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For Don Astley


EPISODE IN THE LIFE OF AN ARTIST


First Movement: Reveries, Passions

Largo – Allegro agitato ed appassionato assai

Eight hundred miles away, across two seas, and about an hour later, Dr Louis Berlioz descends the steps of the mairie in the little French town of La Côte St André and wonders about the mind.

Specifically, he wonders about the mind of the man beside him – whether he has got one. Dr Berlioz has been awake for twenty-four hours, and though professionally accustomed to missing sleep, he is a little giddy with fatigue; also, after the stuffiness of the town-hall chamber, with the breath of cool sharp air that funnels down from the mountains and into his lungs. Which perhaps accounts for the way the man at his side swells and dances in his vision: a big, paunched man in white uniform, sash, cockaded hat, plume, boots, spurs, gloves, braid, tassels and whatnot: a man who momentarily becomes, to Dr Berlioz’s weary eyes, a huge grotesque puppet, mouthing, mindless.

‘It is necessary to be certain. You understand. It is necessary, always, to be certain. It is a difficult time. I understand. But you understand, it is necessary . . .’ Perhaps it is partly the man’s inadequate French that makes him sound like an automaton. But Dr Berlioz is too tired to be charitable, and inclines to the view that the man is an idiot.

‘I must be certain, you understand. What pretty girls you have here.’ Dr Berlioz cannot answer. The girl in question, hurrying across the dusky square on a late errand, is Cécile the baker’s daughter, and as plain as a sparrow. ‘Mind, it is not necessary for you to be proud of that. I have seen pretty girls everywhere. Not only in France.’

Dr Berlioz, though a proud man in many ways, is not proud of anything just now. As he has told the puppet, now shapeshifting back into a colonel in the Austrian army, he simply wants to go home. For the past month the white uniforms have been a familiar sight in the town. There are twenty thousand infantry and cavalry encamped on the plain below the slopes, and officers billeted on every house big enough to take them. The victor’s privilege: the Emperor is deposed, the Allied armies are all over France, and now we must feed our enemies.

They are not so bad. There are grumblings about the exactions of money, food, and fodder; and the other day Monsieur Buffevent the mayor made to Dr Berlioz a quiet little joke about the neighing of the Austrians’ horses, and how difficult it was to distinguish from their uncouth language. But the two officers quartered in Dr Berlioz’s own house are thoroughly pleasant fellows, one of whom is busy carving a wooden rattle for the doctor’s newborn daughter. (Please God spare her. This goes through Dr Berlioz’s mind like an involuntary spasm, without belief. He is a rationalist, a free-thinker. Sometimes it seems like the freedom to despair.)

So, not so bad: if only the colonel would let him get back to that house, to embrace his anxieties, instead of detaining him with these nothings when their business is over.

‘Well, this is talking of things past. Enough of that. Now we can forget, and live. It is necessary to live.’

‘It is very necessary to live. Tell me, Colonel, have you any notion how long you will be here?’

‘God knows. I am only a puppet.’ Did he really say that? He did. Dr Berlioz feels dizzy again. The mountain breeze brings a whiff of roasting meat, from the encampment. It does not so much rouse his appetite – he suffers from poor digestion – as remind him that he must eat. It is necessary to eat to live. The colonel puffs out his pink cheeks. ‘I can only say I hope it will be soon.’

In spite of everything, a lance of sympathy goes through Dr Berlioz. After all, he can go home eventually, but the Austrian officer has no real home here, and is, perhaps, lonely and bored. It is terribly hard, this habit of understanding: it takes something out of you.

And suddenly it is as if the colonel is bored with himself: with a click of his booted heels he stalks away. Dr Berlioz is free to walk home, and to think about the mind – as a distraction from thinking about the difficulties awaiting him there. His life has been occupied too, taken over by a regiment of troubles.

The mind: is it the same as the brain? A nice physiological point, which, as a very good doctor (studies in Grenoble and the Paris School of Medicine, several essay prizes from medical societies, manuscript of a medical treatise half finished in his desk drawer), as well as a free-thinker untrammelled by the dictates of religion, he is well qualified to ponder. He has seen human brains. He well remembers, as a student at a dissection, the egg-like lifting of the sawn skull-top; and the memory has been refreshed this very day. A young Austrian cavalryman, deeply drunk on the local Rocher liqueurs, mindlessly whipped his mount to a gallop down the steepest of La Côte St André’s steep streets. He doffed his shako to a watching lady, lost his balance, and was hurled out of the saddle to shatter his fair head on the paving-stones. (Legacy of the Revolution, those paving-stones, the time of proud civic renewal: ancien-régime mud might have saved him.) Dr Berlioz was at the mairie, taking as a member of the council the turn of duty imposed by the occupiers, and was sent for at once. He did what he could, which was nothing. For several minutes the cavalryman blinked at Dr Berlioz, unpained, while the cream-red juice ran from the modest hole. End of a brain, or a mind.

Hence the long interview with the colonel, who must laboriously establish that this death of one of his soldiery was truly an accident and nothing more sinister. That was not likely, in La Côte St André. When the Austrians arrived they demanded that all weapons be handed over, but the resulting pile was not large. The townspeople – and for this Dr Berlioz respects them – have always been more attached to living than dying. Oh, he has seen the convulsions of the last twenty years shiver through them, like a mild fever: seen the medieval church half knocked to pieces during the Revolutionary atheism, then painstakingly put together again when Napoleon restored religion: has seen the young men go off to fight for the Emperor, plucked from dusty-cool farmsteads and mills to die in flyblown blazing Spain or stiffen in Russian snows. It is one of the interesting things about the mind, he considers, that it is so flexible, like a trusty old carpet-bag into which you can fit anything. Even the cautious folk of La Côte St André let off fireworks for Napoleon’s birthday and celebrated his victories. Now they despise him. Dr Berlioz despises him too, for the mess he has made, though admitting his strategic genius: he does not except himself. His own mind is as baffling and contradictory as any.

Indeed, he would hazard that he has at least three minds. One: the doctor’s mind, and the scholar’s mind also, like a clean, shining instrument: moving easily amid the webs and symmetries of anatomy and the varied and capacious books of his library: an instrument for reaching conclusions. Two: the mind that must concern itself, often happily, sometimes painfully, with the transactions of living – with his property, from the meadows and vineyards and barns to the broken red tiles on the house roof, and above all with his family, those mysterious others who must be loved and balanced: picture a raft that he must navigate while ensuring that each of them distributes their weight evenly. Yet all of this is negotiable for Dr Louis Berlioz, who is a man of intelligence, firm character and generous principles, much respected in the district in a way the English sawbones never is: in Ireland, indeed, he might be a priest.

But the third mind, that is different. It discovers black canker in the sweet heart of a flower. It contemplates the woman he married and sees past the beauty and vivaciousness to long dry avenues of disappointment. It assesses La Côte St André in its pottering mountain-girt retirement and declares it not a home but a lair for an old toothless beast to lurk in. (Dr Berlioz is thirty-eight.) It prompts him sometimes to dose himself with opium so that, just for a while, he can simply exist in the world instead of clinging to it like a man on the outside seat of a bucketing coach. It proposes tremendous solutions: it invites the void, flirts with the idea that nothingness is better, somehow more right, than being. And this mind Dr Berlioz does not know what to do with. It ought to be cured, perhaps. He cures bodies: Uncle Claude, the curé, presumably cures souls: no good.

One day, he tells himself, it will all be resolved. There must come a day – at least one day – when old problems have been dealt with, and new ones have yet to arise, and there is a beautiful equilibrium. The trick is to recognize it when it comes.

Just short of his house – not so much large as substantial, like a solid reputation expressed in timber and stone – Dr Berlioz stops dead. His heart (he has seen human hearts too, handled their yielding, squidlike weight) misses a beat, then does a timpani roll before assuming a quickened rhythm. Someone is waiting for him outside the house. Even in shadow the slight high-shouldered form announces his son, Hector. There must be news and it must be bad. Hector steps forward into the light of the porch-lamp: Dr Berlioz almost stumbles into it.

‘Hector, what is it? Tell me.’

‘What is it? Oh, Papa, nothing – I just wanted to see you. I knew it was past time for you to come home, so I came out to wait. Pardon the impudence, but you look terrible, Papa. I’m sorry, did I give you a fright?’

Dr Berlioz shakes his head, taking deep breaths. ‘You’ll bring me to grey hairs, my boy.’

‘Of course, what else are sons for?’ Hector says cheerfully. ‘They kept you very late – what was it? Another requisition of onions? I swear those Fritzes live on them.’ Hector keeps still even less than most boys of eleven, so the lamplight attempts only a sketch: thin mobile planes of face beneath a profusion, a bale of light hair: eyes that jab. ‘Monique has saved supper for you. And Monsieur Favre called, wanting, he said, some more of his usual for his little trouble in the basement. I nodded very wisely as if I knew what he meant. Actually, I do know what he meant.’ A grin like a flash on a keen blade. ‘And Mama is much better tonight, and the baby has fed well. I thought you would like to know.’

‘Thank heaven.’ Another spasm. Just for now Dr Berlioz will happily concur in, if not believe, the idea of heaven. His new daughter has been sickly and his wife weak since the birth, and there has not been enough milk. Relief shakes him. He feels like weeping, as he often does, though he has not in fact shed a tear since he was younger than Hector. ‘Thank you, Hector.’

‘Heaven first, then me. I suppose that’s fair. And now how are you, Papa?’

‘Me?’ The lamplight presents a sketch made from a different angle: his mother’s fine nose, humorous, stubborn lips. Dr Berlioz feels such love he wonders how he will cope with it, like a sudden fortune that may prove a burden. ‘My dear boy, I’m a doctor. No one is supposed to trouble about how we are.’ He smiles: he has a long, grave, noble face, on which a smile appears like a confession: you almost feel you should not be seeing it. ‘But I do very well, thank you, Hector. Only a little tired. Let’s go in.’ And he places a hand on his son’s shoulder. The hand is heavy, but it is lightly borne. One of those moments of equilibrium, perhaps. The trick is to recognize it – before it goes.

Ask about the Berlioz family in their district of the province of Dauphiné (south-east, mountainous, rather curmudgeonly, with Geneva and Milan much nearer than Paris) and there will be general agreement. Dr Berlioz, to be sure: a fine man: Monsieur Tourine the turner will tell you how the doctor stayed at Madame Tourine’s side when she had childbed-fever and never slept a wink, and brought her from the brink of death, and then waived his fee. And Monsieur Tourine’s neighbour, whom everyone calls Old Hébert, and who totters on two sticks down to the Esplanade every evening to play an unbeatable game of boules, will tell you about the doctor’s father: now in clovered retirement at Murianette but in his day a masterful bull of a man who made money, never missed church, and was marched to prison by the Revolutionaries singing psalms and reminding his servants to take care of the walnut-trees. Go down to Grenoble, the local metropolis, and you will find the name of Berlioz still elicits approving nods: yes, to be sure: lawyers, very much respected in the town, very much respectable. That, indeed, is the theme that is subject to numerous variations, but remains recognizable: a respectable family. God, yes.

Ask one or two of the sociable ladies of Grenoble who are acquainted with the Berlioz family, however, and the respect will be coloured with a regretful titter. Yes, Dr Berlioz, a perfectly admirable man, and with property not to be sneezed at: but, my dear, where he chooses to live – have you seen La Côte, and more to the point have you seen the bonnets there, or what pass for bonnets? And their menfolk will chuckle, swinging and cradling booted legs, and protest that, well, it is a healthy spot, after all, though heaven knows (they believe in heaven), they couldn’t live there themselves. And the ladies will exchange significant glances, and wonder aloud how poor Finette can bear it.

‘Finette, what are you doing?’

Madame Berlioz – Joséphine, Finette – descends the stairs for the first time since her accouchement and stands triumphantly in the doorway of her husband’s study.

‘What a beautiful day. Let’s call it the first day of summer. Have you breakfasted, my dear? I shan’t believe you if you say yes. And our guests? Heaven knows, there’s nothing wrong with their appetite.’

‘Sit down. No, don’t sit down, go back to bed. You’re not strong enough—’

‘Not strong enough for half the things I want to do, but strong enough to make a start. I will sit down, though.’ Madame Berlioz gives him her most brilliant smile. He notes the puffy post-natal flesh, the swollen feet pushed into kid slippers. His emotion is a sort of diagnostic tenderness edged with impatience. ‘The little one has fed well again, my dear, and she’s quite peaceful. Nancy’s sitting with her. Do you know what she said? “Will she always be my little sister, or will she catch up with me one day?”’ She laughs her high, breathy laugh. ‘And I am coming to life again. God is doing wonderful things.’

Dr Berlioz has nothing to say to that. ‘Rest, my dear. If the milk is coming, that’s because you are resting.’ But he does not expect to succeed. He knows that shining look. He wonders again about a wet-nurse, but breast-feeding has been orthodoxy since the Revolution: Frenchwomen must be so many she-wolves, suckling a new generation of Romuluses and Remuses. ‘Is she sleeping? I should take a look at her—’

‘She is sleeping, and entirely beautiful. And it’s high time we made arrangements for her baptism. I’ve been thinking of godparents. One doesn’t want to exclude Félix, but the soldier’s life is so very unsettled . . .’ Madame Berlioz pales and closes her eyes.

‘There. This is what comes of getting up too soon—’

‘Just a moment’s faintness, my dear, it passes. I shall make myself far worse if I lie there fretting. I must see Monique about the laundry. I must be part of things again. Is the hay all cut?’

‘It is,’ says Dr Berlioz, sitting back in resignation. ‘And it has all gone to feed the Austrians’ horses. And we are desperately short of fodder.’ Suddenly he wants to pour out all his troubles to his wife, to lean on her: but they are not like that. He has a sharp vision of their wedding day: white wintry light on the walls of the little hillside church near her father’s house, enshrining a tall, slender, richly beautiful woman: the preparation of a great purpose. Momentarily, as she glided towards him, he was terrified by her otherness. It was wild as a footpad springing murderously at you out of the darkness: the urbane tongue wants to say: There must surely be some mistake. Now, eleven years and four children later, he finds he still wants to say it.

‘Well, the Austrians cannot stay for ever. In fact, I have a feeling they will be gone very soon.’ She claps her hands briskly. ‘We shall weather the storm, my dear: God will provide. Now, tell me about Hector. He’s all smiles when he comes up to see me, but there’s something behind them.’

‘Oh . . . I fancy it’s his schooling. He doesn’t say much about it, but I think he’s bored. The seminary is not what it was. It seems there are only a few masters left, and all – all past their prime.’ Besotted old priests, he wants to say. All his talk with his wife is marked by these omissions and ellipses: matrimonial censorship. ‘I think it stifles him.’

‘Well, well, my dear, all this shows how absolutely right I was to come down, because we have so many things to discuss.’ She folds his hands in hers: hot, he notices, but not clammy. He realizes a part of his mind (which one?) has been bracing itself for childbed-fever, agony, even death. That’s him: there is always a lookout in the crow’s nest, scanning the horizon for disasters. Knowing this, he suddenly feels abject before his wife: before the faith he despises, the stubbornness of simplicity. He stoops and kisses her hands.

The thing about Joséphine Berlioz – convent-educated, provincially pious to her pretty fingertips, just made for the caressing of missals and rosaries and the primping of proprieties – is that she is often right. Soon afterwards, the Austrians strike camp and march away, leaving a blighted plain like the site of a vast picnic. The puppet-colonel comes to say goodbye to Dr Berlioz and – actually with tears in his eyes – to say what a great pleasure he has found in his acquaintance. The new baby is baptized: Adèle. And while Dr Berlioz carefully absents his thoughts from the ceremony, he is pleased to have it done: now he can give a name to one of his anxieties. Finette, out of bed and busying herself, grows stronger. The storm is weathered. And there is something behind Hector’s smiles, and it is the monastery school: he is bored, restless.

‘It isn’t the Latin. It’s the way they make it seem like – like sorting out a pile of dead leaves.’ The blue eyes search his father’s. Blue eyes, and this reddish-gold hair: somehow a tigerish combination, a face to be glimpsed in a thicket. ‘How can you be interested in something if you feel nothing for it?’

Dr Berlioz only nods, judiciously. He is at his most reserved when he is most moved, and just now there are surges within him. A wave of memory confronts him with his young self, confronting his own father, declining to study dreary law any more. Tell me, his father demands in an advocate’s boom, tell me in what this disgust consists. I want to know, as it must therefore include me as well . . .

‘We must think of this, Hector,’ Dr Berlioz says, and goes to consult the thermometer outside his study window, as he does every day. There is an element of ritual in this, though he is the most scientific and least superstitious of men: a suggestion that if you don’t keep your eye on the temperature, it will go wild, freeze, boil: turn to storm.

By the way, ask the housemaid, Monique Néty, what she thinks of Madame Berlioz – if you can intercept her tireless figure somewhere between the laundry-attics and the root-cellars – and she will turn to you her splendidly broad-cheekboned face, like a mob-capped squaw, and as if you had asked her a question of stupefying obviousness, like what colour blood is, she will say: ‘She is a saint, of course.’

At Grandfather Marmion’s house in mountainside Meylan, where the Berlioz family always spends the late summer absorbing the benign air of the Isère valley, Dr Berlioz accompanies his father-in-law on a tour of the gardens – extensive, obligatory. Nicholas Marmion made money early as (inevitably) a lawyer and, widowed early too, his daughter safely disposed of in marriage, decided to retire early. Here, on the steep green slopes, he has cultivated a polite taste for poetry, some elderly mannerisms and, above all, his garden. He is eloquent in plantings and blackfly: a frail seedling frets him like an ailing child. Dr Berlioz, conscientious proprietor of a goodly parcel of farmland and vineyard, is interested in husbandry, but not that much. He respects his father-in-law, but not that much. He believes there is something fundamentally wrong with any man who devotes himself to one thing only: it makes you a miser of the personality.

Still, there is plenty of good sense in Nicholas Marmion, when his attention can be loosened from graftings and cuttings, and Dr Berlioz values these visits when family matters, important matters, can be aired and shaken and folded. They appeal to the sense of responsibility that ticks perpetually like a watch in his breast. In fact, you would have to go a long way to find a more thoroughly respectable sight than these two, doctor and lawyer, strolling the shrubberies in stiff cravats, discussing matters of the here and now with the far frosted peaks dreaming at the sky. And only in Dr Berlioz’s mind is there a part (which?) that drifts up there with the cirrus and the gleam.

‘They’re gone,’ says Dr Berlioz, of the Austrians, ‘but they have left me out of pocket to the tune of one thousand two hundred francs. And others have fared worse – those who can least afford it.’

‘Well, let’s hope that’s the end of it. I confess there was a time when my heart used to pound just at the name of the Emperor – dear, dear, old habits, Bonaparte, I mean – but after a time, one finds that the heart is simply not meant to pound all the time. The world couldn’t go on. Regular rhythms are best. Look at nature. And look at that oleander – I swear it’s not thriving . . .’ Nicholas Marmion darts a shrewd, shadowed glance under plumy eyebrows, looking nothing like his daughter, the endlessly luminous Finette: Dr Berlioz cannot say why he finds that a relief. ‘What, do you suspect that won’t be the end of it?’

Dr Berlioz shrugs. ‘Oh, everyone speaks well of the King, of course – never mind what they really think. I speak well of the King, not because I suppose him any sort of angel, but because the mere fact of him promises order and peace. The trouble is, I think people have grown used to not loving order and peace, and loving their opposite. They have been given this appetite, and if someone were to feed it . . . It is, if you like, seduction.’

‘This someone can only be Bonaparte. Who is out of the way. They say he is very happy on Elba, inventing new flags and drilling his two dozen troops.’ Nicholas Marmion tenderly stoops to interrogate a flower.

‘Perhaps . . . Do you hear anything from Félix?’

‘I hear he is alive, and still loves the Emperor – which is as much as I ever hear from him. Some new scars to add to his collection, no doubt. Oh, he’ll carry on: he’s too much the soldier to leave that life now, be it for Bonaparte or Bourbon.’ Nicholas Marmion holds a bloom to his nose, inhales, and looks as dizzily refreshed as if it were a glass of brandy. ‘Children, my dear Louis: it is painful when they surprise you, and painful when they don’t. Just painful, really.’ Dr Berlioz casts about in his mind for some reference here to Finette, to his marriage: but his father-in-law adds swiftly, stalking on: ‘Thank heaven for you and Joséphine. Félix will never settle down. You and Joséphine, thank heaven, are settled.’ Dr Berlioz bleakly imagines, for a scented, grass-bruised moment, the heaven that must always be thanked. How different I am, he thinks, without pleasure. ‘And now the new shoot,’ adds Grandfather Marmion, fingering a sticky-looking plant: after a moment Dr Berlioz realizes what he means.

‘Adèle. Yes, she is thriving.’ A tiny pause before this, like a gambler who knows his stake is lost anyhow. ‘Thank heaven.’ There, it didn’t cost that much.

A mutter, from pointless greenery. ‘If only this would.’ And so that is just as important, thinks Dr Berlioz, with a boiling behind his eyes: but he waits till the boiling subsides to a simmer. After all, he thinks, everyone must have a pride and joy: after all.

‘Three girls,’ says Grandfather Marmion, straightening with a sigh, a sigh that expresses long futures of negotiations, selections, dowries: like an acquisition of land that will require a lot of fencing and draining before it pays. ‘Still, there’s Hector. Bright, I think. He gave me some sort of lecture about old dodderers who think the heart is made of grammar. Or something. I can’t really tell what Hector’s talking about sometimes.’

You wouldn’t, thinks Dr Berlioz, entirely without rancour. ‘His schooling is not going well,’ he says temperately. ‘The monastery school at La Côte is – well, it’s a shambles, and they say it will be closed altogether soon. I think –’ and how strange it is, sometimes it takes those words spoken aloud to alert you to what you do think ‘– I think I shall teach him myself.’

And with those words Dr Berlioz becomes aware, for the first time, of the sun on his back: how warm it is. He carries that warmth into the house, where his brood, his lovely anxieties, are gathered in the long drawing-room. Nancy, the little lady: Louise, the little gypsy: Adèle, the little enigma, on her mother’s lap: Hector lying on the rug, arms behind his head, raptly gazing up at the beams as if they were the open sky. Perhaps he feels the warmth too.

‘Hector, my dear, must you treat your grandfather’s house like a Turkish divan?’ his mother chides him.

‘Good for the spine,’ Grandfather Marmion says. ‘Let me hold that beautiful little girl.’

‘Aren’t I beautiful, Grandpapa?’ demands Louise.

‘Of course you are, and you know it.’

‘Well, yes,’ concedes Louise.

‘It’s a sin to be vain,’ puts in Nancy. ‘The priest says so.’

‘Only because he’s ugly,’ snaps Louise: and Hector, eyes dreamily closed, utters a laugh at the ceiling.

‘Papa, what has become of your neighbour, dear Madame Gautier?’ Madame Berlioz asks. ‘She usually calls on us.’

‘Visiting her family in Grenoble. She returns next week. I wish she would look to her garden when she does. Wretched climbers everywhere.’ Nicholas Marmion’s scissorlike fingers twitch.

‘Oh, would that be the Duboeufs? I often hear of them. They say the daughters are turning out prodigious beauties and breaking all hearts.’ Finette gathers the baby back into her arms with the comfortable smile of someone who has put all that behind her. ‘But I did hear something unfortunate about the eldest. She was seen at the theatre. I hope it isn’t true.’

Hector opens his eyes. ‘Why?’

‘Because the theatre is a place of irreligion and immorality,’ his mother says seriously, informatively. And sincerely: no hoot of hypocrisy in her voice. ‘It may appear harmless in itself, but there is nowhere that leads more swiftly to perdition.’

‘I was rather fond of the theatre in my youth,’ sighs Grandfather Marmion. ‘Of course you’re right, my dear, it won’t do, especially for a young woman.’

‘The Church will not even allow actresses to be buried in consecrated ground,’ Dr Berlioz says tonelessly, stalking to the window. The sun is gone from his back now. ‘Presumably the moral contagion continues in the grave.’

Hector, sitting up, looks from his mother to his father: utters again his high, broken laugh.

‘No laughing matter, my dear,’ says his mother, gently, ‘when it is a question of the immortal soul.’

From Louise: ‘What’s immortal?’

‘It means living for ever,’ her father says, with a touch of distaste.

‘Oh! Well, I’m going to do that anyway,’ Louise says, and Hector bursts upward laughing, grabbing her and twirling her about.

‘Me too,’ he says, ‘me too, little gypsy.’

Dr Berlioz looks on in pain and pleasure, and summons the sun again, thinking: I shall teach him.

The Hundred Days: retrospective, of course. No one knows, when Napoleon evicts himself from Elba and arrives in triumph on France’s southern doorstep, that it will be a hundred-odd days until he meets his nemesis at Waterloo. But an appropriate term: it makes days seem different to number them like that, instead of dividing them like bundles into neat weeks and months. They seem to rush headlong at you, like an army.

They rush at Dr Berlioz, and nearly crush him.

In March Napoleon arrives in Grenoble to general acclaim, then proceeds north, passing within two miles of La Côte St André. Dr Berlioz steadfastly refuses to join his neighbours rushing to the high-road to watch, nor does he allow Hector to go: this is sheer adventurism. He sees the dancing of excitement in his disappointed son’s eyes; but for himself he sees the dancing of flames, the stripping of fields, the blast of war. Blast Bonaparte, in fact: blast these so-called men of destiny, forever clambering up on the cardboard steed of heroism and trying to remake the world in their image. Dr Berlioz loathes the uncontained. It is a family joke that he cannot bear to see loose threads hanging from his wife’s workbox, and must always tuck them fastidiously in.

Two weeks later comes the news of Napoleon’s entry into Paris. Dr Berlioz despairs, or nearly: we do not know despair till we truly know despair, as he will. Finette is sick with anxiety for her brother, Félix Marmion, lieutenant in the Lancers and veteran – at twenty-eight – of campaigns from Cádiz to Borodino, and now rushing to join the Emperor’s colours: how much luck can he have left?

Then the damp spring pokes a poisonous finger into the throat of little gypsy-haired Louise, as it does with several children in the town; but they get better. Louise develops an abscess in the pharynx, and writhes on a double spike of sepsis and suffocation. Is it better or worse when you, the father, are also the doctor? Trustful, Louise does not cry when he tries and fails to lance the abscess. It is a bright morning, pearly from a cleansing shower, when Louise dies. Her sisters weep, baffled: Hector goes about white and stumbling: Madame Berlioz screams, then turns to ardent consolatory prayers for her daughter’s soul. Dr Berlioz, silent, feels himself going dry, thin, like a biscuit: about to snap.

At last Finette comes to him after a long session with the priest, glowing and uplifted. ‘I know she is happy,’ she tells him. ‘I know.’ And she seizes his hands in hers. He kisses them, not knowing what else to do. Having taken several grains of opium, he finds the hands look fascinatingly like a giant’s: nails as big as spades, or coffin-lids.

In June comes news of Waterloo, and another fifty thousand deaths to add to that quiet little one in La Côte St André. There is no working out of such a sum: no answer makes sense. After the battle, another military occupation: this is getting ridiculous. Dr Berlioz misses the puppet-colonel. This time the troops quartered on the district are vengeful and demanding: the townsfolk go hungry while the commandeered wagons haul bread and beef to the encampment: Cossacks ride about on sprees, smashing and burning. Even Finette cannot bring herself to say that this will pass, though she believes it. Meanwhile in his country house at Murianette, Dr Berlioz’s father begins to die.

As in life, as in defying the Revolution from prison, as in hammering the table with square fists while his quaking son told him he did not wish to be a lawyer, old Monsieur Berlioz is bullish in the face of death. ‘Well, tell me,’ he barks, lying purple and swollen in a tented bed. A gouty condition, with strangury and stone: the kidneys, those admirable engines, are running down. Is it better, or worse, to be the doctor when you are also . . .? ‘I suppose it can’t be cured.’ Said without complaint: the old man respects his son now, as much as a father ever can. In July he rouses from lethargy to reach out. ‘Come, Louis, let me shake you by the hand. I’m not sure I shall be able to, presently.’ It can’t be cured: still a thousand devils shriek Dr Berlioz’s failure to the skies. He loses his father on a day of August heat. At his request the maid throws back the shutters, turning the bedroom into a tank of light in which the body of his father floats. He looks as if he has just stopped doing something: which he has.

Surprising by-products dug up along with the new ores of grief: a change in yourself, in your position in the world. When your father dies, Dr Berlioz finds, you are no longer a son: so you are more than ever, more than anything, a father yourself.

As it is August, Dr Berlioz’s family are at Grandfather Marmion’s. He joins them there. Grandfather Marmion composes some verses in honour of the dead man. Finette holds her husband’s head for a long time on her breast. Though dearly wishing to offer it, she refrains from religious consolation. Love is blind, but it sometimes sees.

Grief is an island, and usually the waves will beat you back if you try to reach it. Hector keeps paddling valiantly towards him, and Dr Berlioz is grateful; but he knows it is no use, not here, not now. There is consolation to be had, as there has been all through this horrible year, but it is special and fixed.

It is the teaching and the learning.

It is those precious hours in the library of the big cool house at La Côte, when Dr Berlioz and his son sit down to their lessons. The nearest word, anyway, for a species of mutual discovery. Dr Berlioz does not thrust Latin at Hector like a bowl of gruel to be swallowed anyhow. He opens his beloved Virgil, talks about the story of Dido and Aeneas, makes it a matter of passion and significance; and the passion and significance are in the language, which is beautiful and difficult, as most worthwhile things are difficult. And Hector, after bridling and balking, all at once plunges in, a horse let into a knee-high meadow. (So much for those besotted old priests, Dr Berlioz thinks triumphantly, guiltily.) The atlas? Certainly, open the atlas, let your mind roam around those delineated and imagined countries. French style, let us read La Fontaine. You did not notice the style? Then it must be a good style, because you were not aware of it. It is, if you like, seduction.

This is what keeps Dr Berlioz going: these sweet slices carved from the bloody mess of life. Seeing in Hector the remote reflection, like a lighted ripple at the bottom of a well, of all that he loves and believes. Everyone, after all, must have a pride and joy.

History, geography, languages: in time, of course, there will be medical science also, as that must be the crown of his education. Hector’s intelligence and compassion mark him out as a doctor, even leaving aside family tradition. But in the meantime music also, of which Dr Berlioz is a fond amateur. He shows Hector the stave, the notes: the rudiments. It contributes to the sum of a gentleman’s education, no more. Dr Berlioz loathes the uncontained.

And Hector?

You must be quick to catch him. He is always on the point of going somewhere, doing something. He is not shy or secretive: he is just simultaneously obvious and hard to perceive, like the drifting bubbles in the fluid of your eye. See them? Once you fix them, you have to stop seeing: you lose the world.

Quick, then. It’s Saturday: no lessons. Down the stairs – odd stairs in the Berlioz house at La Côte, turning back on themselves, run down them like this and your feet must dance to their curious dotted rhythm. From the kitchen, a smell, like the lashing of a sweet whip – new-baked bread (and beneath it so much, for the grain is from their own fields, thus you eat your home as well as live in it) and Hector is appreciative of this, the sense of it goes through him like his own branching veins – image from the medical textbooks his father has begun to leave open in the study: it is, if you like, seduction – but no food, today is not an eating day, it is a being-eaten day. Being eaten by emotions, and if you want to know what they are, well, then, you are truly seeing through Hector’s eyes, because he does too. Out: plashy steep main street, a cooper’s wagon straddling it, splayed wheels, crunch and rumble, tumbled thump of tubs. Grey and cool, rain and cloud mixed up with dashes of undercooked sun, an ill-made soup of a day, but there are times when only outdoors is tolerable, when any four walls make a casket.

Damp rank meadow, canopy of weeping oaks, but a sufficient bed for thoughts: book in pocket, for when he needs to slip the leash of self. For now the view does everything. He is in love with distance. He throws all his senses at it. His self resounds and rebounds from those purple slopes: this is what it is like to be an echo. Below, at the limit of the shimmering plain, the taut horizon sends out to him a plucked note, plucking him: he vibrates with it.

He is twelve years old. A time of intensity: often forgotten. But look at his face – he will never forget it, or lose it. Sometimes he conceives of his life as a narrative, a tremendous account of every experience moment by moment: though no book could ever be large enough to contain it.

A minute within Hector: thus. Grass stems at his feet a jungle, his boot a rocky outcrop. Fancied jungles of Ceylon and Borneo: his finger tracing their seductive shapes in the atlas: one day I will go there. And there – past the twanging ring of horizon – oh, a noose to throttle you – beyond: how far Paris? Should know. Uncle Félix would know, been everywhere, thrill of Uncle Félix, home again at Meylan, survived Waterloo, charmed life – yes, but all lives are charmed if we did but know it – sound and smell of Uncle Félix, wonder when he will ride over, scraunching leather, brandy, pomade on the moustache, Nancy giggles tickled at his kiss, God, Louise, dear God, poor Louise, why, there must be a reason? Despair. Tastes like mould (that night he slipped down to the kitchen ravening in the dark – the bread powdery blue on his tongue), yes, he knows despair. She is much with him today – she, the vision, the one, Estelle, it means star, what else could it mean? This is winter, she is summer. At regina gravi iamdudum saucia cura. Virgil, Queen Dido, gnawed by the pangs of love. Shame of, without warning, weeping as he translated, Papa, thank God, pretending not to see. Estelle, would he see her again when summer came (will it ever come?)? When they go to Grandfather at Meylan will she be there, will she look at him? Dread, longing, like standing on the crag by the tower and looking down, you want to fall, to know the falling. Hungry after all, gnawing, pangs. Stupid. Wish to have no body, just to be an emanation, a movement in the grass. Run away to sea. But then no Estelle, no star: not that she can see him, we see the stars, they don’t see us. What it must be like to die for someone. What it must be like. What everything must be like.

Thousands of feet above La Côte St André, a layer of cold air from the mountains encounters a mass of cloud, and the undecided day gives way to a downpour. It causes Mayor Buffevent, caught out in it, to develop a chill, which quite ruins his voice for his address to the farmers’ association. It causes Dr Berlioz to thank his own foresight in spending eight hundred francs on a new roof, and then to worry about that eight hundred francs. And it causes Hector to run indoors, where in sheer boredom he begins rummaging about in cupboards and drawers. And finds something.

‘You know me,’ says Félix Marmion, ‘I would have cut off my right arm for the Emperor. But there it is, he’s gone. I’m fit for nothing but the army, and His Royal Fatness will still need one of those. Besides, I’m a soldier, not a politician. Also I have debts. My God, what debts!’ He smiles in admiration of them, revealing the split lips that give him the look of a slashed portrait. A sabre cut from the Spanish campaign. Lucky with that, Dr Berlioz’s professional eye observes: an inch deeper and it would almost certainly have splintered nose or jawbone, the splinters probably thrust inward into flesh, resulting in sepsis rapidly becoming general in the heat and dirt of Spain . . . He arrests himself in the act of hypothesising the death of his brother-in-law, of whom he is fond. Next to resplendent peacock Félix – the red trousers with the blue stripe making his swaggering tallness seem to go up and up for ever – Dr Berlioz is a sober rook. But the two men respect each other: neither has anything the other could possibly want.

‘Who is in charge of commissions now?’

Félix laughs largely, scooping up the new puppy that is trying to chew his boot. ‘My dear Louis, no one is in charge of anything. It’s chaos. Oh, if anyone’s pulling the strings, it will be some stiff-necked émigré still weeping over Marie Antoinette – or more likely his mistress. What can we do? Just have to wait for the new world to take shape.’

‘Again.’

Félix laughs, the cheerful yelp of a man who enjoys laughing for its own sake. ‘My dear man, you’re a cynic.’

‘Take another glass of wine. On the contrary, I’m an idealist.’

‘Comes to the same thing. It’s all about disappointment.’ Félix takes his wine like a dose, over in a second. ‘You know, you ought to get over to Paris once in a way. Open your eyes.’

‘I was not aware they were closed,’ says Dr Berlioz, who often finds himself exaggerating his thin-smiling dryness when with Félix, perhaps because it amuses him. Inside there is a hollow note like a gong. Paris, where he might have done great things: or failed to do them.

Félix Marmion puts down his glass, cocking his head. ‘Who’s that playing Malbrouk?’

‘Hm? Oh, that’s Hector. He found an old flageolet in a drawer the other day. Forgot I had it. He went around making such a damnable racket blowing into it that I undertook to teach him how to play it, just for some peace. Funny, it all came back to me straight away.’

‘Oh, it never leaves you. Did I tell you I carried my fiddle in my pack all the way through Russia? Probably I did. Great resource when there were no women about. Well, he’s certainly picked it up quickly.’

‘Hector picks up everything quickly,’ says Dr Berlioz, with a quaver of possessiveness, as if gathering something to him that might be stolen.

‘Rotten tone, though,’ says Félix wincing. ‘Probably a crack. I shall be in Grenoble next week: I’ll see if I can find him a new one. So, he’s a bright fellow: what’s to become of him? Finette was talking about having a priest in the family – but there, bless her, she wants everyone to be a priest.’

‘Oh, he will follow my profession, of course,’ Dr Berlioz says absently, savouring his wine.

‘Ah. Have you told him?’

Dr Berlioz, looking into the endless redness of the wine, finds himself looking also into a vast surprise.

After a moment: ‘Oh, he knows,’ he says.

‘Hector’s in love.’

Perhaps mothers can never take this seriously in their sons. And Joséphine Berlioz has, with her son, a frequently teasing way – possibly because of the profound, God-haunted seriousness with which she really views him, his soul, his future. Jokes only matter to those who see life as a joke. This, this dumb smarting adoration of Estelle, pretty granddaughter of Grandfather Marmion’s neighbour, sharer of the little outings and parties of the Meylan summer – well, it is nothing. You would have to shift the world off its axis to think otherwise: and Madame Berlioz’s world is entirely fixed.

‘I can quite understand it,’ Madame Berlioz goes on to Madame Gautier, the neighbour, grandmother of the beautiful girl dancing round the long, summer-lit drawing room. (Beautiful girl, Hector would cry outrageously, if he were not brooding as only a thirteen-year-old can brood in the far corner behind the fire-screen, what does that mean, or not mean?) ‘Estelle is the most delightful creature. Such a glow – I feel old, old!’ Madame Berlioz laughs her pleasant husky laugh. ‘She must be, what, eighteen now? Well, I doubt you will have to wait long, Madame Gautier, I very much doubt it. You’ll soon see her respectably settled. Oh, look at Félix. Really he is shockingly bold – and still wearing his spurs too. But he does dance so very elegantly. These girls don’t seem to mind his scar at all – I do believe they like it. Dear, dear, poor Hector, such a face! Off he goes.’ Madame Berlioz and Madame Gautier co-operate in a chuckle. ‘Oh, to be young again!’ Nobody says that who really wishes it.

The haystack throws a shape of shade that is onion-domed, Moorish: exotic. The right shape to contain the prostrate form of Hector, whose thoughts are exotic in the true sense: foreign, foreign to all that surrounds him in Meylan and La Côte and all their piffling provincial kin. He does not yet understand this foreignness, which is partly why he is so brutally unhappy.

It is something to do with clash and paradox. Thus, he wants to spit Uncle Félix on his own sword for dancing so blithely with Estelle, yet he loves his uncle Félix, and admires him for that very dash and swagger that made him whisk the laughing Estelle on to the floor. And it is not as if he could even contemplate dancing with her himself: he would whimper and shrivel. Nor does he actually want her to love him in return, in the sense that one can only want the truly possible: he cannot expect the mountains or the trees, or the stars to love him, and she is no less than them. (And part of them. That cherry tree in his grandfather’s garden where she gripped the trunk with one hand and swung herself idly about, humming and thinking: it makes him weep: often he stands leaning his cheek against the bark, once even dashed his brow against it and bled.) And though he cannot laugh at himself, there is a part of him that can conceive the possibility of doing so, some day: laugh at the fact that he adores her pink half-boots and can even be thrown into a miserable frenzy by a glimpse of the same shade of pink in a ribbon or nosegay, at the way he reverently separates her perfect Christian name from her less-than-perfect surname, beefy Duboeuf.

No laughter now, though: no harmonizing of the raging discords. And no possibility of going back into that house, to expose himself to the sympathetic grins. He will have to stay here for ever, that’s all. But bewildered and helpless as he is, Hector grasps one nettle of impossibility, one thorny paradox, without flinching. Thus: he cannot and never will be able to talk about these feelings to anyone. Yet if he does not express them somehow he will die or go mad. His future is predicated on a conundrum.

The light fades: monochrome seeps into the valley. Hector sits up.

‘One cannot,’ he says aloud, with an air of profound pessimistic discovery, ‘sit under a haystack for ever.’ He trudges back to his grandfather’s house, where Nancy skips around him in the hall.

‘Hector’s in love, Hector’s in love.’

‘When you’re asleep,’ he assures her smilingly, ‘I shall cut off all your hair.’ In fact he is very fond of his arch, prim little sister, and begins, in so far as it is possible, to feel better.

Hector’s in love. Well, let us say rather that he has begun to be. In both senses.

Ask Estelle Duboeuf – daughter of a dyspeptic but doting Grenoble tax-collector, spirited, pretty, eloquent great eyes, nervous mouth, not as sure of herself as she would like to be – what she thinks of Hector Berlioz, and she will say, after a moment’s puzzlement: ‘Oh, Monsieur Marmion’s grandson, to be sure. Well, I scarcely know what to think, as he has hardly ever addressed a word to me. Yes, I exaggerate. I know he has a sort of taking for me, or thinks he has. It is rather sweet to have a boy admirer. My friend Félicité in Grenoble has one. He makes her little paper boats and then runs away blushing, can you imagine? Of course you mustn’t tease them too much: they take it to heart.’

Sounds in the Berlioz house.

Upstairs the squalling of a baby, at once powerful and thin, like a trapped bee fizzing against glass: this is Jules, the newest of Dr Berlioz’s beloved anxieties. From the study, the groan of a patient being examined, and Dr Berlioz’s calm voice murmuring reassurance. From the central courtyard, a competitive chirruping that resolves into Nancy and Adèle, inventing a complex game as they go along. From the kitchen, great clankings and sousings, the yip of a pestering dog, oaths. From the drawing-room, the idle tapping of riding-crop against boot as Félix Marmion waits for his sister to come down.

From Hector’s room, a new sound begins. It throbs, then leaps: it chases about the house like a silvery elf. Félix Marmion stops tapping to listen.

‘Well, Félix, all alone?’ At last Dr Berlioz comes in. ‘We’re neglecting you. You must stay to dinner in recompense.’

‘Finette went up to feed the baby. That must be Hector playing – but that’s surely not a flageolet.’

‘No, we procured an old flute for him. Leaps and bounds. Very capable, isn’t he? So, you are a warrior again. Let me wish you well, as long as it doesn’t mean wishing for another war.’

‘Oh, the old crowned boobies won’t allow that . . . Listen, I do believe that’s an air of Boieldieu’s. I remember dancing to that tune with a very pretty girl. Come to think of it, she was rather plain, but you know . . . Where does he get his music?’

‘Anywhere he can. Lately he’s been haunting the National Guard band. Not that there’s a great deal of musicality to be found there.’

‘Félix, forgive me, I simply hadn’t a moment.’ Joséphine Berlioz floats in, kisses her brother. ‘How are you? You look well.’ This is her frequent greeting, accompanied by a long glance of kindly dubiety – as if seeing much more but withholding comment.

‘Little screech-owl gone to sleep at last, has he? Doesn’t sound as if he’s going to be a musician.’ Félix chuckles at her solemn bemusement. ‘I mean like his brother. Hector the musician.’

‘Lord, Félix,’ says Madame Berlioz, fanning herself with her hand, ‘don’t even say it in jest.’

Félix laughs again, but laughs alone. Meanwhile the elf of silver flits about them, as if frantically searching for a way out.

Sunday afternoon at the Esplanade: boules, best clothes, strolling and gossip in the lime-tree walk to the sound, or rather the noise, of the National Guard band. Dr Berlioz and Mayor Buffevent perambulate in conclave, nodding to everyone they know. As they know pretty well everyone in La Côte St André, there is a great deal of nodding, so much that they resemble a pair of solemn ducks.

‘How’s your silkworm crop this year?’ puffs Monsieur Buffevent, conscious of being stout and short-winded. And look at Berlioz, not an ounce of fat on him. Mind, the fellow never eats.

‘Fair. But prices being what they are—’

‘I know. All this trouble in Lyon. Plots and factions. We are addicted to conspiracies. Or they are – more sense in this part of the world, thank God. No, our crop was hardly worth the trouble. Madame Buffevent wants to give it up altogether. I say to her, “You’ll miss the occupation. What will you do?” “Good works,” she says. I try not to laugh.’

‘Really, this band,’ says Dr Berlioz, turning with a frown, ‘I never heard such a wretched noise.’

‘Not exactly doing us proud, are they? Of course, it would help if they had more instruments. I don’t know where the horns have gone. With the horn-players probably. How’s your boy? They tell me he’s well up in music.’

‘He spends a good deal of time on it. Too much time, I’m tempted to say, but then that’s partly because he’s teaching himself. I was wondering whether we could get a professional man in to take charge of the band – depending on funds, of course . . .’

‘It’s possible, yes, it’s possible,’ puffs Monsieur Buffevent. In fact, there are certain discrepancies in council funds that he is anxious not to have revealed. He will make them up before he retires, of course. Still, for now he wants to appear accommodating.

‘One might make it more worth this person’s while by engaging him for private pupils also,’ Dr Berlioz goes on. ‘I would certainly contribute. There’s not only Hector, but Nancy, I think, has an inclination to learn a little music. And there must be others in the town.’

‘Surely. Not a bad notion. I’ve heard the Rochers talk about piano lessons for their girls. Yes, I’ll look into it. I might subscribe myself. Give Madame Buffevent something to do.’ Monsieur Buffevent, who will die within the year and have his eyelids closed by the man at his side, wheezes laughter. ‘Good works indeed.’

The new music-master is from Lyon, and his first impressions of La Côte St André are not greatly favourable. While shaking hands with Mayor Buffevent and declaring himself delighted, he runs through a gloomy inventory in his mind, thus. Typical smug provincial hole: three thousand people, of whom two thousand nine hundred and fifty mere clods: forty-five or so professing or pretending to profess a polite interest in music as an elegant accomplishment: perhaps four or five talented amateurs, knowing only second-rate salon trifles, yearning for more but doomed by the place they live in. Nothing can come from here. He has a son who is also a musician, and in his temporary despondency he curses family tradition and wishes he had set the boy to any other occupation.

Still, it’s a living. Fortifying himself from a flask of brandy, he goes to hear the town band.

Madame Clappier, to her friend Madame Berlioz: ‘My dear, I declare there’s quite a different look about your Hector lately. If he was a girl, I’d say it was green-sickness.’

Hector’s in love.

Oh, yes, still in love with Estelle, the star of his summers: but not only that. Her rival for his heart is something she could never imagine, though she has heard him play the flute and sing at Monsieur Marmion’s evening parties. Nor could she imagine how they are fused together, she and her rival: indeed, in Hector’s mind they are a single essence. It would be altogether too strange to think of.

And he is strange, now, the boy-admirer growing tall, deep-voiced, losing the undecided features of adolescence and wearing instead a face that seems to matter: aquiline, lean and deep-shadowed, not so easy to change with a glance or a teasing word. It is a face that can cut its way through a crowded room like the prow of a ship through sea. He does still adore, but the adoration is strange too, and no longer mute. Walking with him, or rather being followed by him, up the mountainside above Meylan, Estelle gives a squeal as he suddenly runs like a goat to the lip of a crag.

‘Don’t go so near the edge – you’ll fall!’

He stops and regards her. ‘Would you care?’

‘Why? Do you want me to care?’

‘Of course.’ He gives a peculiar confiding smile. ‘I want you to weep for me.’

‘What a horrible thing to say.’ She half turns: this is the moment for young beaux to stammer out apologies; that’s the way the game goes.

Instead: ‘Is it?’ he says seriously. ‘But it’s such a beautiful idea.’

Then he springs away again, scrambling up to the ruined tower.

She frowns up at him. ‘Don’t you ever stop moving? I don’t know how you can be such a fidget.’ Dear God, she thinks, there is the voice of the mother I shall be.

‘I don’t know how other people can stay so still.’

Just a boy after all, gangling, full of quiddities. Still, Estelle thinks, I’m so glad I shall never be in love with him.

‘My dear, a new flute?’ Finette pauses with the dripping spoon half-way to Jules’s mouth. ‘But he has a flute.’

‘Not a good one. This is to be of red ebony, from the best instrument-maker in Lyon.’ Dr Berlioz pantomimes encouraging bites at Jules. He is always relieved when Finette finishes breast-feeding: he finds he is fonder of her. Something to do with the Madonna, perhaps.

‘Well, you’re the best judge, of course. But really, isn’t this taking it a little too far? What with the music lessons, the guitar lessons—’

‘Those we may discontinue. But the flute he shall have.’ Dr Berlioz kisses his wife’s sleek hair. ‘Trust me, my dear. I know what I’m about.’

‘No no no no. Please. Not that. Scribble on something else.’ Dancing over her with dainty anxiety, Hector manages to snatch the paper from Adèle’s sticky fingers.

‘Why?’

‘Because it’s important.’

‘Adèle, go and play elsewhere,’ instructs Nancy, who is thirteen, and has a fastidious horror of childhood. ‘Is it a love-letter?’ Serious, not mocking, not at thirteen: it is all becoming tremendous to her. ‘My friend Emma is in love with you.’

‘Is she?’ Hector laughs at the thought, then stops, assaulted by the vision of Estelle standing on the cliff-path, smiling down at him with amusement. ‘Well, it’s not a love-letter. It’s just music.’

It’s just music. It’s music – just. Hector, who has never had a piano lesson, never heard an orchestra, hardly knows what he is doing when he laboriously translates the sounds in his mind into that inky-spiky code. That’s why no one is alarmed by what is happening inside Hector. Just music. Madame Berlioz sings nursery songs to herself when sewing: Dr Berlioz is still fond of a tune: Uncle Félix plays a sprightly fiddle when the ladies suggest a carpet-dance. You see, it doesn’t matter. No suspicion then that the likeable youth moving among them is a changeling. They do not spot the goblin tail because they cannot imagine it.

For the goblin, it isn’t just music. That is one of the thoughts that is becoming unthinkable.

A neighbour clearing out lumber comes across a bundle of music paper. Hector’s the one for music, isn’t he? Keep it, keep it. Among the yellowing lavender-smelling sheets, Hector finds a sheet set out for full score.

He gazes. Twenty-four staves: they extend like magic wires far below him. Hector on the edge of the crag, wanting to fall.

Dr Berlioz finds he has been watching the hands of the study clock, waiting for them to reach nine precisely: which is, he tells himself, absurd. They are at home, not in a counting-house. But it is such an important day, such an important moment: somehow it needs an horological honour.

‘Hector? Will you come in here, please?’

He comes, ruffling the riotous hair. He will never go bald, Dr Berlioz’s mind (which one?) notes absently: you can tell by the way it grows straight up from the scalp. Absurdly again, Dr Berlioz is trembling.

‘Hector. The time has come for you to begin your medical studies.’

Slightly dream-like feeling when you finally say something you have been preparing to say for a long time. You almost wonder if you really said it.

But he must have, because Hector replies.

‘Is it?’

The tone is of sheer surprise: the last thing Dr Berlioz expected. Suddenly the doctor has a feeling of being behind thick glass: he even begins to speak more loudly.

‘Certainly. Certainly it is time. You have made excellent progress in your general studies, and those we shall continue. But above all you display a questing intelligence, and I think your mind is in a state of readiness for the close and thorough disciplines of medicine. It is at once the most exacting and the most worthy of professions, and one that it has always been my hope to see you pursue. To help you pursue.’ Dr Berlioz pauses expectantly.

‘Yes. Well, yes, I know.’

‘It may be that you doubt your aptitude for it – perhaps, even, your inclination. That’s why I mean to start now, before any formal training. I want to introduce you to medicine’s first principles – to open it up to you, if you like, as I hope I did with the glories of Virgil.’ Dr Berlioz has a shivery presentiment that his son is going to say: But that’s different. He hurries on: ‘The Treatise on Osteology of Monroe is the best beginning. This volume. My notion is that you begin to familiarize yourself with it at your own pace, just as with your other studies.’ He opens the great volume at an illustration and turns it on the desk towards Hector.

His son’s eyes flick down at the flourishing curlicues and volutes, the dispassionate architecture of anatomy, then flick up to his father again. ‘Yes.’

Just that. Dr Berlioz has a sensation of floundering – but, ah, here is dry land. ‘By the by, I have ordered the new flute you wanted. It should be here at the end of the month.’

And now a spark, if of a smothered sort. ‘Thank you, Papa. Thank you.’

Dr Berlioz waves a hand, granting himself a smile. It is, if you like, seduction. ‘Your cousin Alphonse is also intended for the medical profession, and may be joining us in our studies. Well, I have a patient to call upon, so I will see you at lunch. Thank you, Hector.’

Dr Berlioz wonders what he is thanking his son for. Only when Hector is out of the room















































CODA: 1849

And now we see Monsieur and Madame Blanche again in their wallpapered parlour. But this time it is summer, and Madame Blanche is not going on, but returning from a visit. Her husband looks up expectantly as she unties her bonnet and persuades her grey kid gloves from her smooth, neat hands.

– So, my dear, asks Monsieur Blanche, and how does she do?

Madame Blanche hesitates. – In many ways, not well. No further seizures, but she is still weak.

– No wonder. She was lucky to survive the cholera at all. The figures in the newspaper today –

– Lucky. Yes: lucky, says Madame Blanche, with an odd, distant look.

Her husband examines her, fondly, critically. – So it’s true, then? He is with her?

Madame Blanche permits herself a smile. – Yes. He has been nursing her. Yes, of course, they are still separated, as man and wife. That’s well known. But in another way they’re not. He’s there every day, at her side. Oh, I know he has that woman. Everyone knows that. But the fact is he’s there, with Henriette, every day. And the look on their faces . . .

– My dear, you’ve become sentimental.

– Is the mystery of human love sentimental, Monsieur Blanche? Is that what you believe?

– You know very well it is not, he says. His smile is wry and tender.

– Oh, I can understand if people have a feeling of – disbelief. I felt it myself when he came back: oh, come on, I’m not a child, and so on. I don’t know the whole history of it, but it’s pretty clear to me that they would never do, together. They are just too . . . I don’t know. And yet, he is always there, with her. And this I think is a different kind of love, which we don’t understand – and now, if you like, you may accuse me again of being sentimental.

Monsieur Blanche is thoughtful. – Would you call them happy?

– In a very peculiar way – yes, says Madame Blanche, sitting down beside him.

– Sentiment, or the mystery of human love? Who can say? I wouldn’t presume to say. I don’t know.

At which Madame Blanche looks greatly refreshed, as if someone has opened a window on a stuffy room.

– I don’t know, she says, delivering one of her dry kisses to her husband’s cheek, is the best and purest sentence in the world.

We are allowed a glimpse.

Here we are again: the large, cool, neat room, the geometric rug, the fire-screen, the broad window with the fauteuil before it. The sad and immobile and fascinating woman is still seated there, and she gazes still from the splendid imprisoned eyes.

The difference is the lean, bony, sharp-featured man sitting beside her and holding her hand – beside her, physically, though there is something about his posture that suggests he is sitting at her feet.

The clock on the mantelshelf – the clock that has been for Harriet a terrible taskmaster, ordering her to look, look, at my slowness – is showing some late, admonitory hour: but neither she nor he gives a damn.

It’s odd, how long you can do this – goes against every romantic idea, really: to have this emotion, you should be making fierce love or else pushing each other conclusively off craggy cliffs.

Instead, Harriet and Hector Berlioz are quietly sitting side by side in her Montmartre lodgings, and holding hands.

There can surely be no greater intimacy than this: the entire absence of illusions.

Harriet begins to speak. The repeated strokes have made this difficult for her, but Hector quietly waits: he knows that the best things are not easily said.

‘We shall never be as we were.’

The struggle to get the words out gives them enormous weight.

‘Yes,’ he says, and in that word includes much. But – and he looks at, venerates her hand in his, that beautiful and unchanged hand: but. ‘But in another way, we will always be as we were.’
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