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CHAPTER ONE

SINCE MAY THERE had been no rain and now it was the twenty-fourth of August. Though a little haze had appeared that day it had done nothing to temper the glaring heat. A smoky wrack, it had driven over the sky to turn the sun into a baleful eye: a taunting spectre that half-hinted at some phenomenon forgotten. Then the sea breeze had stripped it away, the breeze that didn’t cool the sun, didn’t colour the bleached sky or refresh the sear trees. And the sea itself was tired. It barely whispered along the shingle-banks (there were no beaches on the coast beside which the small town lay): a grey, drained, uneasy plain, furrowed with waves too weary to break, it fretted at its edge the blunt pebbles which in storm it had heaped high. So long the sun had burned unchallenged! The bricks, the pantiles were never cool. Here and there streets, scarred by melting, had been roughly patched by council workmen. Hot in the air hung the smell of the bitumen, which shoes carried to floors and pavements; while the stalls of the fishermen, though scrubbed and rinsed, smelled strongly as one passed by. When would it change? When would the drought break? In heaths behind the town burned fires – bright-eyed flames, visible afar, with lazy columns of smoke by day. The world had lurched to produce such a summer. And now it was Tuesday, 24 August. The Festival banners hung limp in the streets, sagged by the sun and beckoning . . . whom? Though dusk had come, and one bright star, still heat like sickness sealed the town.

‘Right then, people,’ Walter Hozeley said. ‘We’ll have to take the Larghetto again.’

In the Music Room there was a faint stir, a clink as someone put down a glass. Yes . . . they would have to take it again! And it wasn’t only the heat that was the problem. Though with both fans going and the windows wide . . . what would it be like in George V Hall?

‘Henry – try to come in the least bit sooner . . . Laurel, my dear, a shade more brio . . . Tom, give it some colour in the dialogue passages . . . Leonard, you were about right.’

But that was just tinkering, and everyone knew it. The fault didn’t lie with the Quartet. Playing together now for three seasons . . . five, if you didn’t count Second Violin. Not the Quartet and not the heat: and you certainly couldn’t fault Walter’s score.

‘And Terry, old lad . . .’

Terence Virtue hadn’t picked up his instrument. Ebony and glinting silver, it lay on a cloth by his chair.

‘So what about me?’

He must have known that all their eyes were on him. But what he was staring at was the open window, through which one glimpsed the darkening sea.

‘Nothing special, old man! Only this is the place, where we want contrast . . . all that lovely, lingering quality . . . the sensuous touch you do so well.’

‘Are you saying I’m not doing it?’

‘No, of course not! But we’ll just run through to get it set . . . and hang on to those notes, Terry. They bring out the instrument. I could hear you playing them when I wrote it.’

And quickly he turned to the others, spreading his hands, so that they cocked their bows at the ready, and watching only from the corner of his eye for Virtue to take up the clarinet.

‘All ready?’

He ducked head and hands. The muted strings came in together. Then the clarinet, just a breathing late, and so cutting short its first, key phrase. Would Hozeley halt them? He didn’t. But there was a sick look in his eyes . . .

Dr Capel, First Violin, sighed through his prominent Grecian nose. He was aware of, on his left, Laurel Hazlewood’s determined chin, and on his right the burly shoulders of Tom Friday, Viola. Then, beyond Laurel, the shadowed, neat face of Leonard Meares, bent over the cello, and centre, wearing tight slacks that accentuated his behind, the slender, swaggering figure of the clarinettist.

Goddamn sex, oh God damn it . . .

Because what these rehearsals had taught Capel had surprised him – not less than that Walter, old Walt Hozeley, Queen of the May, was a genius. Yes, a genius! How very surprising! It had perhaps occurred to nobody before Capel – that the old, grey-thatched aunty of Gorse Cottage was any more than a dilettante, a Festival cowboy.

In Shinglebourne, at least, he had no standing: just his smelly reputation. Virtue, he’d picked up at Eastbourne or somewhere, as one might pick up a tart. And yet, yet . . . in this Festival Quintet wasn’t he matching himself with Mozart – hadn’t he taken the A Major Quintet apart, to restate it in terms deliriously new?

Surely it would establish him: others must recognize it! That had been Capel’s growing conviction. This year would go down as Hozeley’s year, the year of the Festival Quintet. Shinglebourne had produced another genius in the grey-haired pederast of Gorse Cottage . . .

The cantilena ended, leaving clarinet and viola to pursue their dialogue with chords from Leonard. Fiddle under chin, Capel reached for a handkerchief to pat his broad, slanting forehead. He caught Laurel’s eyes, round with meaning. Yes . . . that little squirt was still at it! Oh, he could play: no doubt about that . . . if he wanted to. There was the rub.

And Walt, he still had that sick expression on his craggy, droop-mouthed face, eyes suffering under heavy brows, his hands beseeching, willing Virtue. Oh Walt, you damned old fool! Why mix sodomy with music? Chase behinds, if that’s your nature, but in the bowels of Christ, keep it separate . . .

The dialogue sank to its lush conclusion and the strings swept into their brilliant restatement. Virtue, freed, turned his back on Hozeley and once more stared out of the window. The bastard! It was deliberate sabotage . . . both of the Quintet and of Walt. What was the point of going on with the rehearsal . . . or Saturday’s performance, if it came to that?

Yet he re-entered just on time, with a sneer on his delicately formed features, and for some moments in the coda played flawlessly, as, if he’d wished, he could have played throughout. A taunting glimpse of the real thing, the talent that Walt had seen in him – had nurtured and developed, and at last provided with a perfect vehicle. Goddamn sex! Yet perhaps, without it, the Festival Quintet would never have been written.

Smooth, smooth, Walt’s hands were saying, smooth to the exquisite ending, the seabird’s note that fails in the fading surf of the strings . . .

The strings responded, soft, softer, with the ground-swell of the cello muting. The clarinet, on the other hand, blew a raucous ‘Colonel Bogey’.

Walt’s face had turned pale – good heavens, you could see the old woman in him! There, in his trembling thin lips and hurt eyes, tear-filling. And his body had drooped, lost its mannishness, might have been that of an ageing dowager, while his hands, at times so masterful, now quavered in their weakness.

‘Terry!’

‘What is it, Aunty?’

Virtue’s brown eyes were like a weazel’s, staring, steady: you felt he was judging you, passing sentence. Slim, dark, in a huge-collared shirt unbuttoned across a hairless chest, brown hands lightly clasping the clarinet, teeth white in a half-grin.

Yes . . . a handsome young animal – with a skater’s behind.

‘Terry . . . it’s no good.’

‘What are you on about, Aunty?’

‘Terry, don’t you understand? This is your chance, a chance that may never come again.’

‘So what? I’m doing all right.’

‘We can’t carry on like this, Terry.’

‘So how do you want to carry on . . . Aunty?’

At which point, Capel thought, I would certainly have hit him.

But Walt didn’t hit him. The poor dolt was still infatuated, still thought the young devil would show him mercy. Oh dear! And Laurel, Miss Hazlewood, drinking it all in with wide eyes.

‘Well, I’ve had enough, anyway.’ This was Leonard, unwinding himself from the cello.

‘Me too,’ Tom Friday said. ‘What I need is a ruddy great drink.’

‘Then eff-off and get one,’ Virtue sneered at him.

‘Laddies, laddies!’ Walt wailed.

‘But what on earth is the use, Walter?’ Leonard demanded. ‘Can’t you see this rehearsal is done for?’

‘No, no.’ Old Walt made an effort to become the hearty conductor again – his usual pose, and quite unconvincing: now it was well-nigh caricature. ‘Terry doesn’t mean anything, do you, Terry? This heat is getting us all down! Let’s break for a smoke, people, and then we’ll take a crack at the Allegretto.’

But nobody gave a sign of accepting the motion.

‘I think we should have a showdown,’ Leonard said. ‘It’s only three rehearsals to Saturday, with every seat in the hall sold.’

‘Hear, hear,’ Tom Friday said. ‘And no squit about it being all right on the night. More like it’ll be a ruddy fiasco, with young Lochinvar playing “Baker Street Rag”.’

‘You,’ Virtue said, ‘can jump in the sea.’

‘I mean look at it this way,’ Leonard said. ‘If one of us wants to back out of the performance there may just be time to bring in an understudy.’

Virtue put down the clarinet. He took a step closer to Leonard. His narrow face with its small mouth for a moment seemed all eyes.

‘Are you looking for trouble?’ he asked softly.

‘Come on,’ Tom Friday said. ‘None of that.’ Tom came of fisherman stock: he could have eaten Virtue twice before breakfast.

‘I think that’s your department,’ Leonard said.

‘I’m asking you,’ Virtue said, just as softly.

‘You’re going to let Walt down, I can see that.’

‘But I’m asking you. Are you looking for trouble?’

Leonard stared, his neat, handsome face suddenly violent with distaste. He, too, could have eaten Virtue, once at least. But he said nothing.

‘Of course, Leonard’s right!’ Laurel burst out passionately. ‘Oh, I’m sick of the whole thing! And it could have been so wonderful.’ She turned impulsively to Virtue. ‘Why – why do you want to ruin it?’

‘Because he’s built that way,’ Tom Friday said. ‘What about it, Walt? Do we get an understudy?’

Poor Walt fanned weakly with his hands, his mouth droopier than ever. But what could he say? Capel asked himself. Virtue had him in a deadlock. Goddamn sex . . . ! You couldn’t cure it with any drug in the pharmacopoeia.

But now Virtue, with deft movements, was running a cloth over his instrument, whistling as he did so a further snatch of ‘Colonel Bogey’. The polishing over, he laid the clarinet in its case, snapped shut the catches and reached for his jacket.

‘That’s that, then.’

‘But . . . Terry!’

‘Out of my way, you old tom-cat.’

‘No, Terry! You can’t do this. You know we can’t get an understudy.’

‘Ask Foxy Meares to help you out.’

‘Terry, you know that’s impossible. This is your part, yours alone. If you pull out we shall have to cancel.’

Virtue stood implacable, hands linked on the case’s handle, jacket draped over an arm. His eyes, almost black, protruded slightly, causing Capel to wonder . . . epilepsy?

‘So bloody cancel.’

‘Terry!’

‘Look, Walty, you can effing stuff it.’

‘No, Terry, you’re making too much of this . . .’

‘Stuff it, I said. Effing stuff it.’

Walt’s mouth hung. Suddenly there was poison exploding in the overwarm room. One felt the shock of it. Laurel’s face had a hurt, horrified look. Tom Friday rose.

‘Lay off that, Virtue.’

Virtue’s eyes flickered to him briefly.

Walt’s mouth was opening and closing. He gasped: ‘Listen, Terry . . . please listen . . .’

‘No – you listen.’

‘Not here, Terry . . .’

‘Bloody here and bloody now.’

‘Terry . . .’

‘Sod Terry! I’ve had Terry till I’m choked.’

‘But . . .’

‘You’re out, Aunty.’

‘No, Terry!’

‘Wet up your kilt. I’m on my way.’

‘You can’t just—!’

‘Save it for Christmas. You’re back with the choirboys, Aunty Walt.’

Walt was a mess. His face had gone livid – there were areas of near-purple, Capel noted – and he was panting quickly. His pupils were small, the whites prominent, lids retracted.

‘Walt,’ Capel said. ‘Walt.’

Walt half-choked: ‘There’s . . . someone else!’

‘Wouldn’t you think so,’ Virtue jeered. ‘You dirty old queen, that’s just what you’d think.’

‘Terry . . . who?’

‘Never you mind.’

‘Terry, you must tell me who!’

‘Why should I tell you?’ He laughed tauntingly. ‘It could be someone in this room.’

‘In this room . . . ?’

‘Why not? Don’t think you’re the only tom-cat here! Or it could be one of those naughty little things’ – he rolled his eyes at the shrinking Laurel.

‘Right,’ Tom Friday said. ‘Out. Out, you dirty-minded scrubber.’

‘Oh sailor, how strong you are!’ Virtue sneered.

‘Out – or I’ll break your bloody neck!’

Virtue danced aside.

‘Please, no!’ Walt wailed.

‘Oh, I’m going,’ Virtue jeered. ‘Don’t get into bad company, Aunty Walt. And don’t wake me when you come in.’

‘Terry . . . Terry!’

‘Just stuff it.’

Virtue dodged round Tom Friday. He dumped the clarinet in Walt’s arms, blew him a mocking kiss, and went.

The door slammed. Walt sagged down on one of the Music Room’s stackable chairs. Tom Friday stood stroking his knuckles, as though they itched from blows unstruck. Laurel was trembling; Leonard looked pale. Capel all this time had nursed his violin. Now he rose, laid the violin on his chair and went to pat Walt’s shoulder.

‘Easy, old lad. You’re with friends.’

Walt groaned and covered his face. They could see his bowed shoulders heaving, hear him choke down a sob. A wretched sight! And this was the man who’d written the Festival Quintet . . .

‘Oh Mr Hozeley!’ Laurel cried. ‘I’m so sorry, so sorry!’

‘I should have thumped the little rat,’ Tom Friday muttered.

‘A pity we don’t still have the stocks,’ Leonard said savagely.

Walt shuddered; he snatched a great sigh and raised his head from his hands. He stared at them muzzily for a moment, his pale eyes a mist.

‘I can’t . . . I can’t go on now.’

‘Hush, Walt,’ Capel said. ‘We’ve lost our soloist, that’s all. That’s the way you have to look at it.’

‘I can’t, Henry. I wrote the part for him, I couldn’t bear to have someone else play it.’

‘Walt, the part is bigger than the player. You’ve got to give another man the chance.’

Walt gazed, then shook his head.

‘Yes,’ Capel urged. ‘You’ve got to, Walt. The Quintet is too important, it mustn’t be sacrificed to personal feelings. If necessary we can postpone it. There’s a vacant date at the end of the week. That’ll give us time. But you mustn’t call it off. This is something you owe to yourself. To music.’

‘It’s just another . . . festival piece.’

‘No, Walt.’

‘But Henry – I can’t take it!’

‘You’re upset, Walt. But you know I’m right.’

Walt jumped to his feet: went to stare at a window.

‘God’s bloody pyjamas,’ Tom Friday muttered. ‘I could strangle that snivelling Virtue! Do we know of an understudy?’

Capel touched his nose. ‘If only I can get Walt up to scratch.’

‘Walt’ll come round.’

‘Don’t be too certain. Virtue won’t let him off the hook.’

‘I’ll run that scrubber out of town!’

‘Only,’ Capel said, ‘it wouldn’t cure Walt.’

They stared at Hozeley’s hunched back. In Laurel’s eyes there were tears. Leonard’s face was still pale, had a set, empty expression.

Walt came back.

‘I can’t go home tonight.’ His heavy features were all misery.

‘That’s all right, Walt,’ Capel said hastily. ‘There’s always a bed for you at my place.’

‘I need to think . . . and it’s so hot. I’ll go for a walk along the Front . . . where I can hear the sea. I need some coolness in my brain.’

Clumsily, he picked up his jacket, set his wide-brimmed hat on his locks. Then he shambled out: sixty-one, admitting to eighty when crossed in love.

‘Go after him, Henry!’ Tom Friday exclaimed. ‘The poor old sod is acting desperate.’

Slowly Capel shook his head. ‘Not Walt. He’s a survivor.’

‘You could talk to him.’

‘I’ll talk to him later. Right now he’s best left alone. When he comes in I’ll give him a sedative and a little tot. Tomorrow we’ll talk.’

‘Oh, poor Mr Hozeley!’ Laurel cried. ‘I wish there was some way we could help him.’

Capel gave her a meditative glance, then moved his angular shoulders. ‘Let’s go for a drink.’

‘Not me,’ Leonard said. ‘I’m like Walt. I need air.’ He moved abruptly to his cello and laid it away in its case. ‘I’ll leave this here – on chance.’

‘Yes, do that,’ Capel nodded.

‘I think I’ll go with Leonard,’ Laurel said. ‘Really, it’s too hot for drinking.’

So then they were two, Capel and Tom Friday, standing together in the silent room: with the chairs grouped emptily on the low platform, the evening’s music dead and buried.

‘Tom,’ Capel said. ‘Isn’t sex a bastard. It does for men like drink. It sets them up but it knocks them down. It’s like a fire you can’t control.’

‘Sex is all right,’ Tom Friday said. ‘As long as you don’t have it on the brain.’

‘Walt has it on the brain,’ Capel said. ‘He’s sick with it.’

‘So,’ Tom Friday said, ‘what can we do?’

This, in the Music Room of The White Hart, at the top end of the small town, where it verged into country, when the night of 24 August was beginning. The world turned. Sidelong light flickered across the grey plains of sea. From shadow stepped the houses, the tinder trees, the blackened heaths. Early men walked. In street and road and lane they went their way: gate to gate, house to house, with little clatterings and clinkings. Then one stopped and stood still, stopped between the dawn light and the sun: stopped, in a great silence that strangled song in the birds’ throats. Cruelly the sun came out of Holland on the morning of the twenty-fifth, sharp as a broken bottle. Cars arrived, other men.
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