper trembled a little as she replaced it on the desk. 

‘Of course,’ he said, ‘we’ll keep monitoring you, but things look good. Have you had any more headaches?’ 

‘No.’

‘Nausea?’

‘Sometimes, after eating.’

‘That’s normal enough. Your body will take a while to feel like itself again.’ He swivelled in the chair and smiled at her. ‘So, what are you going to do with yourself, now you’re up and about?’ 

She pursed her lips, flicking a speck from her skirt. She knew how she appeared: a spinster, bespectacled, sensible shoes, skin and lashes of a pallor that suggested dim rooms and silence; her eyes were the only thing that didn’t fit the rest of the picture because they were dark, flashing, almost feral and most people didn’t look at them for very long before turning away. She said, smiling a little: ‘Oh, back to work, I should think. I’m behind with my book and the department can’t do without me.’

‘Take some time out. Get away for a while – have you got a friend you could visit?’ 

‘Of course,’ she said, glancing at him.

He regarded her quizzically for a moment, perhaps a little sadly, then stood, holding out his hand. 

At the door he said: ‘Remember, no work.’ 

And she indulged him with a smile and said: ‘I promise.’

She stood in a long corridor with a shining floor. In front of her a column of dust eddied in sunlight. It was dust, but as Professor Stone looked the particles glinted, pirouetted, were alchemised into some grander matter, not dust but gold, and gold tinged with rainbows. To her left, beyond a glass wall, trees swayed, leaves whirled in blustery sunshine. They were trees, but as she looked the boughs became arms reaching towards the sun, fibres of some eternal matter imploring mediation. 

A noise startled her and she turned to see a man pushing a trolley towards her, pursing his lips. The word that came to mind to describe the sound, however, was not ‘whistling’: that was not nearly strange enough for the music, neither human nor inanimate, she was hearing. 

She blinked, the trolley passed, the dust scattered, the leaves went on whirling. Something had happened: what was it? Words seemed to lag behind her perception of things this morning, sorry messengers of a secret too subtle for comprehension. She said, ‘I am well,’ but these too were inadequate to describe the disparate thing her body had become ever since Robertson had handed her the paper. 

She was now standing in the column of sunlight, dust whirring madly about her: fabric, flesh, veins, nails and sunspots were all suddenly quite dazzling, touched into being by a luminescence she felt all around her. She said, ‘Thank you,’ cautiously, as if testing the words, and these alone seemed to retain some of their meaning this strangest of mornings – though she was not sure to whom she was speaking and did not like to think what talking to herself in the middle of the day suggested. 

Professor Stone began to walk slowly, and then with more certainty, down the long, shining corridor.

Elizabeth Stone (professor of English poetry, celebrated author of The Dissident Corpus: John Milton and the Poetics of Difference, fellow of two bodies of higher learning, chair of two; contributor to ten journals, editor of one) was in her fifty-second year when life as she knew it came to an end. As it happened, she was standing in a lecture theatre about to demonstrate the swoon that ‘by communion raised/from earth to heaven’ the rapturous Wordsworth, when in striking counterpoint, and to the surprise of more than two hundred undergraduates, the earth raised itself to meet her, a light flashed across her brain, her left hand dropped the papers it was holding and the world went black. She woke to find Matthew Cullum, head of English, bending over her, saying: ‘Elizabeth, can you hear me?’

She put the fall down to low blood sugar and resolved not to skip breakfast. A week later she got out of bed and the world went black again; the next morning while she was brushing her teeth her left arm went limp, her hand contracted to a claw and the vision dimmed in her left eye. After twenty minutes things were back to normal, though her arm remained weak for the rest of the day. 

She told no one; it was tiredness, a trapped nerve, some sort of deficiency. She had had similar symptoms once with migraine. She would get it checked out next week when she had finished the Donne lectures, at the end of the month when she had sent off the paper on Dryden. The fact was Professor Stone was used to dealing with her body’s revolts. Over the years it had supplied her with a baffling array of ills and she had become a skilled opponent of it, though it had never before behaved with quite such abandon. She drank tincture of opium when she was afflicted with diarrhoea and needed to give a lecture at Harvard, hobbled about on a stick when a bout of lumbago threatened to prevent her travelling to the John Ryland’s Library to consult a manuscript, woke herself up at random intervals when writing her first book on Milton to play the insomnia at its own game; she prevented her hands trembling at conferences by gripping them so hard that half-moons appeared in her palms. 

At the time of the fall she had just begun the long-awaited second instalment of her magnum opus, The Dissident Corpus: John Milton and the Poetics of Difference, the culmination of a love affair with the literary giant that had occupied her to the inclusion of little else for eight years, though perhaps ‘obsession’ should be substituted for ‘love’ and ‘battle’ for ‘affair’ because there were times when the combatants had come to mortal blows and it was doubtful that one of them would survive the encounter. Survive the professor must, however, because the grim truth was she had not written a book, despite eager anticipation from critical circles, since her first foray into Milton’s Hell; though she hadn’t been wasting time – on the contrary she had been researching obsessively; indeed, towards the end the temptation was to continue researching because the thought of transforming the teetering piles into some sort of structure itself bordered on hellish. 

When she was sure of her argument she began to write up the first draft. This took three times as long as she had expected, first because of the quantity of material, and second, because of her desire to include as much of it as possible. She was contending with the weakness of her left arm and an odd but fleeting darkness that would descend upon her left eye when the headaches appeared. They were unusual in their severity, began on the left side and, if she didn’t catch them early, soon rendered her immobile. Nothing, though, was as debilitating as a growing fogginess, an ability to fall deeply and sometimes dangerously asleep at a moment’s notice: she arrived in Epping instead of Holborn on the Underground and would have travelled back to West Ruislip if the guard hadn’t woken her; called to a faculty meeting to discuss the necessity of enlivening the syllabus, she was nudged by the new historicist Felicity McGowan and woke to find herself attached by a chain of spit to her own cardigan; marking papers at home, reading in the British Library, sitting in Lincoln’s Inn Fields working on her book, she had felt her grip on the world weaken. 

She woke from the naps thick-headed and disoriented. Coffee made the sleepiness worse. Fresh air, brisk walks, early nights and fewer carbohydrates all failed to invoke industry. She skimmed the mellifluities of Milton’s lines and the world darkened, anatomised Satan’s soliloquies only for her eyes to begin to throb – was the problem the thesis itself? she wondered. Was it her argument? Had she researched too much? 

She had started and restarted four times now but the work refused to become a gestalt. Sometimes she felt she was seeing things clearly, but when she looked again, she had fallen short. 

The truth was, there had been times even before the fall when Professor Stone had written no more than a sentence a day, when she had paced for hours before sitting down in front of the computer screen. It was as if her body was turning its back on an old lover, for so she had always thought of poetry, as one who gave or withheld favours. Now though it looked as though she might no longer have stamina for the pursuit, knowing through experience what many (especially those who contended that the pen was lighter than the sword) did not: that in order to write anything at all one had to be just as vital in spirit and body as in mind. 

Years before, the professor had made a discovery: whenever her body sent her a new ailment all it needed was a shock of some sort, another assignment, a deadline brought forward, a bad review, the realisation that there was material for another whole book awaiting development in an appendix – in short more, much more, to do than it had imagined and less time to do it in – and, hey presto, it began functioning normally again; sometimes even better than before. The present events, she felt sure, were merely a case in point. Nevertheless, despite the annual Milton conference she was heading, extra faculty work and two journal articles to finish within the month, the symptoms not only failed to improve, they worsened. She told Professor Cullum she was experiencing some minor health problems. It was preferable to  his thinking the reason was a more mysterious complaint – one lurking in the corridors of the mind, for instance, an affliction to which a worrying number of the English faculty had at some time fallen prey. He urged her to take a sabbatical and she declined. 

Ironically it was mental rather than physical disturbance that finally prompted Professor Stone to seek help. It was early September, the evenings drawing in and London preparing itself for what looked set to be an unseasonably chilly autumn. She was not usually perturbed by the arrival of the darker months but walking home along the Strand she could not shake off a feeling of impending doom. The lights of passing traffic, white noise of the city, hurrying shapes of commuters, the sky seething pink and then orange and then blackish ochre, all seemed to presage some unspeakable disaster. In addition to anxiety, she began to experience startling fits of anger: jamming her key into the front door so hard that she bent the metal, trembling with rage as she rifled through the teetering pile of post in the hall, denting the plaster of the wall as she burst through the swing doors in the English Department, Dr Chakrabarti, head of Middle English, along with it. Worst of all, she found herself weeping often, profusely, and apparently for no reason: when opening an invitation to the annual Donne conference, when marking a quite astonishingly bad essay on Lovelace; midway through steak and kidney pie in the cafeteria; on the top of a double-decker bus. 

Professor Stone had always made a point of engaging in outbursts as little as possible and found the latest development distressing in the extreme: how could she analyse Milton’s Michael when it was all she could do not to screw up the page? What good were floods of tears when dissecting Satan’s rhetoric? Things came to a head when, taking Witwoud’s part in a tutorial, she was surprised to find she couldn’t speak; she mastered the obstruction only for the letters to blur. Her students glanced at one another. The tutor they privately referred to as ‘The Stone’ appeared to be dissolving. She rose abruptly and went to the window; but now the roofs of Somerset House were moving, tears were falling. ‘Excuse me,’ she said, and strode to the door. 

She spent the next twenty minutes locked into the small bathroom down the corridor, attempting to compose herself. 

Fainting, neuropathy, headaches, narcolepsy, fits of anger could all be borne, but not weeping in a tutorial. Professor Stone made an appointment to see the doctor. 


Past, Present, Future

That her GP thought it necessary to refer her to a neurologist Professor Stone found excessive, that she was fast-tracked laughable. That Doctor Robertson ordered an MRI and a CT scan was an irritant: she had to cancel a lecture and two tutorials. Not even as she travelled in slow motion into the belly of a giant space-age pupa and listened for the best part of an hour to the aural equivalent of Chinese water torture (for though it did no observable damage, she was convinced by the end that her skull was caving in) did she suspect there was any cause for alarm; serious illness simply wasn’t an option; the gods had decreed a different fate for her. She was to be tormented by ailments that were interminable but essentially harmless. She was Sisyphus and his boulder, Prometheus chained to his crag.

Nevertheless, despite the inconvenience Professor Stone was glad the investigation had taken this route. What she had secretly been dreading was a referral to a psychotherapist. In fact, it was what she had expected Robertson to suggest when she returned to Praed Street (a suggestion she had decided she would agree to wholeheartedly, then do precisely nothing about). So she was not prepared in any way when, before she was even properly seated, he said: ‘The tests revealed a brain tumour. That accounts for the neurological symptoms. It’s pressing on the right frontal lobe. That accounts for the mood swings.’ 

He said other words too – ‘aggressive’, ‘malignant’, ‘options’, ‘prompt’, ‘debulking’, ‘growth rate’ – but they sounded strange, second-hand, and not immediately relevant to her. When he had finished speaking she sat in silence for a moment. Then she said: ‘I’ve got a book to finish.’ 

He waited for her. Then he turned the screen so that she could see in irrefutable black and white a cross-section of her skull: humbler than she had imagined, more idiosyncratic. She could make out her crooked incisors, the flattish part of her head near the crown, and there, nestled like a downy bird in the whorls of her cerebellum, a dense white mass the size of a plum. 

She blinked twice, then turned to the window. When she didn’t speak for several minutes – indeed, to all intents and purposes, appeared to have left the room – he said softly: ‘Have you got someone you can talk to? I can put you in touch with someone here, if you like.’ 

She appeared to wake then and turned back. ‘I don’t need to talk, I need treatment,’ she said. ‘When do we begin?’

The gods had a new agenda. Her body meant business after all. It would not consider rapprochement, diplomacy would be in vain. It had been waging an underground revolt, for goodness knew how long, stockpiling armaments, recruiting adherents – and now it would be all they could do to wrest the things from the rebels’ bloody hands. But the insurgents, unbeknown to themselves, were attacking their own side; or there were no sides; or there was one, because what was cancer after all but a case of mistaken identity? A belief that the enemy was within when in fact there was no enemy at all? A purgation that infected the purgers in the very business of cleansing? An explosion of free-thinkers, mavericks, a frenzied division from the body politic under the assumption that such a policy could contain the threat and usher in a new order. But the threat was illusory, the new order fatally flawed. A dissident corpus indeed. 

She said she was taking leave to finish her book. Professor Cullum was glad she had seen sense at last, and told her not to hurry back. The surgery went as well as could be expected. They should start therapy, Robertson said, as soon as possible. 

She could afford taxis to and from the hospital; that was the good thing. The bad thing was everything else. Apart from the litany of nausea, dizziness and exhaustion, the weekly appointments with a plastic sac that delivered a moment-by-moment infusion of poison, the obvious mood dampener of being fixed to a table by a frame drilled into her already fragile skull while beams bored into its depths. She began losing her hair. 

Professor Stone was not a vain woman but her hair was the one physical feature she liked: its mass offset her shallow forehead and lessened the abruptness of her nose; its weight suggested health and abundance in one who was slender to the point of thinness; its chestnut warmed an otherwise wan complexion, made excuses for the porcine fairness of her lashes, and added a note of colour to a person who would otherwise have appeared muted in the extreme. In fact, her attachment to her hair was even more complex than this, because its very abundance suggested things  about the owner that were themselves redeeming: that here was a mind intent upon loftier things than appearance; that cardigans and pleats, sensible shoes and thick tights were beside the point, the point being merit, the point being Art. She had been privately elated when she learned her head would not have to be shaved in preparation for the surgery, and afterwards, while still in hospital, spent many minutes alone, gazing with infinite relief upon her reflection; a reflection that, unless she turned her head to the side and lifted her hair to reveal a jagged white scar three inches long, did not betray anything abnormal at all. Now it did, however; and if Professor Stone’s hair was more than just hair, she was losing it. Each morning the brush came away wound so thickly you could hardly see the bristles. She gave up brushing and woke to find strands on her pillow; lost, infantile, adrift on the cotton like riverweed. 

It wasn’t easy to distract herself. On days at the hospital the wasting hours were brought home most unpleasantly by the drip of the liquid hourglass beside her; a trickling, once noticed, no less unwelcome than the ticking of clocks. There was one thing, though, that this strange new world of taxis, vomiting, daytime television and sunlight at bedtime did afford, and that was time. One afternoon when rain lacerated the bedroom windows and the lamp probed her eyes mercilessly, she read her thesis from the beginning and came to see it was not the masterpiece she had thought. She couldn’t tell why it wasn’t working but the more she read the more convinced she became that it could not be published; it was exhaustive, worthy, immense, but also plodding, circuitous, and in places, she was distressed to see, downright pedestrian. 

For years now Professor Stone had imagined herself travelling down a long road. To begin with the distance between herself and her destination was invigorating; the lack of gratification, the hardships of the journey merely highlighted the fact that she had not yet arrived. But with each year the situation became more critical. Now, quite suddenly, the destination looked as if it might be imminent, and she was not ready. To the world she had made great advances – there was even talk of ‘pre-’ and ‘post-Stonian’ readings after her first book – but the germ she had been looking for, the divine spark, had never materialised. Her work was insightful, controversial, sometimes brilliant; but never original, not in the larger sense. Now, on this rain-riddled afternoon, Professor Stone was alarmed to discover, in what alcoholics term ‘a moment of clarity’, that her lifelong search for something to say had ended in speechlessness. A voice said: shall I say I have gone through half-deserted streets? Was that Eliot? Yes. How strange it was to remember the old poem and all of Prufrock’s verbose pomposity; but the fear of death – the head brought in upon a platter – was the same. 

The fact was, the professor’s imagination had long been preoccupied – and why should she hide it? – with one reader in particular, a reader who presented himself whenever she sent a book into the world, delivered a lecture she was proud of, or a paper she was not. The reader had said he would be watching her. In a city filled with books he had sat in a room overlooking river meadows, with a view little changed since the days of Milton, and read aloud Wyatt and Herbert and Donne; he had locked her into a chamber filled with straw which it befell her to spin into gold – so she spun, at night mostly, and in the morning, when the sun lifted spider-legs over chilled quadrangles and others tumbled into lectures or Hall, crept into bed; so she learned to use words, to measure what was needed and trim the surplus, learned to arrange words pleasingly – and he was, on the whole, pleased, though the fabled gold had always eluded her. 

In darkest London Professor Stone began to think of the reader and of the city and of the room; the bells, the mornings, the evenings and afternoons; the ruins and façades and long, empty views that hadn’t changed for centuries and probably wouldn’t for centuries to come. In her bed at nightfall, in the hospital when sunshine illuminated the steel tree’s translucent fruit, in the back seat of rain-spattered taxis, the edges of things were lost in whiteness, the fabric of the present gave way and her hand passed through some gauzy membranous wall to a continuous, indivisible present. Returning was unbearable; she had not spun gold, he had not got to hear of it; she had turned out to be ordinary, her work too little – and now, it appeared, too late. 

Of her period of sickness two days stayed with the professor, the first an afternoon in hospital, dark shortly after four, the outside world enveloped in freezing mist, the inner smothered in fluorescent light and the dusty fumes of central heating. She was connected to her drip and before that had waited hours, during which she had been forced to engage in an activity she found even more enervating than chemotherapy itself; an activity inappropriately called ‘passing the time of day’ but one that she found made time go infinitely more slowly. During the course of her life, the professor had cultivated the ability to detach herself at will from her immediate surroundings. Now it seemed she could not get away from them. She was forced not only to talk to her fellow patients but look at them, look at faces hollow and pale, at elbows and knees protruding through jumpers and jeans; at shaven heads, stitched heads; faces, bodies and heads that probably in some ways, she admitted, now resembled her own. 

On that afternoon, when she was finally sitting in the treatment room, the nurse taking her blood pressure, other patients picking up magazines, talking to their companions or leaning back and closing their eyes, Professor Stone noticed something: the chair opposite her was empty. Each time she had visited the hospital before, the chair had been filled, though not very much, by a young woman with skin as grey as that of a cadaver. Professor Stone knew very little about her because, like herself, the woman apparently did not feel the need for chit-chat. She hadn’t spoken more than a few words, in fact, in all the time she had been there. 

This afternoon the room was unusually quiet. Professor Stone could hear her breath and the tinkling of the radiator and a fly at the windowpane. It was tired of battering the glass and resorted to the odd millisecond stab, its anger reduced to a caricature in the realms of the surreal and absurd. Professor Stone glanced again at the empty chair. It was green nylon, a recliner, with a large headrest and curved back, exactly the same as every other chair in the room, but the longer she gazed at it, the more certain she became that the quietness was emanating from there; she thought she could see it diffusing, like plumes of milk in water. As she listened, the muted snippets of conversation, the deranged fly at the windowpane, the turning of pages, the soft, shifting sounds made by the nylon skirts and stocking-ed legs of the nurses were muffled by the quiet. And then she saw that at some level everyone else was aware of it too. They gave themselves away by the angle of a head, the fidgeting of a foot, a page turned a little too quickly, the particular downward cast of their eyes. Professor Stone saw that the quiet had always been present and everyone had tried to ignore it. Before long, however, it would once more be incorporated into the stream of living moments, indistinguishable, a background hum. Today, owing to the empty chair, it was almost palpable. So, she thought. This is how it is. Death comes in ordinary clothes, is accepted by degrees, becomes another event. 

The second moment Professor Stone remembered clearly was on an afternoon even gloomier than the first, a Sunday towards the end of December. She was at home, too weak to sit up, the apparatus of living gathered around her, attempting to read Paradise Lost, thinking perhaps even now she would see a way out of the morass that was meant to be her opus. More importantly, she was trying to read, an activity that had until recently been as integral to her life as food, though was now a statement of will. She had balanced the book on her stomach with the help of a pillow, resting the tips of her fingers at the bottom of the page, and had read for more than half an hour when the nausea became too great for her to continue. She let the book fall back, turned on her side and saw a clump on her pillow. The hair looked violated, lying there against the cotton. Foetal, untimely ripp’d, a sickly vestige of human or animal rendered mute and expressionless in death. She didn’t know why shedding this last piece should move her, because what was one handful when the rest had gone? Indeed, being completely bald might be an improvement. But for a minute she could not get her breath. She glared at the ceiling, daring the tears to brim over. 

Presently her breathing became regular again. She repositioned the book and went back to reading, but Milton was being difficult and refused to stay where he was propped. She gave up balancing the book and attempted to read it flat, but her eyes ached too much. A wave of heat passed over her and she hurled the book to the floor. She regretted it immediately, lay still for a moment, then turned on her side and tried to reach. She hung there, half on and half off the bed, grains floating before her eyes, then clawed herself back on to the mattress. Her heart beat so hard she thought she would suffocate. She tried again, leaning further, pressing her face into the mattress, to no avail.

This time she did not immediately turn over, and when she did her face was wet. She lay staring at the ceiling for a few minutes, not conscious of anything. What happened next was unclear: she was shuttling backwards and at the same time absolutely still. Afterwards she thought she must have fallen asleep because she heard voices and saw people but no time seemed to have passed. Then she thought she must have fainted, but that didn’t explain how she could remember everything so clearly. Then she thought that for a moment she must have died. But there was no tunnel, no white light, no revelation, and the scene, far from heavenly, was very much of the earth. She was sitting at a kitchen table. 

The table was long and rough-hewn and she was busy with some task there of great importance but one that could better have been done standing, for it required leverage. The room was dark, perhaps medieval, and the walls whitewashed. Light fell from high windows. There were also children and a dog, and she was trying, in addition to finishing her task, to watch a baby, who was crawling under everyone’s feet. The noise was considerable and she felt her work would not be so onerous if only it could be done in silence. Then a figure appeared and drew up a chair beside her. 

His face was dark and shrouded in something she could not pull back. He smelt of rain. He was wearing an old jumper. His voice was familiar. He asked her what was wrong, and she told him, about the baby and the dog and the work she must do, whatever it was that was laid out on the table, but he didn’t seem to hear her because his face was blank. Then he put his arm around her neck and pulled her head on to his shoulder and everything became hazy. 

The figure held her as though she was a child. She could hear his breath and feel his face in her hair and tell how much he was enjoying it, breathing deeply and savouring the moment. She could feel the thinness of his body and the hardness of his skull and her hands slipped from the table and lay in her lap. After a while she was too tired to hold herself away any longer and let her head rest on his shoulder and it seemed completely natural, as if she had always done this or was always going to and was perhaps even a little tired of it. 

For a long time she was nowhere and everything was still. She couldn’t hear the children, or the dog; could feel nothing, except an unearthly heat where he touched her, where his hand cradled her head – this charge – so that when he pulled away, her hair rose up and she was on fire and could hardly bear it. 

In a little while he asked her if she felt any better and she nodded. In another he said, ‘Up to walking?’ and she nodded again, though the thought of moving grieved her. Then she remembered the work laid out on the table. 

‘Leave it,’ he said. 

‘I can’t,’ she said. ‘He needs me.’ And now she saw that she was holding the baby, who was crying. Then the dog jumped up, excited by the noise, and she sat down again. 

He pushed the dog away, gave the baby to someone else, and led her through a door low down in the wall by the fireplace. He shut it behind them and they heard the dog’s claws on the wood. He said: ‘You’re not going back. We’ll never get out.’ 

They were standing in a passage. One wall was made of glass and looked on to a garden. On the other there were hooks and an assortment of coats. The coats didn’t fit but he helped her into one, shrugging her arms into the sleeves and doing it up at the neck. He took an anorak that was too small at the shoulders and short in the sleeves, and she saw again his hands and studied the lines on his face, but his features eluded her. 

They went through a pointed doorway, which resembled that of a church. Wind buffeted them and rain stung their faces. The sky was so low they seemed to walk into it. 

They went along what appeared to be a cliff path and there were yew trees and dripping hedges and the remains of what might have been a graveyard. 

Then she was waking, coming through some element that shattered around her, feeling sick, feeling thirsty, feeling halved, like a house fallen into the sea. 

For the rest of the day Professor Stone caught glimpses of the figures, stopping on a street corner, entering the low doorway of a house, appearing in a room beneath eaves. They went on existing instead, in spite, because of her – she didn’t know. And it was strange, this awareness, as if she was patting her head and rubbing her stomach, closing her eyes in a moving vehicle and imagining she was still. 


The Poetics of Sound

Crossing the road from the hospital to Paddington Underground station, Professor Stone lingered on the kerb longer than usual: time had been returned to her and it would be foolish to spurn the gift. Sun winked in shop windows; cars looked sprucer than she remembered, pavements cleaner, people more friendly – she nodded to the man selling daffodils. The day was perfect and it was her own, had been wrapped and presented to her, and she smiled at the pleasing coincidence: the present, for once, being precisely where she found herself. It felt more like a resurrection than a remission; Lady Lazarus, that was who she was, albeit a bald one, though she did not hold with moribund female poets, particularly those who put their heads in gas ovens. Her wig itched and she adjusted it. The trials of the soldier returning to civilian life. But her hair would grow back, and the day was beautiful, ‘fresh as if issued to children on a beach’. That was Mrs Dalloway, written by another neurotic woman – not a poet but she might as well have been for all the structure her sentences possessed; Professor Stone would dearly have liked to teach Virginia Woolf a thing or two about semicolons. But Mrs Dalloway was a masterpiece, undoubtedly. It was funny how great works stuck in your mind. And she must have a collection the size of the British Library in her own: the mind that less than an hour ago she had believed to be the cause of her irrevocable decline. 

The train came with the sound of swords clashing and she settled herself between a nodding Indian and a woman in leopard-print leggings to ‘the sleepy rhythm of a hundred hours’. That was T. S. Eliot, Four Quartets, whose ‘Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock’ had come back to her only a few months before. Eliot was another great, though his status was a little more hotly contested than Woolf’s; there were no skeletons in Woolf’s closet but plenty in Eliot’s, and yet – what was it? He stayed with you. 

She had often tried to sum up the quality of greatness and after many years had come to think of it as memorability. ‘It’s as if we’ve heard it before,’ she would say to her students. ‘A poem is like a road. We set out not knowing where we’re going and remember once we arrive.’ It was the sound of words that elevated them, not their meaning. You could get all the meaning you wanted from a textbook, but a poem’s form was as important as its content and at the level of great art, form and content were one. If her students pressed her further, she would say that great poetry separated from itself was recognition – which must mean that at some level something inside us chimed with its greatness, a universal database of consciousness perhaps in which all things were ‘known’ to all people. It was anamnesis, Michelangelo’s account of love at first sight, ‘La dove io t’amai prima’, the shadow of the Argo passing over Neptune’s head; something felt; indubitably yet inexplicably true. 

She changed at Baker Street, got off at King’s Cross and ten minutes later was standing in the echoing foyer of the British Library. She had been spending her days here since finishing treatment, not well enough to be teaching but hungry to be in contact with humanity again in however small a way. Walking to the locker room she passed a man dragging his foot, a moment later a woman in a wheelchair, and was alarmed once again by the amount of readers who seemed to be in some state of physical or mental disrepair; oh, yes, it wasn’t just the physically disabled: she had twice seen someone talking to themselves, and once, outside the cafeteria, a man with a bandage on his neck, gesturing wildly in front of the bronze statue of Mr Punch. Was the life of the mind really bought at expense to the body? she wondered. Had her own brush with death been occasioned by such an imbalance? 

She deposited her belongings in a locker and pocketed the key. What had the doctor said? Visit a friend, go on holiday (she had always had a distinct aversion to holidays, even the two-day kind at the end of each week), take time out. What a strange expression! Out of where? Of itself? A voice said: ‘Time and the bell have buried the day’. And there, for the second time that morning, was Eliot.

She was breasting the top of an escalator a few minutes later on her way to the humanities room with a clear plastic bag, pencil and paper, when she stared, ran aground as the escalator steps disappeared into the marble, because there in front of her, leaning on an umbrella that was tightly rolled yet nevertheless tilted at a rakish angle, was Eliot – or at least a life-size cardboard replica of him. The bottom half of his body was turned slightly to the left but he was looking to the right, and he had the impish expression she had seen in photographs taken on the beach in New England when he was a child. Appearing just then, as he did at the top of the escalator, he had the air of an angel welcoming her to Heaven; or a demon, inviting her James Dean-style to Hell.

She was marvelling again at the number of poets Eliot had discovered when she saw, pasted to a piece of cardboard and looking rather dingy, a proof of ‘Burnt Norton’, the first poem of Eliot’s late masterpiece, Four Quartets. The Quartets had reappeared in Professor Stone’s life at odd moments ever since they had arrived thirty-five years ago wrapped in brown paper and smelling of tobacco. They had proved to be, in Eliot’s own words, ‘a familiar, compound ghost’. Inside the brown paper had been a letter:

As you know, I’m not a twentieth century expert but I do find Four Quartets strangely moving – as an amateur, you understand – and I thought you might too … Now these are meant as a gift … you’re not being tested any more, I’m just interested to see what you think.

She had been consumed with fear, spent weeks composing a reply, finally spun some rubbish about time and timelessness, then gone around for a good many years denying the poem meant anything to her at all. She gave up on it again now and moved to the last display cabinet. Inside there was a photocopy of a handwritten page dated 1943, an excerpt from an article Eliot had written called ‘The Music of Poetry’, Eliot contending that we read Milton for the sound rather than the sense. She thought it strange she had never read this essay, having read virtually everything on Milton that had been published. Then she understood: the paper was in the Hyland Bequest in the archive of King’s College, in the city where she herself had been an undergraduate. She had never known there was Eliot material there. He was talking about the cumulative effect a poem could have by means of sound and rhythm. ‘[T]he senses are used to convey something beyond sense,’ she read. ‘In reading Pericles I have a sense of the pervading smell of seaweed …’ 

Professor Stone frowned. Then she rummaged in her bag for paper and pencil and went back to the cabinet containing the extract of ‘Burnt Norton’. It was just an idea, it might be foolish but she had to try it out. She spread the paper on the glass and began scoring the lines, marking where the stress fell: 


/ /   _     _   /    /

 Time present and time past

       _      /     _    _   /   _   _     /     /   _

     Are both perhaps present in time future

        _       /     /  _     /  _    _     /    /

     And time future present in time past …



A few moments later she stopped. Her heart beat hard. There was a pattern; a faint one but a pattern nonetheless. 

She knew that marking prosody like this was considered old-fashioned now, though it was something Eliot himself would have prioritised. After all, he had proposed the theory of the ‘auditory imagination’, a theory which he defined as a feeling for syllable and rhythm penetrating below the conscious levels of thought. The idea that the musical qualities of verse possessed greater power than their verbal counterpart was an old one of course. Milton himself discussed it in ‘At a Solemn Music’ and ‘Ad Patrem’ where he spoke of ‘Voice and Verse’ as ‘harmonious Sisters’, capable in their ‘mixt power’ of endowing ‘dead things with inbreath’d sense’. He believed that a return to the Golden Age (classical Greece and the Garden of Eden) could be effected through reuniting the divergent arts of music and poetry. One was reminded of the Grand Unification Theory of physicists, she thought, which claimed it was possible to recover the instant of the Big Bang through the discovery of a particle that unified gravitation, electro-magnetism, and the strong and weak nuclear forces. 

Professor Stone believed that in general art forms degenerated when they attempted to emulate one another. Music could handle words rather well, as opera and even some types of popular music demonstrated, but words could not, on the whole, do music’s job. There were successful examples, most notably parallels between the symphony and the novel, Ulysses being the first that came to mind – but not many. She had always believed that the Quartets were an exception, however; that they really did manage, in places, to come close to the effect music produced on a listener. What now occurred to her for the first time was that this might have been the reason they had made her so uncomfortable when she had initially heard them, the reason they had felt strangely familiar. Could it even have been the reason she felt she had understood the poem but couldn’t explain what she understood? Could the music of the verse convey as much to a reader’s imagination as words’ literal meaning? she wondered. Could it convey more? A current flowing covertly, along the riverbed, along the sea floor; a pattern so subtle it might be missed completely, yet nonetheless shaped the movements above. 

She put down the pencil and stood very still. Would it be possible to address the musical components of verse as an independent field of enquiry? The music of the verse working in conjunction with, or perhaps contrary to, the meaning of the words? Prosody had been studied for years but not with this intention, not as a language in itself. If she wasn’t mistaken, it was nothing short of a whole new field of critical reference, an alternative template with which to evaluate poetry – possibly prose too. And wasn’t that how poetry had begun? she thought. Not with a printing press or marks on a page but a succession of fleeting vibrations, through matter and air, flesh and blood? Declaimed aloud, endowed with rhythm and rhyme in order to be remembered? Was this what she had been looking for? The germ that would fructify? The promised seed? Not words but music – a poetics not of difference but of sound. 

Her hands were trembling. It would be difficult; it might be impossible. She looked again at the paper. The starting point would be the Quartets and Eliot’s ideas about the auditory imagination. That would be the template with which to evaluate other poems. She glanced again at the paper on Milton. It had been written at the time Eliot was composing the Quartets, not many years after he had evolved his idea of the ‘auditory imagination’. She would have to see it. But that would mean returning to the city of books, a city she hadn’t revisited for more than thirty years, the city where the reader dwelled who had said he would be watching her. It wouldn’t take more than a week to inspect the paper – if she went. She would tell him that that was why she had come back; she would state it clearly in her letter to him, was already imagining how it would go. He would have to be notified: it wouldn’t do to bump into him by accident; no, they would meet; it would be unavoidable – peculiar if they didn’t after knowing one another all those years ago. She would stress that it was purely coincidental that her research had happened to bring her back, that it would be pleasant to meet if he was not occupied; indeed, she would value his feedback on the project; that he might be pleased to know she was finally bringing herself to write about the poem he had sent her, but she understood if he was busy. He must not feel obligated. If she got a reply, all well and good, if not it didn’t matter. Perhaps she could not, after all, expect someone she had known thirty years before to remember her. But she hoped he would because then she could present it to him, her masterwork; and he would see that the wait had been worth it, that his hunch had been good. 

She forgot about the humanities room, was on her way back to the lockers – and wasn’t a trip to the country exactly what the doctor had ordered? Hadn’t he suggested visiting an old friend? And what was Professor Hunt, after all, if not a very old friend? Though perhaps ‘friend’ wasn’t quite the right word – words were such awkward commodities. ‘Acquaintance’, then. She wiggled the key frantically in the locker then realised it was open. The door clattered backwards and she retrieved her bag and mackintosh. Her hands trembled as she belted it – and no wonder. What a day it had been! The revelations of the morning eclipsed by the discoveries of the afternoon. 
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