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for Beethoven and the Voodoo Child
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Nicholas Wyndham double-locked the door of his house and, in turning to the narrow cobbled lane that ran through St John’s Mews to the small circular court before his door, received the very distinct impression that something quite out of the ordinary would attend upon his outing that night. The weather was warm, but with a cool breeze at whiles springing up to dispel the sultriness of the day; the sky was a silver-shot mantle of black velvet overhead, where even the tallest spires of the City could do no more than raise themselves up, like yearning fingers striving to touch something infinitely more grand than themselves. Nicholas—who was known to admirers as Nicky, and to his friends as Windy—felt this was as it should be. Heaven and Earth were, to his mind, entirely disparate spheres where the works of Man stood apart from those of the gods, and for the former to have actual physical contact with the latter would have been nothing short of sacrilege.

However, as he stood in the courtyard, with his key-ring yet poised on its downward course to the pocket of his frock coat, a sense of quiet excitement seemed to intrude upon his normally placid temperament; in so doing, it disturbed somewhat the pleasant sense of anticipation with which he had left his house to seek the company of friends at a small nearby cafe, yet the disturbance itself was not at all unpleasant, just a little bit puzzling.

For a moment he stood unmoving in the starlight—the office towers that ringed the Mews effectively hid the face of the bright three-quarter moon from his sight—with his flaxen-haired head cocked to one side, listening to the hum of traffic out on the Boulevard, the faraway murmur of voices from open windows in neighbouring houses. These sounds were commonplace enough, as was the scent of the apple blossoms on the trees that stood on the perimeter of the courtyard, and the faint tang of motor oil and exhaust fumes that would occasionally intrude upon cloistral setting of the Mews.

But Wyndham felt something else, something strange and indefinable; though he recognised it not at all, could not begin to guess where it might come from, nevertheless it struck upon his artist’s sensibilities and filled him with a dizzying rush of near-childlike wonderment.

And then, as quickly as it had come, the sensation was gone, leaving him to stand with a small frown of thwarted concentration across his forehead and a slightly bemused almost silly smile upon his lips.

He shrugged, put his hands into the pockets of his coat and went on his way, his boots scuffing faintly at the timeworn stones. Just off the courtyard, where it narrowed on its way to the Boulevard, a bearded man sat before his door regarding a blank rectangle of white canvas that stood on an easel before him.

“Evening, Nicholas,” the bearded man said, tentatively applying his brush to a splash of colour on the palette held in his other hand. “Ever try painting by starlight?”

“Good evening t’you, Robertson,” he replied, “and no, I can’t say I have. Then too, I’ve never tried painting by any light. Is it important?”

Robertson turned his head and gazed up at him with a pair of piercing dark eyes darkened further by heavy brows effectively blocking any errant strands of illumination from above.

“I’m not sure yet,” he growled, frowning. “I’ve never tried it before...but tonight...for some strange reason...I thought I’d have a go at it. The thing is, I’ll be damned if I know where or how to begin. I got this feeling a little while ago, and though I’ve never had any kind of trouble conjuring up an image of something I’ve felt, this one’s like nothing I’ve run into before...” 

Wyndham nodded sympathetically. Robertson was the only person of his acquaintance who addressed him by an unmodified version of his given name. It lent the man a somewhat special distinction, and went a long way in softening the brusque tone that often crept into his dealings with others.

“Well...good luck with it then anyway,” he said earnestly, continuing on down the lane.  Over his shoulder he called back to him. “I’ll be sure to raise a glass or two of wine on your behalf...anoint the pavement...just to add a bit of something to the effort.”

He heard Robertson mutter Damned pagan! into his beard, and grinned to himself.  A half dozen steps further and he saw a pair of ghostly green eyes winking at him from the darkness of an archway, that swiftly materialised into a large whisper-grey shadow that leapt up onto the stone wall beyond it. Wyndham approached the creature slowly, with the air of a courtier before his sovereign, and reached a long-fingered hand to scratch him gently between the ears. The green lamps went out, and a rumbling purr came from its throat as Wyndham moved his fingers down through the thick fur of his chest.

“And good evening to you, Sir Grim,” he said softly. “How go things in the Kingdom of the Cats?”

Grim the Grey declined to make answer to the question, preferring to devote his full attention to the ministrations upon his royal person. Wyndham chuckled, ran his hand one last time across the feline's flank, and went on his way.

“Someday I’ll learn the language you speak, your Highness,” he whispered.  “Who knows what secrets I’ll learn then...”

At length he came to the end of the Mews, where the cobbles became granite-flecked pavement and the Church of St John the Defender raised up its modest battlements over the brief side street that led to the Boulevard. There he found the stout figure of Father Ambrosius in white-cassocked surveyance of the world, at the foot of broad double doors that rose up to twice his height, hinged and studded with ancient iron. Nicholas raised a hand in silent greeting, nodding politely as he passed by.

“God go with you, my son,” said the priest solemnly.

“And all of them with you, Father,” replied Nicholas.

“Bloody pagan!” exclaimed the cleric.

Nicholas turned and walked backwards as he answered the charge.

“A peaceful pagan, at worst, Father,” he laughed. ”Come by some afternoon and we’ll see what can be done for the mutual salvation of our souls.”

“Hell will freeze over, young man—!” began Father Ambrosius.

“Yes...I know...!” cried Nicholas. “And no doubt Lord Scaly-Tail will go on ice-skates. All the same, I think my wine cellar will tempt you in the end, Father...”

He didn’t have to look for the smile he knew had lit upon the priest’s face. Theirs was a slightly contentious ritual belonging solely to the pair of them. He waved a farewell and faced forward again, his legs moving him quickly over the pavement, his strides becoming longer with each step as though to challenge the pace of the motor cars that sped by him on the Boulevard. And then the feeling that had come to him outside his door, the sense of quiet excitement, came to him again, more strongly this time, and he stopped...ears straining for a sound... eyes gone bright and dreaming...turned inward to seek the nature and form of whatever it was come to visit upon him.  

Again it lasted only long enough for him to recognise it before it fled away a second time, swiftly, like a water sprite surprised by the loutish stumbling of a mortal lost in some Faerie forest. Wyndham came back to the world around him dazedly, but with a firmer conviction that something odd and possibly miraculous was to befall him before the sun would rise again over the City.

A group of people—three couples dressed for an evening at the theatre perhaps—walked past him, and he smiled...foolishly...causing them to look at him uneasily before disdain fell about them like a cloak once they had  taken in the dated elegance of his attire. They hastened away, and Nicholas began to wonder...

“Am I then the only one?” he asked himself aloud. “But no...there was Robertson...so it must be something...”

He pondered the question in a very serious manner all through the time it took him to walk the seven blocks to the cafe.  On any other summer night, if he was early for a trysting with his friends, he would have stopped along the way—sat awhiles on the wooden benches encircling the fountain in Emperor’s Park, or wandered lazily through the honeyed environs of the Emerald Gardens—but on this night his usual distractions did not tempt him to stray or linger. The question he had asked of himself became one of a burning urgency, and it was with a decidedly desperate air that he came to the terrace of the Silver Rose, where he sought out his comrades and breathed a sigh of relief when finally he was seated among them.

“Windy would you please do something to make poor Andrew smile?” pleaded Diana, leaning across the table to bestow him a kiss of welcome. “It’s a delicious night and I’ve gotten a place with the dance company of my dreams, but poor Andy’s been thrown over by his lover and I can’t celebrate properly with him looking so miserable.” 

She stood up with her hands on her hips and put a pout on her elfin-featured face, while Tom, Gareth and Brandywine echoed her plea, but with greater discretion and much less strident tones.

“We’ve done the best we can with him,” said Gareth, leaning forward in his chair, “but the man refuses all comfort and has gone so far as not to be impressed by a perfectly marvellous drawing that Brandy finished today.”

Gareth proceeded to dust the spectacles he wore for effect with the tasselled end of a flimsy scarf he wore for the same reason rather than any true sense of sartorial enhancement...shook his head of flaming curls in Brandy’s direction, who proffered the said drawing for Wyndham’s inspection. 

“It’s a self-portrait,” she explained, though thus far no one of them had had the least trouble in identifying the subject as Brandywine demurely but unmistakably bereft of any clothing. The portrait was done in a manner that left very little to one’s imagination. 

“I think it’s a lovely drawing,” drawled Thomas, with a sparkle in his eye.

“Well you would!” replied Brandy without too much rancour. “But Windy is our ultimum judicium.”

“Our what?” 

“He’s the one gets to say if it’s good or not,” she said, and looked to Wyndham.

“I think Tom is dead on the mark if somewhat lacklustre in his appraisal, Branny sweet, but I also think under the circumstances Andrew is well within his rights not be impressed or comforted by your lovely portrait.”

Nicholas turned to Andrew, who was sunk down in his chair with an expression of near-tearful wretchedness on his pale features.

“Is it true?” he asked softly, putting his hands gently on either side of the other’s face. “Has that tasteless and thoroughly insensitive son of a screamer given you the gate?”

Andrew looked up and nodded.

“He told me to pack up and get out by noon tomorrow,” he said miserably. “I know he’s a class A bastard, Windy, but it doesn’t change things much.”  

Nicholas nodded. “You’re still mostly head over heels anyway,” he said sympathetically. “It doesn’t change anything like that at all...but you know you’re much too good for him, Andy, and a little bit of time will change things. You’ll see. Meanwhile, you can move in with me until whenever, and write your brains away on the topic of faithless love.”

Andrew nodded again, seemed to brighten somewhat.  

“Most of last night already,” he said, with a trace of enthusiasm creeping into his voice. “I finished three poems and began a story.”

“So this ex-lover is good for something after all,” Nicholas grinned. “And thrown over or not I say you owe Diana some sort of congratulatory, a convincing show of appreciation for Brandy’s finer attributes, and a reading of the aforementioned verse immediately, to be accompanied by copious amounts of wine procured at my own expense.”

A chorus of approval greeted the pronouncement and, as the Silver Rose had become quite busy during the course of their discourse, Diana took it upon herself to go in search of someone to attend to their needs. An hour later, Nicholas sat back from the lively—and increasingly inebriated—conversation of his friends and, for the third time that evening, became aware of the strangeness that was threading its way through the normal sights and sounds and smells of the City. Again he felt the quiet excitement rise up in him, this time immeasurably stronger, and light-headed with a full litre of wine to his own credit he found the flood of sensation approaching delicious...which in turn puzzled him further...

“But why am I the only one...?” he murmured aloud.  

The moon hung in the sky like a huge silver platter—he saw now it was full rather than merely three-quarters so—smiling down upon the City, illuminating the small chaos of motor cars on the Boulevard, the faces and clothing of those who strolled casually,  stopping briefly at shop windows, or finding refreshment at the myriad cafes along its length. 

He heard it in those moments, something that seemed to come from afar but drew nearer and nearer—through the voices of the café’s patrons...the roar of automobile engines...the clangour of horns...through it all amid these sound was a deep and subtle thrumming, no louder than any of the other sounds but now unmistakeable...insistent.

“If I were to endlessly bow the bass string of my cello it might sound something like it,” he said in amazement. “But where is it coming from? What’s causing it?”

He became aware that his friends’ conversation had ceased, that they all were staring at him with broad smiles on their faces.

“A miracle has come to pass,” announced Tom with a flourish of his wine glass. “Windy is three sheets to the wind and discussing it with himself.”

Nicholas looked at each of them in turn, seeking some indication that they had noticed the sound...something...

“Can’t you hear it?” he demanded of them

“Hear what, Windy?” asked Diana with concern. “Have you really gone stinko on us?”

“No...no...listen!” he cried. “Everything is the same, but there’s something different going on...underneath all of it...”

He repeated his thought regarding the bass string of his cello and watched their faces become masks of concentration as they tried to pierce through the commonplace sounds of the City and find whatever it was he was talking about.

“You are drunk,” said Diana sadly, shaking her head and refilling his glass. “Do have more wine, dear. I’m sure whatever it is will go away soon.”

“Gareth? Tom? Andrew...?” he cried. “Don’t any of you hear it?”

“I think maybe I do hear something...” said Brandywine suddenly.  “It’s a humming noise...like a giant bumblebee.”

Diana snorted sceptically.

“You’ve just decided you want to sleep with Windy tonight because he said such nice things about your portrait,” she said a tad derisively. “You needn’t be such a gush about it...”

Brandywine blushed furiously.

“That’s not why I said it!” she said indignantly. “I did hear something.”

“We’ll all be horribly jealous if you do Branny,” observed Tom soberly. “And Diana will be jealouser still...”

Diana glared daggers at him, but said nothing because Nicholas had silently gotten to his feet and gone to stand on the street side of the railing that enclosed the terrace. Without a backward glance he began walking up the Boulevard and disappeared around a corner.

“Where on earth is he off to?” puzzled Gareth, as Diana’s outstretched hand alerted him to the desertion.

“Well I think we should go after him,” said Brandy.

“Of course,” smiled Tom.

“I think we should follow him too,” said Andrew, standing out of his chair and moving towards the gap in the railing. ‘Even if Windy’s not drunk he’s acting awfully strange tonight.”  

––––––––
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It became the general consensus of those who chanced upon them that evening that there were six extremely bizarre creatures abroad in the City that night—a ragtag raucous procession of young people...five following one...who were old enough to know better than to wander about in shameless intoxication, prancing along in patched trousers, threadbare coats, dancer’s tights and flimsy ragged skirts.

Nicholas led the procession in a fever of excitement, alternately running and plodding, stopping at whiles to cock his head and listen to sounds no one else seemed able to hear, his hair gone wild and windblown, his eyes dazed and unseeing. At one point he heard Gareth remark that he was probably just a little bit worn out from working so hard on a sonata composition, but Nicholas hadn’t told any of them the sonata had been completed a week earlier. Occasionally—most often it was Brandywine—one of them would catch him up during one of his plodding moments and ask him questions while gazing concernedly into his dreaming eyes, but he would shake his head once or twice and be off again in another direction. 

He led them a merry chase through the night, circling the entirety of the Amaranth Palace; through the ancient archways that reared themselves up beside the Grand Canal; among the crumbling ruins of the Imperial Armoury; down to the river bank and thence around the harbour before turning back again into the concrete and glass canyons of the New City, where the office towers and government buildings glimmered in the silver splendour of moon and starlight.

When the rest of them were easy in their minds that Windy was neither a danger to himself nor others, their wandering became an impromptu celebration of sorts, the air resounding to laughter and snatches of song, street vendours responding to hurried calls for one treat or another, accepting airborne payment as the celebrants rushed off in pursuit of their mad prophet. And through it all, Nicholas heard the deep thrumming sound in his head, sought in vain for its source even as it grew into a rumbling thunder in his ears.

At length he brought them back to St John’s Mews, past the now unwarded facade of the Church of the Defender, down the laneway and into the cobbled courtyard, where it was Thomas who halted their headlong career, and Diana who let them into the ground floor of the coach house by ferreting Windy’s keys from the pocket of his coat. One by one they fell into armchairs, sprawled over divans, collapsed on the thick Travantine carpets on the floor, until only Nicholas stood on his feet, still listening intently, and Brandy—who did very much want to sleep with him that night—ignored the drowsy raillery of their companions as she took him upstairs to bed.

“You do hear it, Brandy, don’t you?” he asked, as she undressed him in the glow of starlight creeping into the bedroom windows. 

“I thought I did, Windy...before...” she replied softly, when he lay pale and helplessly dreaming on his bed, and she began to undress herself. “Now I’m not so sure...there were so many sounds, y’know, and everyone was laughing and talking...”

“But they were sounds that we made,” he protested weakly. “I can scarcely believe it myself, but this one was so different...” 

If his eyes had not been turned inward to see what he was hearing, he might have noticed Brandy standing over him, more lovely still than her self-portrait, wide-eyed with concern for him. Yet Nicholas remained blind to all but what seemed to thrum in his ears, even if he did sigh when she lay down beside him, joined the warmth and softness of her body to his slender frame. She curled herself into the shelter of his arms and went peacefully to sleep, listening to the beating of his heart, that sounded, all of a sudden, much like the humming of a giant bumblebee. And Nicholas stared upward, through the ceiling and skylights above, to the scatter of stars pricking the black vault of the night sky.

“I didn’t know it was possible...” he whispered.

*  *  *
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“...I can’t imagine what’s gotten into him tonight,” observed Tom blandly from the depths of his armchair. “Windy’s always been so level-headed about everything.”

“Except maybe his music,” yawned Gareth from the floor. “But that’s to be expected, I suppose.  We all get crazed over what we’re doing on our own.”

“Well we’ve got t’do something for him,” said Andrew with a note of desperation in his voice.  "He’s always seen us through our bad times...”

“I imagine our Brandy is looking after him quite well enough,” huffed Diana. She flung a long smooth-muscled leg over the back of the divan and sulked into a glass of claret she’d poured from the decanter on Nicholas’ sideboard.

“Please do leave off being green, Di,” drawled Tom. “It hardly becomes you, and I for one don’t begrudge it either of them. Besides, I don’t think Bran or Windy is up to much mischief tonight anyway. He’s off with the fairies and she was half-asleep before we got here...” 

Diana unflung her leg and sat up. “I just think it’s a bit unfair,” she said primly.

And Andrew said, “Brandy would be just as happy if it were you upstairs instead of her.”

Gareth looked up with devilment in his eyes.

“There is one way to even things out a bit,” he said puckishly. “And it’s not like it would be the first time...”

The others looked at him and smiled in unison.

*   *   *
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Nicholas roused himself up from a dreaming that had nothing to do with sleep, thinking the unthinkable, overwhelmed by the sound and excitement that had grown steadily with each passing minute.

“But why should it not happen?” he asked himself. “It’s so old. Centuries of existence. If Time has been the agent of our own transformation, why should it not play the same role for all that we have done...or created...?”

He became aware of the fact he was not alone. Sweet Brandy slept in his arms, and he recognised the scent of Andrew close beside them, with Gareth and Tom and Diana at no great distance. He sensed rather than saw that he lay in the centre of a great tangle of arms and legs and naked bodies all of which belonged to his friends; that they had come to watch over him, to be close by whether he slept or not, and had fallen asleep themselves. He could taste the smell of them, smell the sweet acrid taste of their lovemaking, felt their warmth and heard  the slow rise and fall of their breathing, the workings of their hearts...all joined together now in the measured thrumming that no longer could be denied...all in tune...

“There’s one way I could be certain,” he whispered.

Carefully, so very slowly so as not to wake any of them, he untangled himself from the tangle of his friends and went in search of his trousers and his cello. He went quietly  downstairs, setting the instrument beside the front door while he transferred a captain’s chair from the long oaken table in his dining room to the exact centre of the cobbled courtyard outside his door. Then he sat and listened...one last time...to be as certain as he could be of something he might once have thought to be impossible.  

The last deepening darkness before the dawn seemed taut and electric with anticipation, crowding into the Mews in a kaleidoscope of jumbled perceptions. Somehow the moon had won itself free from the oncoming light of the sunrise, bathing the courtyard in one last brilliant wash of silver light; a murmur of motor car came from the Boulevard; the almost sultry heat was infused with a fresh coolness, a crispness of moist air that told him dewfall could not be far off. And through it came the insistent humming sound that had first come to him so many hours ago...

He bent over the neck of his cello, placed a finger cautiously on its bass string...drew his bow slowly across it and felt the cobblestones at his bare feet trembling with the sound.

“Yes...” he breathed, confident now, and having found the note, he closed his eyes and sought the chord, bowing it strongly...

“Yes!” he exulted again, feeling the cobblestones leap beneath him, resonating with joyous strength to match the resonant thrum of his cello.

“YES!” he cried a third time, and the chord became a flow of sound and the flowing of sound became a song that filled the Mews, thrilling the stillness away into an answering chorus as he played...blind with abandon and his head thrown back to drink the sound... feed it back into the oncoming day with his fingers. 

And somewhere in the course of the night Hell must have frozen over, and the Devil gone downtown on ice skates, because the priest had come to stand in the courtyard with his  face suffused in a light of almost divinely-inspired Joy...and beside him on the doorstep of his home a dishevelled Robertson stood with his empty canvas and frantically made brush strokes that seemed to mirror the sound rising up around them...and in the branches of the apple trees dozens of pairs of apple-green eyes winked down at them, and joined a rumbling chorale of cat-purrs to the song.

“Windy!  What on earth—?” demanded Diana from the upstairs window, and he laughed when he saw the shocked expression on her face.

“You hear it now, Diana!” he cried, hurling his bow down upon the strings. “Now you hear it!”

And then she was gone from the window, and moments later they all poured from the door of his house in various stages of dress and undress—Brandy making do with a bedsheet—to crowd round him as he played on and on, laughing all the while.

“Can you believe it?” he shouted above the thrumming now roused up to its full and joyous power. “After all the years...echoing to all the sounds we have made...now...it recognises itself!”

And they looked on in amazement...listened...as for the first time in all the time it had stood yearning for the stars, the City sang in its own voice of stone and steel.  
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for Douglas Grass (1952-1992...done to Death by Hate

*  *  *
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The door of the house in St John’s Mews stood open to the dog-day heat of late summer as Andrew struggled with the intricacies of a spondaic heptameter. He sat on the divan in the front parlour surrounded by no less than seventeen crumpled balls of foolscap that evidenced his past failures to master it, and, framed by the somewhat perspiration-soaked strands of his jet-black hair, his pale features were creased by a frown of intense concentration.

To himself he wryly observed that the life of a poet, successful or otherwise, was no easy one, especially when the metrical feet belonging to an half-formed creation simply refused to follow their intended path; however, this unhappy bit of musing was interrupted—fortuitously, thought Andrew, with a guilty sigh of relief—as he heaved himself up from the couch to answer a persistent rapping upon the panels of the open door.

In the doorway, blinking away the blindness of bright August sun that shone down upon the cobbled courtyard of the Mews, stood a stout white-cassocked gentleman whose hairless dome of a head—fringed by a halo of fluffy white hair—and round, rather florid face, gleamed with a sheen of perspiration. A pair of kindly brown eyes peered at him from under shaggy white brows.

“Good afternoon,” said Andrew, bowing slightly to acknowledge the visitor’s obvious station as a man of the cloth, but unwilling, as a free-thinking poet of
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