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FOR MY GRANDMOTHER, HALINA







   

‘Brothers,’ I said, ‘O you who, having crossed


a hundred thousand dangers, reach the west


to this brief waking time that is left


unto your senses, you must not deny


experience of that which lies beyond


the sun, and all the world that is unpeopled.’


Dante, Inferno, Canto XXVI


Music, to create harmony, must investigate discord.


Plutarch
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In the fleeting seconds of final memory the images that will become Burma are the sun and a woman’s parasol. He has wondered which visions would remain – the Salween’s coursing coffee flow after a storm, the pre-dawn palisades of fishing nets, the glow of ground turmeric, the weep of jungle vines. For months the images trembled in the back of his eyes, at times flaming and fading away like candles, at times fighting to be seen, thrust forward like the goods of jostling bazaar merchants. Or at times simply passing, blurred freight wagons in a travelling circus, each one a story that challenged credibility, not for any fault of plot, but because nature could not permit such a condensation of colour without theft and vacuum in the remaining parts of the world.


Yet above these visions the sun rises searing, pouring over them like gleaming white paint. The Bedin-saya, who interpret dreams in shaded, scented corners of the markets, told him a tale that the sun which rose in Burma was different from the sun which rose in the rest of the world. He only needed to look at the sky to know this. To see how it washed the roads, filling the cracks and shadows, destroying perspective and texture. To see how it burned, flickered, flamed, the edge of the horizon like a daguerreotype on fire, over-exposed and edges curling. How it turned liquid the sky, the banyan trees, the thick air, his breath, throat and his blood. How the mirages invaded from distant roads to twist his hands. How his skin peeled and cracked.


Now this sun hangs above a dry road. Beneath it a lone woman walks under a parasol, her thin cotton dress trembling in the breeze, her bare feet carrying her away towards the edge of perception. He watches her, how she approaches the sun alone. He thinks of calling out to her, but he cannot speak.


The woman walks into a mirage, into the ghost reflection of light and water that the Burmese call than hlat. Around her the air wavers, splitting her body, separating, spinning. And then she too disappears. Now only the sun and the parasol remain.



   





 


 


 


War Office


London


24 October 1886


Dear Mr Drake,


I have been informed by our staff that you have received our Office’s request for service in the name of Her Majesty, but have not yet been notified as to the nature of your mission. This letter serves to explain the specifics and urgency of a most serious matter, and requests that you report to the War Office, where you will be further briefed by Colonel Killian, Director of Operations for the Burma Division, as well as myself.


A brief history of this matter. As you are most likely aware, since our occupation of the coastal states of Burma sixty years ago, through the recent annexation of Mandalay and Upper Burma, Her Majesty has seen the occupation and pacification of the territory as central to the security of our Empire throughout Asia. Despite our military victories, several developments seriously endanger our Burmese possessions. Recent intelligence reports have confirmed the consolidation of French forces along the Mekong River in Indo-China, while within Burma local insurgence threatens our hold on the remoter regions of the country.


In 1869, during the reign of the Burmese King Mindon Min, we stationed in Burma a physician named Surgeon-Major Anthony Carroll, a graduate of University College Hospital in London, who, in 1873, was appointed to a remote post in the Shan States, in the eastern reaches of the colony. Since his arrival, Surgeon-Major Carroll has been indispensable to the army, well beyond his immediate medical duties. He has made remarkable progress in forming alliances with native princes and, although distant from our command, his site provides critical access to the southern Shan Plateau, and rapid deployment of troops to the Siamese border. The details of Carroll’s success are rather unusual, and you will be duly briefed when you report to the War Office. Of concern to the Crown now is a most peculiar note received from the Surgeon-Major last month, the latest in a series of somewhat vexing communications regarding his interest in a piano.


The source of our concern is as follows: although we are accustomed to receiving unusual requests from the Surgeon-Major with regard to his medical investigations, we were perplexed by a letter which arrived last December, requesting the immediate purchase and delivery of one Erard grand piano. At first, our officers in Mandalay were sceptical about the enquiry, until a second message arrived by courier two days later insisting on the seriousness of the demand, as if Carroll had correctly anticipated the incredulity of our staff. Our reply, that the delivery of a grand piano was logistically impossible, was answered by the arrival of yet another breathless messenger one week later. He brought a simple note, whose contents merit reprinting in full:




Gentlemen, With all due respect to your Office, I hereby resubmit my request for a piano. I know the importance of my post to the security of this region. Lest the urgency of my request again be misunderstood, be assured that I will resign my post if the piano is not delivered to me within three months. I am well aware that my rank and years of service entitle me to honourable discharge and full benefits, should I return to England.


Surgeon-Major Anthony J. Carroll,
Mae Lwin, Shan States







As you might imagine, this letter precipitated serious consternation among our staff. The Surgeon-Major had been a flawless servant of the Crown; his record was exemplary, yet he understood well our dependence on him and his alliances with the local princes, as well as how critical such alliances are for any European power. After some debate, we approved his request and an 1840 Erard grand piano was shipped from England in January, arriving in Mandalay in early February, and being transported to the site by elephant and on foot by Carroll himself. Although the entire escapade was the source of considerable frustration for some of our staff in Burma, nevertheless it was a successful mission. In the following months, Carroll continued his fine service, making excellent progress in surveying supply routes through the Shan Plateau. Then last month we received another request. The humidity, it appears, has stretched the body of the Erard such that it is no longer in tune, and all local attempts to mend the instrument have failed.


And thus we arrive at the intent of this correspondence. In his letter Carroll specifically requested a tuner who specializes in Erard grands. While at first we replied that perhaps there was some easier means by which the piano could be repaired, the Surgeon-Major remained adamant. At last we agreed, and a survey of London piano tuners has produced a list of several fine craftsmen. As you must know, most of the practitioners of your craft are quite advanced in age and not fit for difficult travel. A more detailed enquiry led us to the names of yourself and Mr Claude Hastings of Poultry, in the City. As you are listed as an expert in Erard pianos, we felt it appropriate to solicit your services. Should you refuse our request, we will proceed to contact Mr Hastings. The Crown is prepared to reimburse you with a fee equivalent to one year’s work for service of three months.


Mr Drake, your skills and experience commend you for this mission of extreme importance. We would request that you contact our office as soon as possible to discuss this matter.


Respectfully yours,


Colonel George Fitzgerald,


Assistant Director of Military Operations,


Burma and East India Division





It was late afternoon. Sunlight streaked through a small window to light a room filled with the frames of pianos. Edgar Drake, Piano Tuner, Erards-a-Speciality, put the letter down on his desk. An 1840 grand is beautiful, he thought, and he folded the letter gently and slid it into his coat pocket. And Burma is far.









BOOK ONE
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fugue [from French fugue, an adaptation of the Italian fuga, literally ‘flight’; from the Latin fuga, related to fugere to flee.]


1. A polyphonic composition constructed on one or more short subjects or themes, which are harmonized according to the laws of counterpoint, and introduced from time to time with various contrapuntal devices.


2. Psychiatry. A flight from one’s own identity . . .


The Oxford English Dictionary, 2nd edn (1989)












ONE
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IT WAS AFTERNOON in the office of Colonel Killian, Director of Operations for the Burma Division of the British army. Edgar Drake sat by a pair of dark, rattling heating pipes and stared out of the window, watching the sweep of rain. Across the room sat the Colonel, a broad, sunburnt man with a shock of red hair and a thick moustache, which fanned out in combed symmetry, underlining a fierce pair of green eyes. Behind his desk hung a long Bantu lance and a painted shield, which still bore the scars of battle. He wore a scarlet uniform, edged with braid of black mohair. Edgar Drake would remember this, for the braid reminded him of a tiger’s stripes, and the scarlet made the green eyes greener.


Several minutes had passed since the Colonel had entered the room, drawn up a chair behind a deeply polished mahogany desk and begun to thumb through a stack of papers. At last he looked up. From behind the moustache came a stentorian baritone. ‘Thank you for waiting, Mr Drake. I had a matter of urgency to attend to.’


The piano tuner turned from the window. ‘Of course, Colonel.’ He fingered the hat in his lap.


‘If you don’t mind, we will begin at once with the matter at hand.’ The Colonel leaned forward. ‘Again, welcome to the War Office. I imagine this is your first visit here.’ He did not leave time for the piano tuner to respond. ‘On behalf of my staff and superiors, I appreciate your attention to what we consider a most serious matter. We have prepared a briefing regarding the background to this affair. If you agree, I think it would be most expedient if I summarize it for you first. We can discuss any questions you may have when you know the details.’ He rested his hand on a stack of papers.


‘Thank you, Colonel,’ replied the tuner quietly. ‘I must admit that I was intrigued by your request. It is most unusual.’


Across the table the moustache wavered. ‘Most unusual indeed, Mr Drake. We do have much to discuss of this matter. If you haven’t recognized it by now, this commission is as much about a man as it is about a piano. So I will begin with Surgeon-Major Carroll himself.’


The piano tuner nodded.


The moustache wavered again. ‘Mr Drake, I will not bother you with the details of Carroll’s youth. Actually, his background is somewhat mysterious, and we know little. He was born in 1833, of Irish stock, the son of Mr Thomas Carroll, a teacher of Greek poetry and prose at a boarding school in Oxfordshire. Although his family was never wealthy, his father’s interest in education must have been passed on to his son, who excelled at school, and left home to pursue medicine at University College Hospital in London. Upon graduation, rather than open a private surgery as most were inclined to do, he applied for a position at a provincial hospital for the poor. As earlier, we have few records for Carroll at this time, we only know that he remained in the provinces for five years. During this time he married a local girl. The marriage was short-lived. His wife died in childbirth, along with their child, and Carroll never remarried.’


The Colonel cleared his throat, picked up another document, and continued. ‘Following his wife’s death, Carroll returned to London, where he applied for a position as a physician at the Asylum for the Ragged Poor in the East End during the cholera outbreaks. He held this post for only two years. In 1863 he secured a commission as a surgeon on the army medical staff.


‘It is here, Mr Drake, that our history becomes more complete. Carroll was appointed as a doctor to the 28th Foot in Bristol, but applied for a transfer to serve in the colonies only four months after his enlistment. The application was accepted immediately and he was appointed deputy director of the military hospital in Saharanpur in India. There he gained an early reputation not only as a fine physician but also as somewhat of an adventurer. He frequently accompanied expeditions into the Punjab and Kashmir, missions which put him in danger from local tribes as well as Russian agents, a problem which persists as the Tsar tries to match our territorial gains. There he also earned a reputation as a man of letters, although nothing that would suggest the, well, let us say, fervour that led him to request a piano. Several superiors reported him shirking rounds and observed him reading poetry in the hospital gardens. This practice was tolerated, albeit grudgingly, after Carroll apparently recited a poem by Shelley – “Ozymandias”, I believe – to a local chieftain who was being treated at the hospital. The man, who had already signed a treaty of cooperation, but had refused to commit any troops, returned to the hospital a week after his convalescence, and asked to see Carroll, not the military officer. He brought with him a force of three hundred, “to serve the ‘Poet-Soldier”’ – his words, not ours, Mr Drake.’


The Colonel looked up. He thought he saw a slight smile on the piano tuner’s face. ‘Remarkable story, I know.’


‘It is a powerful poem.’


‘It is, although I admit the episode was perhaps somewhat unfortunate.’


‘Unfortunate?’


‘We are getting ahead of ourselves, Mr Drake, but I am of the mind that this matter with the Erard has something to do with the “soldier” attempting to become more of a “poet”. The piano – and, granted, this is just my opinion – represents a – how best to put this? – an illogical extension of such a strategy. If Doctor Carroll truly believes that bringing music to such a place will hasten peace, I only hope he brings enough riflemen to defend it.’ The piano tuner said nothing and the Colonel shifted slightly in his seat. ‘You would agree, Mr Drake, that to impress a local noble with recitation and rhyme is one thing, to request a grand piano be sent to the most remote of our forts is quite another?’


‘I know little of military matters,’ said Edgar Drake.


The Colonel looked at him briefly before returning to the papers. This was not the kind of person ready for the climate and challenges of Burma, he thought. A tall, thin man with thick, greying hair which hung loosely above a pair of wire-rimmed glasses, the piano tuner looked more like a schoolteacher than someone capable of bearing any military responsibility. He seemed old for his forty-one years; his eyebrows were dark, his cheeks lined with soft whiskers. His light-coloured eyes wrinkled at their corners, although not, the Colonel noted, in the manner of someone who had spent a lifetime smiling. He was wearing a corduroy jacket, a bow tie and worn wool trousers. It all would have conveyed a feeling of sadness, the Colonel thought, were it not for his lips, unusually full for an Englishman, which rested in a position between bemusement and faint surprise and lent him a softness which unnerved the Colonel. He also noticed the piano tuner’s hands, which he massaged incessantly, their wrists lost in the cavities of his sleeves. They were not the type of hands to which the Colonel was accustomed, too delicate for a man’s, yet when they had greeted each other, the Colonel had felt a roughness and strength, as if they were moved by wires beneath the callused skin.


He looked back to the papers and continued. ‘So Carroll remained in Saharanpur for five years. During this time he served on no fewer than seventeen missions, passing more time in the field than at his post.’ He began to thumb through the reports on the missions the Doctor had accompanied, reading out their names. September 1866 – Survey for a Rail Route along the Upper Sutlej River. December – Mapping Expedition of the Corps of Water Engineers in the Punjab. February 1867 – Report on Childbirth and Obstetric Diseases in Eastern Afghanistan. May – Veterinary Infections of Herd Animals in the Mountains of Kashmir and Their Risk to Humans. September – the Royal Society’s Highland Survey of Flora in Sikkim. He seemed compelled to name them all, and did so without taking breath, so that the veins on his neck swelled to resemble the very mountains of Kashmir – or so thought Edgar Drake, who had never been there or studied its geography, but who, by this point, was growing impatient with the notable absence of a piano from the story.


‘In late 1868,’ the Colonel continued, ‘the deputy director of our military hospital in Rangoon, then the only major hospital in Burma, died suddenly of dysentery. To replace him the Medical Director in Calcutta recommended Carroll, who arrived in Rangoon in February 1869. He served there for three years, and since his work was mainly medical we have few reports on his activities. All the evidence suggests he was occupied with his responsibilities at the hospital.’


The Colonel slid a folder forward on the desk. ‘This is a photograph of Carroll in Bengal.’ Edgar waited briefly, and then, realizing he should rise to accept it, leaned forward, dropping his hat on the floor in the process. ‘Sorry,’ he muttered, grabbing the hat, then the folder, and returning to his chair. He opened the folder on his lap. Inside was a photo, upside-down. He rotated it gingerly. It showed a tall, confident man with a dark moustache and finely combed hair, dressed in khaki, standing over the bed of a patient, a darker man, perhaps an Indian. In the background there were other beds, other patients. A hospital, thought the tuner, and returned his eyes to the face of the Doctor. He could read little from the man’s expression. His face was blurred, although strangely all the patients were in focus, as if the Doctor was in a state of constant animation. He stared, trying to match the man to the story he was hearing, but the photo revealed little. He rose and returned it to the Colonel’s desk.


‘In 1871 Carroll requested to be moved to a more remote station in central Burma. The request was approved, as this was a period of intensifying Burmese activity in the Irrawaddy River valley south of Mandalay. In his new post, as in India, Carroll busied himself with frequent surveying expeditions, often into the southern Shan Hills. Although it is not known exactly how – given his many responsibilities – Carroll apparently found the time to acquire near fluency in the Shan language. Some have suggested that he studied with a local monk, others that he learned from a mistress.


‘Monks or mistresses, in 1873 we received the disastrous news that the Burmese, after decades of flirtation, had signed a commercial treaty with France. You may know this history; it was covered quite extensively in the newspapers. Although French troops were still in Indo-China, and had not advanced past the Mekong, this was obviously an extremely dangerous precedent for further Franco-Burmese cooperation and an open threat to India. We immediately began rapid preparations to occupy the states of Upper Burma. Many of the Shan princes had shown long-standing antagonism to the Burmese throne, and . . .’. The Colonel trailed off, out of breath from the soliloquy, and saw the piano tuner staring out the window. ‘Mr Drake, are you listening?’


Edgar turned back, embarrassed. ‘Yes . . . yes, of course.’


‘Well, then, I will continue.’ The Colonel looked back at his papers.


Across the desk, the tuner spoke tentatively. ‘Actually, with due respect, Colonel, it is a most complex and interesting story, but I must confess that I don’t yet understand exactly why you need my expertise . . . I know that you are accustomed to give briefings in this manner, but may I trouble you with a question?’


‘Yes, Mr Drake?’


‘Well . . . to be honest, I am waiting to hear what is wrong with the piano.’


‘I’m sorry?’


‘The piano. I was contacted because I am being hired to tune a piano. This meeting is comprehensive with regards to the man, but I don’t believe that he is my commission.’


The Colonel’s face grew red. ‘As I stated at the beginning, Mr Drake, I do believe that this background is important.’


‘I agree, sir, but I don’t know what is wrong with the piano or even whether or not I can mend it. I hope you understand.’


‘Yes, yes. Of course I understand.’ The muscles in his jaw tensed. He was ready to talk about the withdrawal of the Resident from Mandalay in 1879, and the Battle of Myingyan, and the siege of the Maymyo garrison, one of his favourite stories. He waited.


Edgar stared down at his hands. ‘I apologize, please, please, do continue,’ he said. ‘But I must leave soon, since it is quite a long walk to my home, and my interest is mostly in the Erard grand.’ Despite feeling intimidated by the Colonel, he secretly savoured this brief interruption. He had always disliked military men, and had begun to like this Carroll character more and more. In truth, he did want to hear the details of the story, but it was almost night, and the Colonel showed no sign of stopping.


The Colonel turned back to the papers, ‘Very well, Mr Drake, I will make this brief. By 1874 we had begun to establish a handful of secret outposts in the Shan territories, one near Hsipaw, another near Taunggyi, and another – this the most remote – in a small village called Mae Lwin, on the bank of the Salween River. You won’t find Mae Lwin on any maps, and until you accept the commission, I can’t tell you where it is. There we sent Carroll.’


The room was getting dark and the Colonel lit a small lamp on the desk. The light flickered, casting the shadow of his moustache across his cheekbones. He studied the piano tuner again. He looks impatient, he thought, and took a deep breath. ‘Mr Drake, so as not to detain you much further, I will spare you the details of Carroll’s twelve years in Mae Lwin. Should you accept the commission, we can talk further, and I can provide you with military reports. Unless, of course, you would like to hear them now.’


‘I would like to hear about the piano, if you don’t mind.’


‘Yes, yes, of course, the piano.’ He sighed. ‘What would you like to know? I believe you have been informed of most of the details of this matter in the letter from Colonel Fitzgerald.’


‘Yes, Carroll requested a piano. The army purchased an 1840 Erard grand and shipped it to him. Would you mind telling me more of that story?’


‘I can’t really. Other than hoping to repeat the success he found in reciting Shelley, we can’t understand why he would want a piano.’


‘Why?’ The piano tuner laughed, a deep sound that came unexpectedly from the thin frame. ‘How many times I have asked myself the same question about my other clients. Why would a society matron who doesn’t know Handel from Haydn purchase an 1820 Broadwood, and request that it be tuned weekly, even though it has never been played? Or how to explain the County Justice who has his instrument revoiced once every two months – which I might add, although entirely unnecessary, is wonderful for my affairs – yet this same man refuses an entertainment licence for the annual public piano competition? You will excuse me, but Doctor Carroll doesn’t seem so bizarre. Have you ever heard, sir, Bach’s Inventions?’


The Colonel stuttered, ‘I think so . . . I’m certain I must have, but – no offence is intended, Mr Drake – I do not see how that has anything to do with . . .’


‘The thought of living for eight years in the jungle without Bach’s music is horrid to me.’ Edgar paused and then added, ‘It sounds most beautiful on an 1840 Erard.’


‘That may be, but our soldiers are still fighting.’


Edgar took a deep breath. He could suddenly feel his heart beating faster. ‘I apologize. I do not intend my remarks to seem presumptuous. In fact, every minute of your history makes me more interested. But I am confused. If you so disapprove of our pianist, Colonel, then why am I here? You are a very important person; it is rare for someone of your rank to spend several hours interviewing a civilian, even I know this. I also know that the War Office must have invested a tremendous sum in shipping the piano to Burma, let alone purchasing it. And you have offered to pay me generously, well, fairly in my opinion, but, from an objective perspective, generously. Yet you seem to disapprove of my commission.’


The Colonel leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms over his chest. ‘Very well. It is important that we discuss this. I am open in my disapproval, but please do not confuse that with disrespect. The Surgeon-Major is an extremely effective soldier, an unusual person perhaps, but he is irreplaceable. There are some, very high within this office, who have a great interest in his work.’


‘But not yourself.’


‘Let’s just say that there are men who lose themselves in the rhetoric of our imperial destiny, that we conquer not to gain land and wealth, but to spread culture and civilization. I will not deny them this, but it is not the duty of the War Office.’


‘And yet you support him?’


The Colonel paused. ‘If I speak bluntly, Mr Drake, it is because it is important that you understand the position of the War Office. The Shan States are lawless. Except Mae Lwin. Carroll has accomplished more than several battalions. He is indispensable and he commands one of the most dangerous and important posts in our colonies. The Shan States are essential to securing our eastern frontier; without them we risk invasion, French or even Siamese. If a piano is the concession we must make to keep him at his post, then it is a small cost. But his post is a military post, not a music salon. It is our hope that when the piano is tuned he will return to his work. It is important that you understand this, that you understand that we, not the Surgeon-Major, are hiring you. His ideas can be . . . seductive.’


You don’t trust him, thought Edgar. ‘Just a concession, then, like cigarettes,’ he said.


‘No, this is different. I think you understand.’


‘So I should not try to argue that it is because of the piano that he is indispensable?’


‘We will know when it is tuned, won’t we, Mr Drake?’


And at his words the piano tuner smiled. ‘Perhaps we will.’


The Colonel sat forward. ‘Do you have any other questions?’


‘Only one.’


‘Yes, what is it?’


Edgar looked down at his hands. ‘I am sorry, Colonel, but what exactly is wrong with the piano?’


The Colonel stared. ‘I think we have discussed this.’


The tuner took a deep breath. ‘With all due respect, sir, we discussed what you thought wrong with a piano. But I need to know what is wrong with this piano, with the 1840 Erard that sits somewhere in a jungle far away, where you are asking me to go. Your office has told me little about the piano besides the fact that it is out of tune, which, I might add, is due to the swelling of the soundboard, not the body as you mentioned in your letter. Of course, I am amazed that you did not anticipate this, the piano going out of tune. Humidity works horrors.’


‘Again, Mr Drake, we were doing this for Carroll. You will have to make such philosophical enquiries of the man himself.’


‘Well, then may I ask what it is that I need to mend?’


The Colonel coughed. ‘Such details were not provided to us.’


‘He must have written about the piano somewhere.’


‘We have only one note, strange and uncharacteristically short for the Doctor, usually a man of eloquence, which made us somewhat sceptical about the request until it was followed by his threat to resign.’


‘May I read it?’


The Colonel hesitated and then passed a small brown piece of paper to the piano tuner. ‘It is Shan paper,’ the Colonel said. ‘Supposedly the tribe is famous for it. This is odd because the Surgeon-Major has never used it for any other correspondence.’ The paper was soft, a handmade matte with visible fibres, now stained with a dark ink.




Gentlemen, the Erard Grand can no longer be played, and must be tuned and repaired, a task which I have attempted but failed in. A piano tuner who specializes in Erards is needed urgently in Mae Lwin. I trust that this should not be difficult. It is much easier to deliver a man than a piano.


Surgeon-Major Anthony J. Carroll, Mae Lwin, Shan States





Edgar looked up. ‘These are spare words to justify sending a man to the other side of the world.’


‘Mr Drake,’ said the Colonel, ‘your reputation as a tuner of Erard grands is well known by those in London who concern themselves with music. We anticipate the duration of the trip to be no longer than three months from when you leave to when you return to England. As you know, you will be rewarded well.’


‘And I must go alone.’


‘Your wife will be well provided for here.’


The piano tuner sat back in his chair.


‘Do you have any more questions?’


‘No, I think I understand,’ he said softly, as if speaking only to himself.


The Colonel set the papers down and leaned forward in his seat. ‘Will you go to Mae Lwin?’


Edgar Drake turned back to the window. It was dusk, and wind played with the falling water, intricate crescendos and diminuendos of rain. I decided long before I came here, he thought.


He turned to the Colonel and nodded.


[image: image missing]


They shook hands. Killian insisted on taking the piano tuner to Colonel Fitzgerald’s office, where he reported the news. Then more words, but Edgar was no longer listening. He felt as if he were in a dream, the reality of the decision still floating above him. He felt himself repeating the nod, as if doing so would make real his decision, would reconcile the insignificance of that movement with the significance of what it meant.


There were papers to sign and dates to be set and copies of documents to be ordered for his ‘further perusal’. Doctor Carroll, explained Killian, had requested that the War Office provide a long list of background reading for the tuner: histories, studies of anthropology, geology, natural history. ‘I wouldn’t worry yourself too much with all of this, but the Doctor did ask that we provide it for you,’ he said. ‘I think I have told you all you really need to know.’


As he left, a line from Carroll’s letter followed him, like a faint trail of cigarette smoke from a salon performance. It is much easier to deliver a man than a piano. He thought he would like this Doctor, it was not often that one found such poetic words in the letters of military men. And Edgar Drake had great respect for those who find song in responsibility.









TWO
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HEAVY FOG DRIFTED along Pall Mall as Edgar left the War Office. He followed a pair of torch boys through mist so thick that the children, swathed in heavy rags, seemed disembodied from the hands that held the dancing lights. ‘Do you want a cab, sir?’ one of the boys asked. ‘Yes, to Fitzroy Square, please,’ he said, but then changed his mind. ‘Take me to the Embankment.’


They walked through the crowds, through the stern and marbled corridors of Whitehall and then out again, through a jumble of carriages filled with black coats and top hats, and sprinkled with patrician accents and the smoke of cigars. ‘There is a dinner at one of the clubs tonight, sir,’ confided one of the boys and Edgar nodded. In the buildings around them tall windows gave onto walls of oil paintings, lit by high-ceilinged chandeliers. He knew some of the clubs, he had tuned a Pleyel at Boodle’s three years ago, and an Erard at Brooks’s, a beautiful, inlaid piece from the Paris workshop.


They passed a crowd of well-dressed men and women, their faces ruddy from the cold and brandy, the men laughing beneath dark moustaches, the women squeezed in the embrace of whale-bone corsets, lifting the hems of their dresses above a road glistening with rain and horse dung. An empty carriage waited for them on the other side of the street, an elderly turbaned Indian already at the door. Edgar turned. Perhaps he has seen what I will, he thought, and had to suppress the desire to speak to him. Around him, the crowd of men and women parted, and losing the light of the torch boys he stumbled. ‘Watch where you are going, my dear chap!’ roared one of the men, and one of the women, ‘These drunks.’ The crowd laughed and Edgar could see the old Indian’s eyes light up, only modesty keeping him from sharing this joke with his fares.


The boys were waiting by the low wall that ran along the Embankment. ‘Where to, sir?’ ‘This is fine, thank you,’ and he flipped them a coin. Both boys jumped for it, dropped it, and it bounced on the irregularity of the road and down a grating. The boys fell to their knees. ‘Here you, hold the torches, No, then you will take it, you never share, You never share, this is mine, I talked to him . . .’ Embarrassed, Edgar fished two new coins from his pockets, ‘Here. I am sorry, take these.’ He walked off. The boys remained arguing by the grating. Soon only the light of their torches was visible. He stopped and looked out at the Thames.


Below, sounds of movement came from the river. Watermen maybe, he thought, and he wondered where they were going to or coming from. He thought of another river, distant, even its name new, pronounced as if a third syllable lay between the ‘l’ and the ‘w’, soft and hidden. Salween. He whispered it, and then, embarrassed, turned quickly to see if he was alone. He listened to the sound of the men and the splash of waves against the Embankment. The fog thinned over the river. There was no moon, and it was only by the light of lanterns swinging from the tugboats that he could see the vague line of the shore, the vast, heavy architecture that crowded the river. Like animals at a waterhole, he thought, and he liked the comparison, I must tell Katherine. He then thought, I am late.


He walked along the Embankment, past a group of tramps, three men in rags huddled around a small fire. They watched him as he went by, and he nodded at them, awkwardly. One of the men looked up and smiled, a broad mouth full of broken teeth. He muttered to himself, a Cockney voice heavy with whisky. The other men were silent and turned back to the fire.


He crossed the street and left the river, squeezing through swarms of people gathered outside the Metropole, following Northumberland Avenue to Trafalgar Square, where masses shifted around carriages and omnibuses, where policemen tried to move the crowds in vain, where conductors hollered for fares, where whips snapped and horses shat, where signs rose shouting




SWANBILL CORSETS FOR THE THIRD TYPE OF FIGURE


CIGARS DE JOY


One of these cigarettes gives immediate relief in the worst attack of


ASTHMA, COUGH, BRONCHITIS and SHORTNESS OF BREATH


HOP BITTERS HOP BITTERS


This Christmas Day, when church bells chime,


Give yourself the gift of time


ROBINSON’s Quality Watches





Beneath the glow of the fountains around Nelson’s Column, he stopped to watch an organ grinder, an Italian with a screeching monkey in a Napoleon hat, which hopped around the barrel organ, waving its arms while its master turned the crank. Around it, a group of children were clapping, torch boys and chimney sweeps, rag collectors and the children of costermongers. A policeman approached, his baton swinging. ‘Get home now, all of you, get that filthy animal out of here. Play your music in Lambeth, this is a place for gentlemen.’ The group moved away slowly, protesting. Edgar turned. Another monkey, giant and grinning, groomed itself in a jewelled mirror, BROOKE’S SOAP MONKEY BRAND: THE MISSING LINK IN HOUSEHOLD CLEANLINESS. The billboard rolled past on the side of an omnibus. The busboy hollered for fares, Fitzroy Square, Hurry for Fitzroy Square. That is home, thought Edgar Drake and he watched the omnibus pass.


He left Trafalgar Square and pushed his way through the darkening swirl of merchants and carriages, following Cockspur Street as it funnelled into the din of Haymarket, hands deep in his jacket now, regretting he hadn’t taken the omnibus. At the top of the street the buildings drew closer and darker as he entered the Narrows.


He walked, not knowing exactly where he was, but only the general direction of his movement, past dark brick houses and fading painted terraces, past scattered bundled figures hurrying home, past shadow and shade and glints of light in the thin puddles that ran in veins between the cobbles, past weeping mansard rooftops and then the rare scattered lantern, perched and flickering, casting shadows of cobwebs in distorted magnification. He walked and then it was dark again and the streets narrowed, and he brought his shoulders closer. He did this because it was cold and because the buildings did the same.


The Narrows opened onto Oxford Street and the walk became lit and familiar. He passed the Oxford Music Hall, and turned onto Newman, Cleveland, Howland Streets, one, two blocks, then right, into a smaller lane, so small that it had been missed, much to the chagrin of its residents, by London’s most recent map.


Number 14 Franklin Mews was the fourth in the terrace, a brick house virtually identical to those of Mr Lillypenny, the flowerseller, who lived at Number 12, and Mr Bennett-Edwards, the upholsterer, at Number 16, each home sharing a common wall and brick facade. The entrance to the house was at street level. Beyond an iron gate, a short path spanned an open space between pavement and the front door, down which a set of iron stairs descended to the basement, where Edgar kept his workshop. Flowerpots hung from the fence and outside the windows. Some held fading chrysanthemums, still blooming in the cold of autumn. Others were empty, half filled with soil, now dusted with mist that reflected the flicker of the lantern outside the door. Katherine must have left it burning, he thought.


At the door he fumbled with the keys, deliberate now in his attempt to delay his entry. He looked back out at the street. It was dark. The conversation at the War Office seemed distant, like a dream, and for a brief moment he thought that maybe it too would fade like a dream, that he couldn’t tell Katherine, not yet, while he doubted its reality. He felt his head jerk involuntarily, the nod again, The nod is all I have brought from the meeting.


He opened the door and found Katherine waiting in the parlour, reading a newspaper by the soft glow of a single lamp. It was cold in the room and she wore a thin shawl of embroidered white wool over her shoulders. He closed the door softly, and stopped and hung his hat and jacket on the coatstand, saying nothing. There was no need to announce his late arrival with a fanfare, he thought, Better to slip in silently, Maybe then I can convince her I have been here some time already, although he knew he couldn’t, just as he knew that she was no longer reading.


Across the room Katherine continued to stare at the newspaper in her hands. It was the Illustrated London News, and later she would tell him that she was reading ‘Reception at the Metropole’, where the music of a new piano was described, although not its make and certainly not its tuner. For another minute she continued to flip through the journal. She said nothing, she was a woman of impeccable composure and this was how best to deal with tardy husbands. Many of her friends were different. You are too easy with him, they often told her, but she shrugged them off, The day he comes home smelling of gin or cheap perfume, then I will be angry. Edgar is late because he is absorbed in his work, or because he gets lost walking home from a new assignment.


‘Good evening, Katherine,’ he said.


‘Good evening, Edgar. You are almost two hours late.’


He was used to the ritual, the innocent excuses, the explainings away: I know, dear, dearest, I am sorry, I had to finish all the strings so I can retune them tomorrow, or This is a rushed commission, or I am being paid extra, or I got lost on the way home, the house is near Westminster, and I took the wrong tram, or I just wanted to play it, it was a rare, 1835 model, Erard, beautiful of course, it belongs to the family of Mr Vincento, the Italian tenor, or It belongs to Lady Neville, unique, 1827, I wish you could come and play it too. If he ever lied, it was only in exchanging one excuse for another. That it was a rushed contract, when really he had stopped to watch street players. That he took the wrong tram, when actually he had stayed late to play the piano of the Italian tenor. ‘I know, I am sorry, still working on the Farrell contract,’ and this was enough, he saw her close the News, and he slid across the room to sit next to her, his heart racing, She knows something is different. He tried to kiss her, but she pushed him away, trying to hide a smile, ‘Edgar, you’re late, I overcooked the meat, stop that, don’t think you can keep me waiting and make it up to me with endearments.’ She turned from him and he slipped his arms around her waist.


‘I thought you would have finished that contract by now,’ she said.


‘No, the piano is in lamentable shape, and Mrs Farrell insists that I tune it to “Concert Pitch”.’ He raised his voice an octave to imitate the matron. Katherine laughed and he kissed her neck.


‘She says her little Roland will be the next Mozart.’


‘I know, she told me again today, even made me listen to the rascal play.’


Katherine turned towards her husband. ‘You poor dear. I can’t be angry at you for long.’ Edgar smiled, relaxing slightly. He looked at her as she tried to summon an expression of mock sternness. She is still lovely, he thought. The golden curls that had entranced him so when he had first met her had faded somewhat, but she still wore her hair loose, and they became the same colour again whenever she went in the sun. They had met when, as an apprentice tuner, he had repaired her family’s Broadwood upright. The piano hadn’t impressed him – it had been rebuilt with rather cheap parts – but the delicate hands which played it had, as had the softness of the figure that had sat beside him at the keyboard, the presence that stirred him even now. He leaned towards her to kiss her again. ‘Stop it,’ she giggled, ‘not now, and be careful of the sofa. This is new damask.’


Edgar sat back. She is in a good mood, he thought, Perhaps I should tell her now. ‘I have a new contract,’ he said.


‘You must read this report, Edgar,’ said Katherine, smoothing out her dress and reaching for the News.


‘An 1840 Erard. It sounds as if it is in dreadful shape. It should pay wonderfully.’


‘Oh, really,’ standing and walking to the dining table. She didn’t enquire who owned the piano, nor where it was, these were not questions often asked, as for the last eighteen years the only answers had been Old Mrs So-and-So and London’s Such-and-Such Street. Edgar was glad she didn’t ask, the rest would soon come, he was a man of patience and not one to press his fortune, a practice which he knew led only to over-tightened piano strings and angry wives. Also, he had just looked down at the copy of the Illustrated London News, where, below the story on the reception at the Metropole, was an article on ‘The Atrocities of the Dacoits’, written by an officer in the ‘3rd Ghoorka Regiment’. It was a short piece, detailing a skirmish with bandits who had looted a friendly village, the usual fare about efforts of pacification in the colonies, and he wouldn’t have noticed it, were it not for its title ‘Sketches of Burmah’. He was familiar with the column – it ran almost every week – but he had paid it little attention until now. He tore the article from the page and tucked the newspaper under a pile of magazines on the small table. She shouldn’t see this. From the dining room came the clink of silverware and the smell of boiled potatoes.
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The following morning Edgar sat at a small table set for two, as Katherine made tea and toast and set out jars of butter and jam. He was quiet, and as she moved through the kitchen, she filled the silence with talk of the endless autumn rain, of politics, news. ‘Did you hear, Edgar, of the omnibus accident yesterday? Of the reception for the German baron? Of the young mother in the East End who has been arrested for the murder of her children?’


‘No,’ he answered. His mind wandered, distracted. ‘No, tell me.’


‘Horrible, absolutely horrible. Her husband, a coal haulier I think, found the children, two little boys and a little girl, curled together in their bed, and he told a constable, and they arrested the wife. The poor thing. The poor husband, he didn’t think she had done it – think of that, losing both your wife and children. And she says she only gave them a patent medicine to help them sleep. I think they should arrest the patent-medicine maker. I believe her, wouldn’t you?’


‘Of course, dear.’ He held his cup to his mouth and breathed in the steam.


‘You are not listening,’ Katherine said.


‘Of course I am; it is terrible.’ And he was; he thought of the image of the three children, pale, like baby mice with unopened eyes.


‘Alas, I know I shouldn’t read such stories,’ she said. ‘They bother me so. Let’s talk of something else. Will you finish the Farrells’ contract today?’


‘No, I think I will go later this week. At ten I have an appointment at the Mayfair house of some MP. A Broadwood grand, I don’t know what is wrong with it. And I have some work to finish in the shop before I leave.’


‘Do try to get home on time tonight. You know I hate waiting.’


‘I know.’ He reached over and took her hand in his. An exaggerated effort, she thought, but dismissed it.
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Their servant, a young girl from Whitechapel, had returned home to tend to her mother, who was sick with consumption, so Katherine left the table and went upstairs to arrange the bedroom. She usually stayed at home during the day, to help with the chores, to receive house calls from Edgar’s clients, to arrange commissions, and to organize their social life, a task which her husband, who had always found himself more comfortable among musical instruments, was more than happy to let her manage. They had no children, although not for want of trying. Indeed, their marriage had stayed quite amorous, a fact which sometimes surprised even Katherine when she watched her husband wander absent-mindedly through the house. While at first this notable Absence-of-Child, as Katherine’s mother described it, had saddened the two of them, they had become accustomed to it, and Katherine often wondered if it had made them closer. Besides, Katherine at times admitted to her friends a certain relief, Edgar is enough to look after.


When she had left the table, he finished his tea and descended the steep stairs to his basement workshop. He rarely worked at home. Transporting an instrument through the London streets could be disastrous, and it was much easier to take all his tools to his work. He kept the space primarily for his own projects. The few times he had actually brought a piano home, it had had to be lowered by ropes down the open space between the street and his house. The shop itself was a small space with a low ceiling, a warren of dusty piano skeletons, tools that hung from the walls and ceilings like joints in a butcher’s shop, fading schematics of pianos and portraits of pianists nailed to the walls. The room was dimly lit by a half-window tucked beneath the ceiling. Discarded keys lined the shelves like rows of dentures. Katherine had once called it ‘the elephants’ graveyard’, and he had to ask if this was for the hulking ribcages of eviscerated grands or the rolls of felt like hide, and she had answered, You are too poetic, I meant only for the ivory.


Coming down the stairs, he almost tripped over a discarded action leaning against the wall. Beyond the difficulty of moving a piano, this was another reason he didn’t bring customers to his shop. For those accustomed to the shine of polished cases set in flowery parlours, it was always somewhat disconcerting to see an opened piano, to realize that something so clearly mechanical could produce such a heavenly sound.


Edgar made his way to a small desk and lit the lamp. The night before he had hidden the packet given to him at the War Office beneath a musty stack of printed tuning specifications. He opened the envelope. There was a copy of the original letter sent by Colonel Fitzgerald, a map and a contract specifying his commission. There was also a printed briefing, given to him at the request of Doctor Carroll, titled in bold capitals, THE GENERAL HISTORY OF BURMA, WITH SPECIAL ATTENTION TO THE ANGLO-BURMESE WARS AND BRITISH ANNEXATIONS. He sat down and began to read.


The history was familiar. He had known of the Anglo-Burmese wars, conflicts notable both for their brevity and for the considerable territorial gains wrested from the Burmese kings following each victory: the coastal states of Arakan and Tenasserim following the first war, Rangoon and Lower Burma following the second, Upper Burma and the Shan States following the third. And while the first two wars, which ended in 1826 and 1853, he had learned about at school, the third had been reported in the newspapers last year, and the final annexation announced only in January. But, beyond the general histories, most of the details were unfamiliar: that the second war began ostensibly over the kidnapping of two British sea captains, that the third stemmed in part from tension following the refusal of British emissaries to remove their shoes on entering an audience with the Burmese King. There were other sections, including histories of the kings, a dizzying genealogy complicated by multiple wives and what appeared to be the common practice of murdering any relatives who might be pretenders to the throne. He was confused by new words, names with strange syllables he couldn’t pronounce, and he focused his attention mainly on the history of the most recent king, named Thibaw, who had been deposed and exiled to India after British troops seized Mandalay. He was, by the army’s account, a weak and ineffective leader, manipulated by his wife and mother-in-law, and his reign had been marred by increasing lawlessness in the remoter districts, evidenced by a plague of attacks by armed bands of dacoits, a word for brigands that Edgar recognized from the article he had torn from the Illustrated London News.


Above, he heard Katherine’s footsteps and paused, ready to slip the papers back into their envelope. The steps stopped at the top of the stairs.


‘Edgar, it’s nearly ten,’ she called.


‘Really? I must go!’ He blew out the lamp and stuffed the papers back into the envelope, surprised at his own precautions. At the top of the stairs Katherine met him with his coat and his toolbag.


‘I will be on time tonight, I promise,’ he said, slipping his arms into the sleeves. He kissed her on her cheek and stepped out into the cold.
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He spent the remainder of the day tuning the Broadwood grand of the Member of Parliament, who thundered in the next room about the building of a new Hospital for the Genteel Insane. He finished early, he could have spent more time fine-tuning, but he had a feeling that it was rarely played. Besides, the acoustics in the drawing room were poor and the politics of the MP distasteful.


It was early afternoon when he left. The streets were full of people. Heavy clouds hung low in the sky, threatening rain. He elbowed his way through the crowds and crossed the street to skirt a team of labourers who tore at the cobblestones with picks, stalling traffic. Around the waiting carriages, newspaper hawkers and petty merchants clamoured, and a pair of boys kicked a ball back and forth through the crowds, scattering when it hit the side of a carriage. It began to drizzle.


Edgar walked for several minutes, hoping to see an omnibus, but the drizzle turned to heavier rain. He took shelter in the doorway of a public house, its name etched in the frosted glass, the backs of suited gentlemen and pink-powdered women pressed up against its windows, wiping silhouettes in the condensation. He tucked his collar higher around his neck and stared out at the rain. A pair of drivers left their carts across the street, half-running with their jackets raised above their heads. Edgar stepped aside to let them pass, and as they entered the public house the door swung open with the steaming smell of perfume and sweat and spilled gin. He could hear drunken singing. The door swung to and he waited and watched the street. And thought again of the briefing.


In school, he had never been very interested in history or politics, preferring the arts and, of course, music. If he had any, his political leanings tended to be towards Gladstone and the Liberals’ support for Home Rule, although this was hardly a conviction born out of serious contemplation. His distrust of military men was more visceral; he disliked the arrogance they carried forth to the colonies and back again. Moreover, he was uncomfortable with the popular portrayal of the Oriental as lazy and ineffectual, one only had to know the history of pianos, he would tell Katherine, to know this wasn’t true. The mathematics of equal temperament tuning had engaged thinkers from Galileo Galilei to Father Marin Mersenne, the author of the classic Harmonie universelle. And yet Edgar had learned that the correct figures were actually first published by a Chinese prince named Tsaiyu, a puzzling fact as, from what he knew about Eastern music, the music of China, which lacked harmonic emphasis, technically had no need for temperament. Of course, he rarely mentioned this in public. He didn’t like arguments and he had enough experience to know that few could appreciate the technical beauty of such an innovation.


The rain relented slightly and he left the shelter of the doorway. Soon he reached a larger road, where buses and cabs passed. It is still early, he thought, Katherine will be pleased.


He boards an omnibus, wedging himself between a portly gentleman in a thick coat and a young ashen faced woman who coughs incessantly. The bus lurches forward. He looks for the window but the bus is crowded, he cannot see the streets pass.
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This moment will remain.


He is home. He opens the door, and she is sitting on the sofa, in the corner, at the edge of a half-circle of damask that falls over the cushions. Just as yesterday, but the lamp is not burning, its wick is black, it should be trimmed, but the servant is in Whitechapel. The only light slants through curtains of Nottingham lace and catches itself on particles of suspended dust. She is sitting and staring at the window, she must have seen his silhouette pass in the street. She holds a handkerchief, her cheeks have been hastily wiped. Edgar can see tears, their tracks cut short by the handkerchief.


A pile of papers is scattered across the mahogany table, and an opened brown wrapping, still in the form of the papers it once held, still tied with twine, carefully unfolded at one end, as if its contents have been examined surreptitiously. Or were intended to be, for the strewn papers are anything but surreptitious. Nor are the tears, the swollen eyes.


Neither of them moves or says anything. His jacket is still in his hand, she sits on the edge of the sofa, her fingers nervously entwined in her handkerchief. He knows immediately why she is crying, he knows that she knows, that even if she doesn’t, this is how it would be, the news needs to be shared. Perhaps he should have told her last night, he should have known that they would come to his house, now he remembers that before he left the War Office the Colonel even told him so. Had he not been so lost in the magnitude of his decision, he wouldn’t have forgotten. He should have planned this, the news could have been broken more delicately. Edgar keeps so few secrets that those he does become lies.


His hands tremble as he hangs up the jacket. He turns. Katherine, he says. What is wrong, he wants to ask, a question of habit, but he knows the answer. He looks at her. There are questions whose answers he doesn’t yet know, Who brought the papers, When did they come, What do they say, Are you angry.


You were crying, he says.


She is quiet, now she begins to sob softly. Her hair is loose over her shoulders.


He doesn’t move, doesn’t know whether to go to her, this is different from before, this is not a time for embraces, Katherine, I meant to tell you, I tried to last night, only I didn’t think it was right then—


He crosses the room now, he slides between the sofa and the table, he sits next to her.


Dear—. He touches her arm, gently, trying to turn her towards him, Katherine, dear, I wanted to tell you, please look at me, and she turns slowly, looks at him, her eyes are red, she has been crying for a long time. He waits for her to speak, he doesn’t know how much she knows. What happened? She doesn’t reply. Please, Katherine. Edgar, you know what happened. I know and I don’t know. Who brought these? Is it important? Katherine dear, don’t be angry with me, I wanted to talk to you about this, Please, Katherine—


I am not angry, Edgar, she says.


He reaches into his pocket and pulls out a handkerchief, Look at me. He touches the handkerchief to her cheek.


I was angry this morning when he came. Who? A soldier, from the War Office, He came asking for you, with these. She motioned to the papers. And what did he say? Very little, only that these papers were for your preparation, that I should be proud, that you are doing something very important, and when he said that, I still didn’t know what he was talking about. What do you mean? That is all he said, Mrs Drake, do you know that your husband is a brave man, and I had to ask him, Why, I felt like a fool, Edgar, He seemed surprised when I asked, he laughed and said only that Burma is far away, I almost asked what that meant, I almost told him that he had the wrong house, the wrong husband, but I only thanked him and he left. And you read them. Some, only some, Enough. She was silent. When did he come? This morning, I know I shouldn’t read your mail, I left the package on the table, it wasn’t mine, I went upstairs, to try to finish the needlework for our bedcover, I was distracted, I kept poking myself with the needle, I was thinking about what he said, and I went downstairs, I sat here for almost an hour, wondering if I should open it, telling myself it was nothing, but I knew it wasn’t, and I thought about last night. Last night. Last night you were different. You knew. Not then, but this morning I knew, I think I know you too well.


He takes her hands.


They sit for a long time like that, their knees touching, her hands in his. She says again, I am not angry. You can be angry. I was angry, the anger came and went, I only wish you had told me, I don’t care about Burma, no that is wrong, I do care about Burma, I just . . . I wondered why you didn’t tell me, if maybe you thought that I would stop you from doing this, That hurt the most, I am proud of you, Edgar.


The words stay before them, suspended. He releases her hands, and she begins to cry again. She wipes her eyes, Look at me, I am behaving like a child. I can still change my mind, he says.


It isn’t that, I don’t want you to change your mind. You want me to go. I don’t want you to go, but at the same time, I know you should go, I have been expecting this. You have been expecting an out-of-tune Erard in Burma? Not Burma, this, something different, It is a lovely idea, to use music to bring about peace, I wonder what songs you will play there. I am only going to tune, I am not a pianist, I am going because it is a commission. No, this one is different, and not only because you are going away. I don’t understand. Different, something different from your other projects, a cause, something worthy.


You don’t believe that my work is worthy already. I didn’t say that. You said as much. I watch you, Edgar, sometimes it is as if you are my child, I am proud of you, you have abilities that others don’t, you have ways of hearing sounds that other people can’t, you are skilled in the mechanics of things, you make music beautiful, that is enough. Except now it sounds like it isn’t.


Edgar, please, now you are angry. No, I am only asking you for your reasons, You have never told me this before, This is still just another assignment, I am still a mechanic, let us be careful before we give credit for Turner’s paintings to the man who makes his brushes.


Now you sound as if you don’t know if you should go. Of course I don’t know, only now my wife is telling me I should do it to prove something. You know that is not what I am saying. I have had other strange commissions, Katherine. But this is different, This is the only one you have kept hidden.


Outside the sun dips finally behind the rooftops and the room grows suddenly darker.


Katherine, I didn’t expect this from you. What then did you expect? I don’t know, I have never done this before. You expected me to cry as I am now, to implore you not to go because that is how women behave when they lose their husbands, you expected that I will be afraid if you are gone because you will not be here to take care of me, that I will be afraid I will lose you. Katherine, that isn’t true, that isn’t why I didn’t tell you. You thought I would be scared, You tore a page from the Illustrated London News because it had an article on Burma.


There was a long silence. I am sorry, you know this is new for me. I know, this is new for me too.


I think you should go, Edgar, I wish I could go, It must be beautiful to see the world. You must return to me with stories.


It is only another commission.


You keep saying that, You know it isn’t.


The ship doesn’t leave for another month, That is a lot of time.


There is a lot to get ready.


It is very far, Katherine.


I know.
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The following days passed swiftly. Edgar finished the Farrell contract, and refused a new commission to voice a beautiful 1870 Streicher grand with an old Viennese action.


Officers from the War Office visited frequently, arriving each time with more documents: briefings, schedules, lists of items to take with him to Burma. After the tears of the first day, Katherine seemed to embrace the mission enthusiastically. Edgar was grateful for this; he had thought she might still be upset. Moreover, he had never been organized. She had always teased him that the precise ordering of piano strings seemed to necessitate a chaotic disorganization in every other aspect of his life. On a typical day a soldier would come to their house to drop off paperwork while Edgar was away. Katherine would take the papers, read them and then organize them on his desk into three piles: forms which required completion and return to the army, general histories, and papers specific to his mission. Then he would come home and within minutes the stack of papers would be in disarray, as if he had merely sifted through the piles looking for something. That something, Katherine knew, was information about the piano, but none came, and after about three or four days, she would greet him with, ‘More papers arrived today, lots of military information, nothing about a piano,’ which left him looking disappointed, but helped considerably in keeping the table neater. He would then collect whatever was sitting on top of the pile and retire to his chair.


Later she would find him asleep with the folder open on his lap.


She was astonished by the amount of documentation they supplied, apparently all at Carroll’s request, and she read the papers avidly, even copying out sections of a history of the Shan written by the Doctor himself, a piece she had expected to be dull, but which thrilled her with its stories, and gave her confidence in the man whom she felt she had entrusted to watch over her husband. She had recommended it to Edgar, but he told her he would wait, I will need things to distract me when I am alone. Otherwise, she rarely mentioned her readings to him. The stories and descriptions of the people fascinated her; she had loved tales of far-off places since she was a young girl. But while she caught herself daydreaming, she was glad she wasn’t going. It seemed, she confided to a friend, like one big silly game for boys who haven’t grown up, like stories from Boys’ Own or the penny cowboy serials imported from America. ‘Yet you let Edgar go,’ her friend had responded. ‘Edgar never played those games,’ she said. ‘Perhaps it is not too late. Besides, I have never seen him so excited, so filled with purpose. He is like a young man again.’


After several days other packages arrived, these marked from Colonel Fitzgerald, to be delivered to Surgeon-Major Carroll. They looked as if they contained sheets of music and Edgar started to open them, but Katherine scolded him. They were packed neatly in brown paper, and he would surely leave them disorganized. Fortunately, the names of the composers had been written on the outside of the paper, and Edgar contented himself with the knowledge that, should he be stranded, he would at least have Liszt to keep him company. Such taste, he said, gave him confidence in his mission.


The departure date was set for 26 November, one month to the day following Edgar’s acceptance of his commission. It approached like a cyclone, if not for the mad preparations that preceded it, then for the calm that Katherine knew would follow. While he spent his days finishing his work and tidying up the workshop, she packed his trunks, modifying the recommendations of the army with knowledge unique to the wife of a tuner of Erards. Thus to the army’s list of items such as water-repellent rotproof clothes, dinnerwear, and an assortment of pills and powders to ‘better enjoy the tropical climate’, she added ointment for fingers chapped from tuning and an extra pair of spectacles, as Edgar invariably sat on a pair about once every three months. She packed a dress coat with tails as well, ‘In case you are asked to play,’ she said, but Edgar kissed her on the forehead and unpacked it. ‘You flatter me, dear, but I am not a pianist. Please don’t encourage such ideas.’


She packed it anyway. She was used to such protestations. Since he was a boy Edgar had noticed in himself an aptitude for sound, although not, he had also sadly learned, an aptitude for composition. His father, a carpenter, had been an avid amateur musician, collecting and constructing instruments of all shapes and sounds, scavenging even the immigrant bazaars for strange folk instruments brought from the Continent. When he realized that his son was too shy to play for visiting friends, he had invested his energies in Edgar’s sister, a delicate little girl who had later married a singer with the D’Oyly Carte Company, now quite well known for his starring roles in the operettas of Mr Gilbert and Mr Sullivan. So while his sister sat through hours of lessons, Edgar spent the days with his father, a man whom he remembered primarily for his large hands, Too large, he would say, for finery. And so it had become Edgar’s job to tend to his father’s growing collection of instruments, most of which, to the boy’s delight, were in manifest disrepair. Later, as a young man, when he had met and fallen in love with Katherine, he had been equally delighted to hear her play, and had told her this when he proposed. You dare not be asking me to marry you simply so you may have someone to test the instruments you tune, she had said, her hand lightly resting on his arm, and he had replied, a young man flushed by the feeling of her fingers, Don’t worry, if you wish you may never play, Your voice is music enough.


Edgar packed his own tools. Because the army had still not given him details about the piano, he visited the shop where it had been purchased, and spoke at length with the owner about the instrument’s specifics, how extensively it had been rebuilt, which of the original parts remained. With limited space, he could afford only to bring tools and replacement parts specific to the piano. Even so, the tools filled half of one of his trunks.
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A week before he was due to leave, Katherine held a small goodbye tea party for her husband. He had few friends and most of them were also tuners: Mr Wiggers, who specialized in Broadwoods, Mr d’Argences, the Frenchman whose passion was Viennese uprights, and Mr Poffy, who wasn’t actually a piano tuner since he repaired organs mostly – It is nice, Edgar once explained to Katherine, to have variety in one’s friends. Of course, this hardly spanned the full array of Those Associated with Pianos. The London Directory alone, between Physicians and Pickle and Sauce Manufacturers, listed Pianoforte makers, Pianoforte action-makers, Pianoforte fret-cutters, hammer coverers, hammer- and damper-felt manufacturers, hammer rail-makers, ivory bleachers, ivory cutters, key makers, pin makers, silkers, small-work Manufacturers, Pianoforte string makers, Pianoforte tuners. Notably absent from the party was Mr Hastings, who also specialized in Erards, and who had snubbed Edgar ever since he had put up a sign in his workshop reading ‘Gone to Burma to tune in the service of Her Majesty; please consult Mr George Hastings for minor tunings that cannot await my return’.


Everyone at the party was thrilled about the Erard commission, and speculation ran late into the evening about what could be wrong with the piano. Eventually, bored with the discussion, Katherine left the men and retired to bed, where she read from The Burman, a wonderful ethnography by a newspaperman recently appointed to the Burma Commission. The author, one Mr Scott, had taken the Burmese name Shway Yoe, meaning Golden Truth, as a nom de plume, a fact that Katherine dismissed as further proof that the war was but a ‘boys’ game’. Nevertheless, it made her uneasy, and she reminded herself before falling asleep to tell Edgar not to return with a ridiculous new name as well.


And the days passed. Katherine expected a last-minute flurry of preparation, but three days before the set departure, she and Edgar awoke that morning to find nothing left to prepare. His bags were packed, his tools cleaned and ordered, his shop closed.


They walked down to the Thames, where they sat on the Embankment and watched the boat traffic. There was a clarity to the sky, Edgar thought, to the feeling of Katherine’s hand in his, All that is lacking to complete the moment is music. Since he was a boy, he had had the habit of attaching not only sentiment to song but song to sentiment. Katherine learned this in a letter he wrote to her after he visited her home for the first time, in which he described feeling ‘like the “Allegro con brio” of Haydn’s Sonata No. 50 in D major’. She had laughed and wondered whether he was serious or if it was only the sort of joke that piano tuners enjoyed. She showed it to her friends, and they decided together that surely it was a joke, if a strange one, until later she bought the sheets for the sonata and played them, and from the piano, newly tuned, came a song of giddy anticipation that made her think of butterflies, not the kind that follow spring, but rather the pale flittering shadows that live in the stomach of those who are young and in love.


As they sat together, fragments of melodies played in Edgar’s head, like an orchestra warming up, until one tune slowly began to dominate and the others fell in line. He hummed. ‘Clementi, Sonata in F sharp minor,’ Katherine said, and he nodded. He had once told her it reminded him of a sailor lost at sea. His love awaiting him on shore. In the notes hid the sound of the waves, gulls.


They sat and listened.


‘Does he return?’


‘In this version he does.’


Below them men unloaded crates from the smaller boats used for river traffic. Seagulls cried, waiting for discarded food, calling to each other as they circled. Edgar and Katherine walked along the shore. As they turned away from the river and began their return, Edgar’s fingers wrapped around those of his wife. A tuner makes a good husband, she had told her friends after they had returned from their honeymoon. He knows how to listen, and his touch is more delicate than that of the pianist: only the tuner knows the inside of the piano. The young women had giggled at the scandalous implications of these words. Now, eighteen years later, she knew where the calluses on his hands lay and what they were from. Once he had explained them to her, like a tattooed man explaining the stories of his illustrations, This one which runs along the inside of my thumb is from a screwdriver, The scratches on my wrist are from the body itself, I often rest my arm like this when I am sounding, The calluses on the inside of my first and third fingers on the right are from tightening pins before using regulating pliers, I spare my second finger, I don’t know why, a habit from youth. Broken nails are from strings, it is a sign of impatience.


They walk home, now they speak of inconsequentials like how many pairs of stockings he has packed, how often he will write, gifts he should bring home, how not to become ill. The conversation rests uneasily; one doesn’t expect goodbyes to be burdened by such trivialities. This is not how it is in the books, he thinks, or in the theatre, and feels the need to speak of mission, of duty, of love. They reach home and close the door and he doesn’t drop her hand. Where speech fails, touch compensates.
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There are three days and then two and he cannot sleep. He leaves home early to walk, while it is still dark, shifting out from the warm pocket of scented sheets. She turns, sleeping, dreaming perhaps, Edgar? And he, Sleep, love, and she does, burrowing back into the blankets, murmuring sounds of comfort. He lowers his feet to the floor, to the cold kiss of wood on soles, and crosses the room. Dressing quickly. He carries his boots so as not to wake her, and slips quietly out the door, down the staircase layered with a wave of carpet.


It is cold outside, and the street is dark save for a gathering of leaves, which twirl, trapped in a wind which has taken a wrong turn down Franklin Mews, which tumbles over itself, backing out of the narrow row. There are no stars. He tucks his coat around his neck and pulls his hat down tightly over his head. He follows the wind’s retreat and he walks. Along streets empty and cobbled, past terraced houses, curtains drawn like eyes shut and sleeping. He walks past movement, alley cats perhaps, perhaps men. It is dark, and they have not yet electrified these streets so he notices the lamps and candles, hidden in the depths of the houses. He tucks himself deeper into his coat and walks, and the night turns imperceptibly to dawn.
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There are two days and then one. She joins him, anticipates his early morning waking, and together they walk through the vastness of Regent’s Park. They are mostly alone. They hold hands as the wind races along the broad paths, skimming the surface of puddles and tugging at the wet leaves that mat the grass. They stop and sit in the shelter of a gazebo, and watch the few who have ventured out into the rain, hidden beneath umbrellas that tremble in the gale: old men who walk alone, couples, mothers leading children through the gardens, perhaps to the zoo, skipping, Mummy, what will we see? ‘Shhhh! Behave yourself, there are Bengal tigers and Burmese pythons and they eat naughty children.’


They walk. Through the darkened gardens, flowers dripping with rain. The sky is low, the leaves yellow. She takes his hand and leads him away from the long avenues and across the vast emerald lawns, two tiny figures moving through the green. He doesn’t ask where they are going, but listens to the mud suck at his boots, foul sounds. The sky hangs low and grey and there is no sun.


She takes him to a small arbour and it is dry there, and he brushes her wet hair from her face. Her nose is cold. He will remember this.


Day turns to night.
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And it is 26 November 1886.


A carriage pulls up to the Royal Albert Dock. Two men in pressed army uniforms emerge and open the doors for a middle-aged man and woman. They step tentatively to the ground, as if it is the first time they have ridden in a military vehicle, its steps are higher and its threshold thicker to support the carriage over rough terrain. One of the soldiers points to the ship and the man looks at it and then turns back to the woman. They stand by each other and he kisses her lightly. Then he turns and follows the two soldiers towards the boat. Each carries a trunk, he a smaller bag.
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