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We look before and after,

We pine for what is not:

Our sincerest laughter

With some pain is fraught;

Our sweetest songs are those that tell of saddest thought.

Percy Bysshe Shelley


1

‘Where, tonight?’

‘Slough.’

‘Slough?’

‘Slough.’

‘I wouldn’t have thought–’

‘Some industrial estate. Some hall. Rather good acoustics, as far as I remember.’

‘Slough! I have to say I can’t imagine there’d be a very good turn out in–’

‘You’re wrong there, my Ace.’

‘So you’ll be back late, you poor thing.’

‘Not very late.’

‘Slough … Mozart?’

William Handle glanced at his wife to assess the precise measure of interest in this question. He knew so well the waterline in her blue eyes that divided politeness from real interest. Tonight, weary after a long day whose tribulations she had relived for him over tea, he judged mere politeness fired the question. She didn’t really want to know the answer, she certainly hadn’t the heart to be subjected to details of the programme. William spared her.

‘Mozart, yes,’ is all he said.

‘Sure you’ve got the right–’

William tapped his music case. ‘Checked three times.’ Since the occasion, five years ago, he had found he’d taken Bach instead of Brahms to a big concert in Manchester, he had been almost neurotic in his checking.

‘Well, then.’ Grace patted his shoulder. She registered that the stiff stuff of his mackintosh had actually cracked. Tomorrow, at some appropriate time, she would suggest he invested in a new one. To say anything now would be foolish. William no longer suffered the acute pre-concert nerves of his youth but he liked to start thinking about the music when he had finished his second cup of tea. Any deflection ruffled him, though Grace was the only one privileged to observe such disturbance. She handed him his violin case, opened the front door. The small car parked in the driveway was pearled with rain.

‘Oh dear, what a bother, ’I won’t be able to hurry. ’William was always nervous about his lack of driving skill, especially in the dark and rain. ‘I’d hoped it might have stopped.’

‘It’s sure to have cleared by the time you come home,’ said Grace, who believed in encouragement.

‘Goodnight, my Ace.’ William kissed his wife on the cheek. When his hands were free he liked to cup her chin and kiss her lightly on the mouth–something he discovered she enjoyed when they were courting and had become a habit between them. But lumbered with both instrument and music case, he was only able to give her what they jokingly called a pre-concert kiss. The cases barged into Grace’s thighs. She backed away, smiling.

‘Drive carefully.’

‘I will.’

All the way to Slough William had trouble with the windscreen wipers. They went either too fast or too slow. In neither mode (a modern word William sometimes reluctantly found he was obliged to use) did they perform their function properly. The glass remained smeary, a screen of moving abstract patterns that flowed from coloured neon signs and streetlights. William was forced to drive slowly, trying to decide just how near or far he was from the exploding headlights coming towards him. He feared he would be late. He wanted to look at his watch, but Grace had drummed into him so often that a driver should never take his eyes from the road. In her absence, he felt it more crucial than ever to heed her advice, always sound. So he gave up the thought of checking the time.

But tonight something more serious than the rain troubled William. Through the squiggle of disconcerting lights he tried to remember what it was. At a red light (handbrake diligently on), it came to him: Andrew. Andrew Fulbright. Andrew, his dearest friend, his friend of almost thirty years, best viola in any quartet in the country … gone. Gone! The fact was still incredible. William could not bring himself to believe that when he reached the dressing-room tonight Andrew would not be wittering on about the threadbare state of his white tie (a mean man, in small respects, he would never deign to replace it), or the banality of the programme if it did not include some difficult modern composer, or the warmth of the lager provided for after-concert refreshment, or the inconsideration of British Rail for those requiring to travel home late. Dear Andrew! William and the other two members of the Elmtree Quartet were so familiar with his grumbles that their sympathetic responses had become automatic–sometimes in harmony, sometimes solo, with as little thought as was necessary in playing the opening bars of Mozart’s K458. But they were enough to console Andrew–a man quick to recover from his own imagined misfortunes if ever there was one. Within moments he would be laughing, tuning up long before reaching the platform with a keenness, a precision, that would make the others smile. And then, no matter how many times Andrew had played a piece, he never resorted to automatic pilot. He always gave his soul to the music in a way that the others–so often tired, bored, irritated–failed to do with such constancy. Now Andrew was gone for ever. This would be the first concert without him.

The car behind William hooted four times in the manner of the opening bar of Beethoven’s Fifth. This was a signal William could read. Rather than feel annoyed by the other driver’s impatience, he was soothed. It could mean there was another musician on the road to the concert. William obligingly let in the clutch, observing that by now the green light had changed to amber. But he made a dash for it. Didn’t want to annoy the chap behind any further. Grace said the slightest hesitation could inspire road-rage these days. William could not imagine what he would do should some angry driver come banging on the window set for a fight. Grace said he should always lock the car from the inside if there was any suspicion of things turning nasty. But William had never encountered any such suspicion, and in the meantime had forgotten how to lock the doors from the inside. In this first-ever possible nasty moment, aware of his vulnerability, he slammed down the accelerator and leapt forward through a glow of red, causing traffic from each side of him to start up a cacophony of hooting, which put him vaguely in mind of Gershwin’s tuned taxi horns in An American in Paris.

A short while later, his calm returned, his hands loosened on the steering wheel, his thoughts returned to Andrew. The sad fact was that Andrew had been forced to resign untimely from the Elmtree because of ‘wife troubles’. He had confessed to William that after many difficult years things had come to a head. It was either bloody concerts, Zara had said, or her. He could take his choice. Zara, addicted to the plural, had screamed at him; music, music, music–she was fed up to here with twenty years of music. So he could either go, go, go, or give in his notice, pronto, and stay, stay, stay. Andrew, being an honourable man and remembering his wedding vows, had been forced to choose his wife. He had given his viola to his son and swore never to play again, thus doubling Zara’s triumph.

Andrew’s official reason for leaving the Elmtree was increasing arthritis in his shoulder, exacerbated by playing. William (first violin), Rufus (second violin) and Grant (cello) had never heard him complain of this, but did not press him. They set about auditioning replacements. William remembered desolate weeks of listening to young hopefuls–very eager young hopefuls–scraping through their favourite Brahms sonata. Not one of them would bring to the Elmtree players the very particular quality of Andrew, but a choice had finally to be made. William agreed with the other two that a girl, called Bonnie, would be the best choice–though each in their hearts would have preferred another man. Among so many applicants William could remember little of Bonnie except that she had a powerful fringe and a memorable mouth. She had played part of the Walton viola concerto for her audition, which had cheered Andrew: he said here was a girl who liked a challenge. As the others wanted Andrew to be happy with his replacement and her playing was, indeed, original, if a little erratic, the choice was more or less made for them. Besides, time was running out. Zara was looking at houses in Yorkshire, to ensure Andrew was unable to go back on his word, and they were all fed up with auditions. They disliked their power to stifle a dozen hopes a day.

There had been many rehearsals with Bonnie before the first concert together. William had concentrated on erasing the singular and beautiful sound of Andrew’s viola from his mind. Bonnie, of the bobbing fringe, did her best. She was quiet, accommodating, quick to respond to any suggestion for improvement. William tried to convince himself that in time he would become used to the strangeness of her presence. For the moment he could see her only as a replacement rather than a being. Certainly she was a good–an especially good musician, they realised after a week or so of playing with her. But as a young girl of flesh and blood, for William, she did not yet exist.

This evening was to be Bonnie’s first concert as a member of the Elmtree String Quartet. That was what was troubling William. That was what was making driving in the dark and rain harder than usual. How on earth would it be? Never the same again, of course. Four old friends, so used to each others’ idiosyncrasies, so loyal in their disguising of each others’ frailties … And now they must accommodate a new player about whose attitude, life, tone, mastery of a score they knew nothing. Besides which, this new member, this replacement, was not a man. Ashamed of his secret dread and prejudice, William quickly told himself that it was only fair to give this Bonnie girl–young woman, whatever she was–a chance. Help her. She must be feeling pretty nervous. She would need all the support he, Grant and Rufus knew they must give. The whole prospect was nothing less than a nightmare.

By the time William drew up at the hall on the industrial estate in Slough, the rain was so hard the windscreen wipers collapsed altogether, but Bonnie’s surname had come to him. Morse. Bonnie Morse. Hardly a name to distinguish a programme. He made a mental note to describe every inch of the new viola’s appearance, and performance, next morning to Grace. He would end up by trumpeting her name in the funny voice he used to disguise disapproval, and which always made Grace laugh. Bonnie Morse, indeed! How they would agree.

As William ran through the rain towards the lighted door, violin case and music case banging at his clattery mackintosh, he realised that he had not given a moment’s thought to the Mozart he was about to play, but consoled himself with the thought that the pieces were so well known to him this would not, for once, impair his performance. More disturbing was the fact that there was a girl arriving ahead of him. Back shiny as a seal in the rain. Viola case tucked professionally under her arm. Bonnie Morse herself.

It was a bad start. He had promised the others he’d be there first. Greet this Bonnie. Welcome her. Assure her. As leader of the players, do his stuff.

William pushed himself into a run. He pictured her blundering along corridors looking for the room that the managers of the cat food firm, sponsoring the concert, liked to call the Green Room. It was clear already the choice of the new viola was a mistake. There was bound to be trouble. William felt the ache of a bereaved man as he thought of the absent Andrew. Fired by guilt and melancholy, he attempted to jump a puddle for further speed. He clambered into the air with the heaviness of an insect drowsed by late summer. He slipped on landing. Fell. Eventually, rose again. Cursed Bonnie Morse. In his final wet sprint to the door he tried to calm himself with thoughts of Mozart, but did not succeed.

The next morning at breakfast it was Grace who brought up the subject that had occupied William’s mind during a long and sleepless night.

‘So: how did it go with the new viola?’

‘Fine. All right. She’s not bad. She’s rather good.’

‘She?’

‘Didn’t I tell you, my Ace?’ After so many years he was no longer in the habit of passing on the Elmtree’s news, usually of no great interest, to his wife. ‘The new viola’s a she.’

Grace scraped her toast back and forth, spreading the butter till it was an almost calorie-free veil.

‘You didn’t, no.’

‘Well, it didn’t seem of much importance. All those auditions, no one particularly outstanding. The candidates were confused in my mind. I suppose I forgot to tell you the one we chose in the end was this young woman, Bonnie Morse.’

‘Bonnie Morse?’

‘Quite.’ They exchanged a smile at the name, as William had foreseen.

‘Young woman?’

‘As yet I haven’t determined whether she’s a young woman or an older girl. It’s not the sort of thing you can ask. She’s got a girlish fringe but womanly hips, I’d say’

Grace now turned her concentration to thinning out the marmalade in the same way as the butter.

‘How could you tell about her hips if she was sitting down playing all evening?’

‘I was behind her when she took a bow at the end.’

‘Quite,’ said Grace after a while. ‘When’s your next date?’

William shifted almost imperceptibly in the seat of his chair and picked up The Times to signal the end of the exchange.

‘Northampton, Thursday’

‘Perhaps I should come with you, judge for myself.’

‘Not worth it. Wait till she’s settled in and we’re playing somewhere nearer.’

‘It’s only an hour’s journey.’

‘Britten the whole of the second half. You know how allergic you are to Britten.’

‘True,’ said Grace. ‘All right, I won’t come. It was just an idea.’

They fell back into the easy silence that was their habit at breakfast. Tea, before William set off for a concert, was the time they liked to exchange news, confirm plans, swap some of the random thoughts that had come to them during the day. It was also the time, especially when the evenings were drawing in, they sometimes fell into a little routine of reminiscence, which reaffirmed, rather than more obvious declarations, their long-married love, and reassured.

Breakfast finished, William put his plate and mug on top of the dishwasher, his single contribution to domestic necessity, and went upstairs. Grace began to hurry with the rest of the clearing, for timing, in the strict routine of daily life that she and William had thrived on for years, was essential. Working daily under the same roof, they decided years ago, would best be accomplished if each of them was able to believe in the illusion that they were alone in the house. Thus skilful avoiding of the other was put into practice -difficult at first, some slip-ups encountered. By now, a habit no longer thought about. They had taken practical steps to ensure there was no danger of a chance meeting in the morning–a kettle and coffee had been installed in William’s room, for instance, so that he would not have to come down to the kitchen for his elevenses. This guaranteed they would not have to pass on the stairs, something they both secretly preferred to avoid. For what, as Grace once asked, do people who’ve been married for a long time say when they meet on the stairs? Their desire to avoid any such meeting was mutual, though unspoken. Neither wished to risk the possibility, knowing well that a preoccupied smile or the absence of a jaunty word are the sort of things that can lead to misunderstandings in the happiest of marriages.

Grace waited till she heard her husband come out of the bathroom and climb the stairs to the third floor of the house, to his sound-proofed room. There, she imagined, he would stand at the window tuning his violin, looking out of the window at the severe patch of garden with its orderly standard roses and dark privet hedges, and lose himself in Brahms, or whoever, for the next couple of hours before getting down to the tasks at his desk. If by chance his thoughts turned to her, Grace imagined, then he would see her equally engrossed in her work in the downstairs study, spectacles slipping down her nose, tiny sable brush hovering over the paper as she depicted every vein in a buttercup petal. Her A Child’s Guide to Flowers had engrossed her for the last five years and the signs were it would take another five to complete. Grace appreciated that William still showed interest in her progress from time to time, and loyally deflected questions from friends who enquired about his wife’s date of publication.

What William did not know was that had he imagined his wife safely at her flowers, the picture would have been inaccurate. Until at least mid-morning, these days, she was no longer there. Since Lucien had started visiting, her work routine had been destroyed. And what William also did not know was that some mornings, when William took five minutes longer than usual to read the paper, Grace became rigid with concealed tension. For if Lucien had walked unannounced through the kitchen door, which was his way, and William had still been at breakfast–well, Grace dared not imagine what might happen. So occasionally, anxiously watching the clock, she was obliged to chivvy her husband in the gentlest possible way.

‘My goodness, it’s almost half past nine,’ she would observe, taking his plate to the sink to relieve him of this duty.

‘My goodness, so it is.’

‘You’d better get on, hadn’t you?’

‘So I had, my Ace. How right you are. The Mendelssohn.’ And humming the first few bars, he would be on his way.

William never seemed to notice the urgency beneath her mild suggestions, and the small element of danger gave an edge to breakfast which Grace rather enjoyed.

The morning after Bonnie Morse’s first concert with the Elmtree String Quartet there was no reason for Grace to urge William to hurry. But he finished more quickly than usual, eager to be alone in the safety of his sound-proofed room.

Once there, instead of taking out his violin and drowning himself in the music he loved, as Grace imagined, he slumped into the low armchair, legs slung apart in a matter he would not have considered adopting downstairs. He picked up a pencil and began to tap his teeth in time to a passage from the Siciliana in the Mozart D minor they had played last night. Sometimes he hummed a little, but the tuneless noise depressed him–so far, it was, from the pure sound in his head.

In all honesty, he reflected, last night had been much better than he had expected. Really rather good. A full house and lively applause. Bonnie Morse, he had to admit, had made no mistakes. She had been a little hesitant, perhaps, and a fraction late with one cue–but damn it, the girl must have been terribly nervous, first time playing with such a well-known quartet. She did very well, as Grant and Rufus acknowledged in a brief meeting in the car park, after she had driven off in a small red car, waving cheerfully. Of course, he’d have to coach her a bit, introduce her to the Elmtree’s special ways. But that should be no problem. He sensed she would be quick to learn. A bright girl: no budding genius, but a nice touch, an infectious energy which–and here William was reluctant to admit it even to himself–was something the Elmtree String Quartet, after so many years, could well benefit from if it was to keep its impeccable reputation intact.

A worry William tried hard to ignore was in fact not the Elmtree’s reputation but its future. He was well aware a quartet with its original members could not continue for ever. They had had a pretty good innings. William often remembered the day he and Rufus, after a village cricket match, sat in the shade of an elm tree with their pints of bitter, and made their plans. At that time Rufus was a keen cricket player–in the village team, he had something of a reputation as a fast bowler. He liked the whole business of English afternoon cricket–the village green, the whites, the teas, the camaraderie. Most of all he liked the fact that his frail wife Iris, slung low in a deckchair, brim of straw hat cutting across her fine cheekbones, cheered him on so enthusiastically. Often he invited William to matches. It was on a day Iris had not felt up to joining them that the two of them had lingered into the late afternoon, and come up with the idea of their own quartet. Rufus already knew of Andrew, who eagerly joined them. It was only a matter of weeks before, through musical friends, they found Grant. There had been no change of cast, since then, till now. Shortly after they had established themselves, played a few lowly concerts, Rufus strained his shoulder by some overconfident bowling. It hurt to play thereafter, so he gave up cricket, declared he had no regrets. Instead, he took up the gentler occupation of Saving the Skylark. A keen ornithologist as a boy, he was horrified by the decline of so many British birds–particularly the skylark, for he was a Shelley man as well as a musical one.

Rufus, William knew, was a better judge of a musician than himself. He had an acute ear. He also knew instinctively how to match players–how well one would balance another. It was he who had assured William–initially reluctant for the wrong reasons–of Bonnie’s potential for fitting in with the tone of the other three. It was Rufus, at the audition, who had urged William not only to cast aside his prejudice, but also to think that a change of direction (i.e. the inclusion of a girl) would give the Elmtree the boost it might one day need. At the end of the Slough concert, as the players left the stage, William had touched Rufus on the arm and whispered that he had been right as usual. Rufus had merely given his old friend a curt nod: he was not one who found appreciation easy to accept.

After the concert the members of the Quartet had lingered in the breeze-block Green Room, sipping at glasses of third-rate wine provided by the cat food sponsors. Although they were eager to be off as soon as possible, in appreciation of Bonnie’s commendable first performance they stayed a while. It was during this half-hour gathering that Bonnie Morse took her first tentative–and rather charming–steps in getting to know her fellow players. First she admired Grant’s cello. She asked permission to run a finger over its strings, which she was readily granted. Then she and Grant discovered that, despite the ten-year difference in their ages, they had shared a music master whom they both admired. William also heard them conversing about a subject that he himself had no interest in at all–foreign food. Grant was an excellent cook, though how he managed in the chaos of his kitchen was hard to imagine. William saw Bonnie revealing a peculiar interest in Grant’s descriptions of variations on chilli con carne, and felt that he, as leader of the Quartet, should have his fair share of her attention before it was time to go. When he gave her a light tap on the elbow she willingly broke away from Grant, and cast all her attention on William. Her conversation with him was one that he had had with more people than he could remember over the years but which, the evening in the Green Room on the Slough Trading Estate, was endowed with a curious freshness.

‘And you, Mr Handle: are you by any chance a descendant…?’

When confronted with this familiar question, William never liked to disappoint. He would therefore give a small nod that could be taken for acquiescence, though if pressed further he would of course explain the discrepancy in the spelling. For some reason, faced with Bonnie’s intrigued eyes, he launched without hesitation into the truth of the matter.

‘I’m afraid … we’re spelt differently. No relation.’

‘Still, it must be an asset as a musician to be called any kind of Handle.’ Bonnie smiled understandingly, showing no sign of disappointment. That was gratifying. William was used to people’s interest flagging as soon as they learned he was an le rather than an el. ‘Like contemporary writers who happen to be called Shakespeare,’ Bonnie went on. ‘I know there’s at least one good modern novelist called Shakespeare. Bet that’s not a disadvantage.’

William agreed with a silent nod. He was not acquainted with the writer Bonnie referred to, but found himself making a note that the next time he was in a bookshop …

Bonnie was leaving by then, tucking her viola case under her arm in a way none of the other players ever did. She smiled round at all of them, thanking them for being so kind–she’d been pretty terrified, she said, but they’d given her courage. Her smile was engaging, pushing dimples into her cheeks. But William found himself more in awe of her mouth in repose, the top lip tipped up in the kind of delicate arc that would have bewitched Michelangelo. All the way home, struggling once more against the rain, William’s thoughts had been divided between the mouth, and the fringe that all but obscured the eyes. He imagined that one day–trying to read an obscure score, perhaps–she would flick it back, and a pair of eyes to match the mouth would be revealed.

It was past ten o’clock. William stirred. He had intended to get down to the business of deciding on the Manchester Christmas programme before he started to practise. Instead, his mind turned to the Northampton recital on Friday. Bonnie had said she was quite happy with the proposed programme, but William felt it would only be fair to check her knowledge of the third Britten quartet. It wasn’t the easiest piece. He and the others would be prepared to change it for something else–although the programmes had been printed long ago–if she had any doubts.

Secure in the knowledge that Grace, bent over her buttercups downstairs, would never know of this break in his routine–a morning telephone call–William pulled from his pocket the number Bonnie had given him the night before. Somewhere in the muddle of his desk was her official letter of acceptance of the job with the Quartet, with her CV, address and number. But in his impatience William could not be bothered to go through the papers. Instead, he studied the figures written in red pencil on the scrap of paper, trying to determine some clue to her character from the boldness of the figures.

William let the telephone ring for two minutes. No answer. He returned to his chair, wondering at his faintly restless state. Then he rose again, guilty, and took up his violin. Mercifully, his normal calm returned. He carried on practising till mid-morning, when he made his coffee, with two spoons of sugar, which Grace would never allow downstairs, before trying to ring Bonnie once more.

In the kitchen Grace was taking her usual battering from Lucien.

‘She’s giving me a lot of grief this week,’ he was saying. ‘Something’s like upset her. Don’t ask me what. But is she taking it out on me? Hell she is.’

He was referring to his mother, Lobelia Watson, whom Grace had not met–an apparent monster whose general misdeeds and loathsomeness of character Lucien had exhaustively described to Grace since the beginning of their acquaintance some months ago.

‘Like, last night. She comes back from her therapist–she’s always worse when she’s been moaning on to her–and it’s like, Lucien do this, Lucien do that, take your wet clothes out of the machine, hang them on the line, whatever. Then it’s Lucien you don’t understand me. Lucien you don’t give a thought to anyone but yourself–how does the bitch know what goes on in my mind? Then she’s on about drugs, of course. Every day she’s on about drugs. Cuts out little stories from the paper saying some git’s OD’d and died, and puts them by my bed like when I was a child she put little jugs of daisies. Bloody mad.’

He picked up his mug of coffee in both hands, looked at Grace. Then quickly his eyes fidgeted away over things nearby–his fingernails, an ashtray on the table, a pencil. Grace had rarely seen him look out of the window or into any distance. It was as if he could not face horizons. He needed to be near the things he regarded.

‘You know what I think. I’ve said it so
























































































For Diana Baring


With many thanks to Humphrey Burton,

my kind and patient musical adviser.
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