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    History is the witness that testifies to the passing of time; it illumines reality, vitalizes memory, provides guidance in daily life, and brings us tidings of antiquity.


    Marcus Tullius Cicero, Pro Publio Sestio, II, 36


    


    

And if the whole world’s singing your songs
[...]
Just remember what was yours is everyone’s from now on

    Wilco, What Light


    


    


    


    For Tessa, of course…
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    [image: ]


    The Memoirs of Geoffroy Chiron: Prologue ed. Francis Porter[1]


    Frevier 6, 1524


    Josquin was a prick. Everybody thought so.



    ‘When I die,’ Jehan once said, ‘they’ll probably ask him to write a lament for me. And he’ll do it, the hypocrite. He’s never said anything good about anyone his whole life.’


    For Jehan to call anyone a hypocrite was strong language indeed. I liked Ockeghem; he was my friend, though I wasn’t the only one who was encouraged to call him by his first name: it was always Johannes, or Jehan, never Ockeghem.


    ‘No one can spell Ockeghem,’ he once told me, ‘so I’ve given up trying to correct them.’


    And, of course, when Jehan died it was Desprez who wrote that beautiful lament. Even then, having written an apparently heartfelt and undoubtedly beautiful testament, Desprez’s sarcasm and contempt for others was never far away.


    It was written to be sung by five of us: me  Geoffroy Chiron  his friend; Loyset Compère, the composer whom Josquin rated above all others, and everyone else thought merely good; Pierre Perchon, known as De La Rue by the Northerners; Antoine Brumel, the pederast who soon would be in charge of the Notre Dame choirboys (a post that suited him down to the ground); and Josquin Desprez himself, the greatest of all the new composers and the biggest arsehole you could ever hope to meet.


    All of us were accomplished singers with the obvious exception of Compère. In his early years he’d been able to get away with it, but he could never sing fast notes and often ended up on the slow cantus firmus lines, despite reading music as if it were his native language. Burying his voice in the middle of the texture was one way to mask the rough tone; when we looked at the draft Desprez had prepared, it was obvious who would sing which part.


    Desprez bustled into the schola cantorum [song school] where we had agreed to meet, late as usual, and threw the copy onto the stand, shouting out instructions with nary a hello or an embrace. Then he counted us in and off we went. It was, inevitably, stunning, even at the first attempt. We were all touched that he’d covered up Loyset’s inadequacies by giving him that simple tenor line with the requiem text itself. The rest of us sang the familiar words of Jehan Molinet’s poem (we’d all agreed that it should be that text and no other) and Loyset blended as well as he could. The black notation Josquin had used, the seriousness of the occasion, and the beautiful balance he had created distracted us from looking too closely at what others were doing. That’s why we didn’t see what was coming.


    The final section that named the four great composers gave Loyset time off before the final Requiescant in pace and Amen, yet, despite this contrived recovery period, he began to look worried. I soon realised why. Over the years Loyset’s range had shrunk to one hexachord, which had been all that was required of him until now. Unaccountably his part leapt up an octave at the very moment when we were to invoke peace for the departed and sing our Amen in descending phrases, trailing away to nothing. Poor old Loyset had to sing a note he’d scarcely been able to get before his balls had dropped and which he now could probably have reached only if His Holiness himself had ordered them to be cut off. It was a terrible noise and brought to mind that ditty in which Loyset’s voice was compared to the sound of a cat up a tree. I think it was Brumel who first giggled, a stifled, high-pitched squeak. Perchon snorted his derision, accompanied by a gob of snot that splattered onto the manuscript, by which time I’d also stopped singing and Loyset, scared as he was of Desprez, decided that laughter was his best defence.


    And so the piece fell apart, leaving Desprez singing on his own, his small, angry, dark eyes even sterner than usual. He cursed, pulled the manuscript from the stand, wiped the snot off with his sleeve, and stormed out. And that was why we ended up singing a three-part Mass at Jehan’s memorial in the church of St Martin of Tours, and why it was Jehan Molinet himself who read the poem as a tribute, rather than us singing that sweet musical setting.


    The rumour went round soon thereafter that, as with many of Desprez’s pieces, he was insecure about it and didn’t want it performed in the first place: that what he was really doing was finding an excuse to pull out of the commission by staging a scene. I didn’t really believe that and I’m not the only one who thinks the main reason he wrote it that way was to humiliate Loyset. Certainly I don’t think there was anything wrong with the first draft we sang and, although I can’t swear to it, I think it was exactly the same as the one printed by the Italian, Petrucci, some years later [1508]. 


    


    Deus qui das vindictas mihi et congregas populos sub me qui servas me ab inimicis meis. Et a resistentibus mihi elevas me a viro iniquo libera me. Propterea confitebor tibi in gentibus Domine et nomini tuo cantabo


    [O God, who avengest me, and subduest the people under me, my deliverer from my enraged enemies. And thou wilt lift me up above them that rise up against me: from the unjust man thou wilt deliver me. Therefore will I give glory to thee, O Lord, among the nations, and I will sing a psalm to thy name.]


    


    I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have begun like that, but I had to unburden myself. Time is no longer my friend. Just this morning the doctor came to bleed my legs and, judging by his manner, I may not have long to live.


    Desprez was as talented as he was troubled and if only he could have trusted in the abilities that the Lord God gave him, all of us  and I include Desprez himself  might have had a more enjoyable life.


    Many things have changed: the King and his court no longer reside here in Tours but in Paris; Loyset Compère and Josquin Desprez are both dead. A new era beckons and it is time to pay homage to the old one. So forgive my outburst and let me begin again, more calmly and appropriately to my subject: the life of Jehan Ockeghem, my mentor and patron in music and civil law, and the man whom I and many others have come to think of as our bon père, the man who composed the grandest of all motets, his Miserere mei.
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      1.Translator’s note. In the interests of maintaining the flow of Geoffroy Chiron’s account, I have chosen to avoid the use of footnotes and render his (very) occasional obscenities in forthright Anglo-Saxon equivalents. Chiron’s background as a singer is nowhere more evident than in his quotations from the Psalms, which I have transcribed as they appear in his text, then adding my own punctuation and translations from the Rheims-Douay Bible. All other translations are my own. In many cases, Chiron’s fading memory proves unreliable. Where dates of significant events can be corroborated I have provided them in square parentheses. As with all academic endeavour, I can claim copyright only on errors. To paraphrase Chiron, they are mine and mine alone. © 2012 Francis Porter↵

    

  


  
    Chapter 2


    February 5th, 1997: Columbus Regional Airport, OH, USA


    



    The line of passengers up ahead in the Coach cabin stuttered and then stopped, and Andrew Eiger found himself in the First Class section, standing between two businessmen who were sipping on sparkling wine and chatting across the aisle. It was a relaxed, communal atmosphere here, where shared assumptions of warranted self-importance spawned easy, casual friendships. No wonder they called it ‘Club Class’ in Europe, thought Andrew, as he passed through the curtains towards his seat: 20C. His travel agent had assured him he would be in the emergency exit row, but the frantic late check-in meant he’d lost his preferred seat and had to settle for second best. He hoped there would be no one reclining too far into his personal space, preventing him from working.


    The plane looked to be quite empty. All the children were aboard, seated mainly to the front of the cabin where their crying would not disturb him. It reminded him of the trip to Karen’s mother in Florida when he’d held John on take-off. The poor boy, already suffering from a cold, was fractious and fidgety, and the ascent and subsequent decompression had hurt his ears. As usual he seemed to find his father little comfort; yet Andrew was determined that, on this occasion at least, he would offer the same kind of meaningless assurances as the boy’s mother might. When the fourth passenger had turned around and glared, however, he had given in to the inevitable and passed John into Karen’s welcoming arms.


    His itinerary for the next twenty-four hours was considerably more exhausting than it had been on that occasion. Ahead lay flights from Columbus to New York, then the red-eye to London’s Heathrow, followed by a third short flight to Paris and finally a train to Tours. As if that wasn’t enough, once he’d arrived he was to deliver a lecture, attend a concert in the evening by the early music group Beyond Compère, and then meet with them afterwards to discuss what he’d cryptically (and he hoped enticingly) described as ‘an exciting collaboration’.


    The lecture he could cope with  all he had to do was read it out loud  and the only demand of the evening’s entertainment was to stay awake, jetlagged and sleep-deprived as he would be. The meeting after the concert, though, would require his full concentration, being more important than any job interview. He had to convince Emma Mitchell and the singers of Beyond Compère to commit themselves to the first modern-day performance of a piece that he’d discovered. Upon it depended his imagined new life, the fantasy of which he’d refined over the past six months since the moment he’d discovered the manuscript stuffed into the spine of the leather-bound book in the archives of Amiens Cathedral.


    An elderly woman was sitting in his seat.


    ‘Er, I think I might be sitting there.’ He held out his boarding stub for her to see. ‘Perhaps you’re in another?’


    She looked up sharply, avoiding his gaze and seeking the seat numbers overhead.


    ‘20C.’ Andrew pointed at the numbers printed next to the “Fasten Seatbelt” sign. ‘20C,’ he repeated, showing her the stub once more. The woman glanced down at her lap, unclasped the catch on her handbag, and began to search inside.


    ‘Is everything all right, madam?’ asked the stewardess.


    Immediately Andrew offered his defence, peeved by the assumption that the occupant of his seat was correct and that it was he who was mistaken.


    ‘The, um, the lady here is in my seat. 20C. So I was just letting her know. I need to work. That’s why I got the aisle.’


    ‘Of course, sir. I’m sure we can resolve this,’ said the stewardess with a fixed, ingratiating smile that softened considerably as she leaned towards the old woman.


    ‘It’s here somewhere,’ said the old woman, raking through tissues, powder compacts, and sweet wrappers. ‘I had it earlier.’


    Andrew leaned into the emergency exit seat as someone brushed past, and nonchalantly held his boarding slip directly in the stewardess’s line of sight. Here’s the documentary evidence, he wanted to say; this is what you need to consider, not the woman’s unreliable memory. If the airline had made a mistake and double-booked them in the same seat, then he would insist on an aisle seat somewhere else. In First, if necessary. He couldn’t possibly work in the window seat; he’d be too cramped. And he had to work. Although he’d written the lecture for tomorrow, he needed to tidy up the text and add something that had come up that very day in his ‘Medieval and Renaissance Music’ class.


    ‘Here it is,’ cried the old woman, triumphantly holding up her boarding pass.


    ‘There you go.’ The stewardess scanned it quickly. ‘Ah, 28C.’


    Despite there being no acknowledgement of his innocence, Andrew was relieved that he would not have to take the matter any further.


    ‘Your seat is further back, but I’m sure the gentleman wouldn’t mind switching, seeing as how you’re settled and all.’ The stewardess turned to him and smiled, a little too sweetly for his liking.


    ‘Well, um, actually, I did choose this particular seat. For good reason. I wanted to be in a seat where the one in front couldn’t recline too far and stop me from working. I’ve got to work, you see. I have to give a lecture. In Tours. France. Tomorrow. Well, less than tomorrow really. Less than twenty-four hours from now, anyway. So, you see…’ He shrugged in a way that he hoped expressed mutual agreement but, judging by the two women’s reactions, he’d failed to convince them.


    ‘Well, if that’s the way you feel…’ The stewardess kept the final part of her sentence to herself.


    ‘Yes,’ added the old woman, in an aggressive endorsement of the stewardess’s unspoken criticism. Grabbing the back of the chair on which he was leaning, she heaved herself up unsteadily  and, in Andrew’s opinion, over-dramatically. His field of vision was filled momentarily with a cloud of grey hair, and he jerked back just in time, narrowly avoiding a head butt from the old woman. Caught off-balance, he grabbed the open locker overhead and the tines of the lock bit deeply into his palm, drawing blood. He cried out in pain and the stewardess, who was leading the old woman to the back of the plane, turned around.


    ‘There’s no need for melodrama, sir,’ she said tartly. ‘You’ve got your seat. And I don’t think it would have been too much trouble for you to sit somewhere else. I’ll bring you a form if you want to make a complaint.’ She turned on her heel and wrapped a consoling arm around the woman who was shaking her head and muttering.


    Andrew examined his palm: two puncture wounds from the metal lock, as if an animal had sunk its fangs into his right hand. He was sucking the wound to staunch the bleeding when he became aware of a younger woman standing close to him, peering hopefully at the number above his seat.


    ‘I’m…’ she said, indicating the window seat. He let her through and then took his own seat. It was still warm from the previous occupant and he reached up with his damaged hand to shut off the narrow jet of accusatory air pointed at his face. The incident had left him feeling unfairly treated. Should he complain? Or, perhaps better than that, he could get his wife to write a letter for him. Early in their relationship, Karen had entrusted him to deal with everyday bureaucratic mismanagements. Thus problems were his to solve, and compensation for him to pursue  but he’d proved himself inadequate at both tasks. He always seemed to rub people up the wrong way, his tone pitched uncertainly between exaggerated grievance and obsequious inadequacy, whereas his wife, trained in psychology, possessed some magical insight into human behaviour as well as reserves of feminine empathy which endeared her to most service industry workers and assured willing reparation. Nowadays, with his wife acting as nominal head of the family, they received due apology together with the occasional upgrade and Andrew found himself wanting mistakes to be made so Karen could apply herself and corrective forces be summoned. His role in such situations was to stand haplessly behind her, not so much a silent supporter as a symbol of her misfortune, a role that required no effort at all, his vacant inadequacy apparent to all.


    He’d hoped things might change when his son, John, was born. Holding the baby in his arms for the first time, tenderly, carefully, he was distracted first by the tiny, wrinkled feet. ‘John,’ he said. They’d known it would be a boy and had agreed on the name  coincidentally the name of Karen’s paternal grandfather, and Johannes Ockeghem  but Andrew saw no likeness to either, only the eyes tightly closed against a world wherein it was his responsibility to provide safety. He knew immediately that he would protect John, would shield him from the taunting and bullying that he himself had suffered silently as a child. He felt an emotion he’d never experienced before and for which he had no name: a thick bubble of anxious love that burst inside him. And then he’d dropped the baby. He’d heard the story countless times since, first recounted by Karen to his in-laws at Thanksgiving. She’d told it with evident fondness and, for a moment, he had thought himself forgiven. He might have been, but later that evening the anecdote was picked up and circulated amongst neighbours and friends, along with crackers and onion dip (‘Made with a tin of real Campbell’s soup’) until Andrew had almost begun to believe that the story was about somebody else. When a friend of the family had related the episode, unaware that he was telling it to the subject himself, Andrew had realised that, from this single incident, an enduring myth had been created: his childcare skills were not to be trusted. What had been lost in the re-telling was the fact that no harm had come to his son. Blinking away his misty vision, Andrew reacted as he never had in softball or football games where he was always the last to be picked  he’d caught the falling baby, who had neither murmured nor complained.


    With boarding nearly complete, he was relieved that the spare seat next to him was still empty so he could spread out his papers. He felt vindicated for standing his ground.


    ‘Howdee,’ said a voice. ‘Well, things are gonna get a little bit snugger now!’ A heavy belly was thrust into Andrew’s face as a large figure stretched up to deposit his bag in the overhead locker. The face leered down at him and a ham-like hand was proffered. Andrew offered his in return but, rather than the expected handshake, he was hoisted onto his feet, his injured palm screaming in protest.


    ‘Sorry, fella, but I’m in there.’ The red-faced man indicated the middle seat and then waggled his fingers at the woman by the window. She smiled back and retreated into her magazine. The huge man squeezed his body into the narrow confines with some difficulty and the woman turned away to accommodate the huge bulk.


    ‘Looks like she won’t be joining in the conversation then.’ The man gave Andrew a conspiratorial wink. Andrew had no intention of conducting any such exchange with his new neighbour. But politeness needed to be observed, and might well be his best strategy. The space he’d momentarily envisaged had shrunk considerably and working on his laptop would be impossible; the man’s broad shoulders were simply too wide for the airline seat and, with the armrest swamped by the spill of his waist and his fleshy forearms, it was impossible for Andrew to avoid physical contact. He could feel the damp warmth of the man’s body gusting through his shirt, and a vague reek of socks and cheap deodorant made him wish that he’d left the air vent fully open.


    ‘Foster. Earl Foster. But you can call me Earl,’ said the man, trotting out his well-polished introduction.


    ‘Andrew Eiger. I have a lot of work to do, so I probably won’t be talking much.’


    ‘What kind of work?’ said Earl, ignoring the hint. ‘I’m in sales. Extruded plastic. This kind of stuff.’ With a meaty forefinger, he tapped the seat-tray and then the plastic housing for the overhead lights and air vents.


    ‘And this stuff,’ he added, tapping his head. ‘Both solid. Both my business.’ He chuckled at his own patter. ‘You?’


    ‘Er, musicology. The study of music, that is. Music history and music theory.’ Andrew hoped for once that it sounded duller than it was, and that his career afforded his neighbour no conversational comeback.


    ‘Hey, buddy. That used to be my thing too. Well, not the musicology bit. That was boring. To me, that is,’ Earl added quickly. ‘I was a music major. Trombone.’


    If Earl was involved in music in any way at all, then he had to be a brass player, thought Andrew  one of the clowns of the orchestra given to drinking games and horseplay. They were the ones who offered nothing in music history classes other than the occasional supposedly witty one-liner; they were the people who laughed at early music, and medieval music in particular, the ones who thought music began when the trumpet got valves. An oaf, in other words; one who laughed at historians and theorists.


    ‘Oh. Trombone?’ Andrew tried desperately to think of some way of closing down the conversation. ‘Do you still play?’ he asked, hoping the answer was no.


    ‘Sure. If you’ve got the money,’ said Earl, laughing loudly. He slapped his broad thighs and then Andrew’s knee. Andrew, who never paid much attention to the safety demonstration, found himself fervently wishing for it to begin, if only to quieten down the garrulous salesman. He reached under the seat in front and pulled out his briefcase to signal his intention to work, flicked through his papers and withdrew the conference proceedings, a copy of his lecture and the familiar blue folder.


    ‘Please stow your briefcase right under the seat in front of you, sir.’ It was the stewardess again.


    ‘I was only…’ he began. But she had swept away to the front of the cabin, closing the overhead lockers as she went.


    ‘She got ya!’ said Earl, chuckling. ‘She got ya, didn’t she?’


    ‘Well, it was a bit unnecessary,’ remonstrated Andrew. ‘I was just about to put it away.’


    The flight attendants had begun their routine, holding up seat belts and showing how to lock and unlock them. Andrew gave them his full attention, frowning in a display of exaggerated concentration, hoping it would stop his neighbour talking. Earl shrugged his enormous shoulders making Andrew’s body lurch into the aisle, then he dropped his head back on the seat and closed his eyes. By the time the safety demonstration was over and the plane had pushed back from its stand, he was snoring loudly, his mouth dropped open like the drawer of a Coke-dispenser.


    From the various papers on his lap, Andrew pulled out the printed copy of his lecture. ‘“Ockeghem’s Katholika: obscurity, calculation and reception” © Andrew Eiger.’ The previous night he’d delivered it to a post-graduate seminar and, as he’d fully expected, it was received coolly. The title alluded to the composer’s preference for musical and notational games, features which had come to define the composer’s genius; it added nothing new to Ockeghem studies, nor was it going to set the conference alight, not least because, yet again, his audience was being presented with a rehash of old material from his Ph.D. It was getting to the stage where there was virtually nothing left of it, the flesh having been stripped from the bones to provide material for lectures and academic articles on so many occasions  yet still he hoped his thesis might be published as a book. His pursuit had not been helped by the appearance of what had been hailed as the definitive book on Ockeghem by Francis Porter, a scholar three years his junior whom Andrew viewed, with more than a trace of hopeful envy, as his chief rival. Porter had received his D.Mus. from Oxford, having graduated summa cum laude from Yale. His area of expertise was the same as Andrew’s, in the relatively new field of reception theory, but where Andrew’s thesis was a dully pedestrian, essentially chronological account, Porter’s book was ground-breaking, strongly influenced by fashionable French revisionist theory, yet lucid and accessible. Entitled Framing Music History, it was everything that Andrew’s Ph.D. was not  witty, light, insightful and graceful; it had been picked up immediately by Yale University Press and was now in its third reprint in only five years.


    Andrew scanned his lecture. It began with the definition of a canon provided by Tinctoris, a musical theorist of the time, which was ‘a rule showing the purpose of the composer behind a certain obscurity’. It was this opposition between design and uncertainty, between the overt and the hidden, that still divided people today, most obviously the students in his Med/Ren class. It didn’t help that most of them had signed up merely because they had once heard or sung a madrigal in High School. Rather than an extended encounter with frolicking nymphs and randy shepherds singing ‘Hey nonny no’ and ‘fa la la’, they found themselves grappling with arcane subjects like isorhythms, modes, and formes fixes. If he’d had his way he would have avoided the madrigal entirely. To him, it was the lowest common denominator, a cheap entertainment whose musical sophistication was best compared to today’s popular music, which he held in equal contempt. Behind the pastoral image lay equally ignorant assumptions of medieval music as plainchant sung by po-faced monks or simplistic folk tunes designed to entertain smelly peasants with maybe a thudding drum to liven up proceedings. Such beliefs were reinforced by terms like The Dark Ages which suggested the absence of knowledge, whereas the medieval period was rich in literature and philosophy, and peopled with multi-talented individuals like Andrew’s hero, Ockeghem  composer, Treasurer of St Martin at Tours, premier chapelain of the royal chapel, and Baron of Châteauneuf  who should properly have been described as a Renaissance man, had the term not been hijacked for later history.


    That very morning, one of his more troublesome students, Peter Giacometti, a boy who thought himself cool and who always sat at the back, had banged another nail in Ockeghem’s coffin: ‘I reckon this dude’s problem was that he thought too much. He should have just got on with it like Josquin did.’ The other students had laughed. It was the kind of line Giacometti often came up with: derisory yet, annoyingly for Andrew, a distillation of the prevailing view and, in its way, astute.


    Though not a quote from a contemporary observer like Tinctoris, it echoed the common themes of Ockeghemian reception that his lecture would address  calculation and musical pleasure  and Andrew transcribed the student’s comment at the top of his paper. He’d begin his talk with it, offering it as a friendly ad lib, a suitable antidote to his sterile delivery. And maybe, if the mood took him, he would tell his audience about how difficult it was sometimes to excite his students with Ockeghem’s music: proof that Ockeghem was only for those of more refined sensibilities.


    When he’d begun to teach the course four years ago, he’d started by playing a recording of Nymphes des bois, the lament on Ockeghem’s death by the composer’s own pupil, the great Josquin Desprez. The idea was, through the personal testament of the younger generation of composers, to introduce students to Ockeghem. It had backfired. The students loved the lament itself rather than its subject, and thereafter all they wanted to talk about was Josquin. He’d tried to rescue the situation by playing more Ockeghem, but with each new piece of music, accompanied by an explanation of the complex musical design, he’d only bolstered their initial reaction. He felt like a shopkeeper trying to sell vegetables to six-year-olds; however much he proclaimed the health benefits, all they wanted was candy.


    These days he had stopped playing the music entirely, instead presenting a handout of Nymphes des bois in the original black notation, a fitting garb for Ockeghem’s memorial. Thus presented, the lament yielded none of its moving sensuousness to his classes and they were forced to take as fact his assertion that Ockeghem was the greatest composer of them all. At least in Tours, surrounded by academics who had devoted a considerable portion of their academic lives to the study of the fifteenth century, he would be in the company of like-minded enthusiasts. He wouldn’t have to sell Ockeghem there.


    



    ♦ ♦ ♦


    


    February 5th, 1997: Beecham Concert Hall, Newcastle-upon-Tyne, England


    


    As Andrew Eiger fretted over Ockeghem’s place in the pantheon of medieval composers, 3,700 miles away Emma Mitchell was offstage contemplating the very piece that Andrew refused to play in his music class: Josquin Desprez’s Nymphes des bois. Earlier, when they’d rehearsed in the unappreciative acoustic, the members of Beyond Compère had agreed that an encore wouldn’t be needed: the acoustic would kill it off. Unlike large churches or cathedrals where the sound of clapping rolled in the vaulted space, rewarding the audience’s appreciation with echoing encouragement, dry concert halls like this one muffled sound and gave each concertgoer the impression that he or she had been the only one who’d really enjoyed the performance, leaving all but the wilfully arrogant doubting their judgement. But now the applause showed no sign of stopping.


    In the wings Emma turned to the singers to issue her instructions. Released from the concentration of performance, they were trading excited apologies for minor mistakes and observations of audience reactions, acknowledgements of a job well done.


    ‘We’ll have to do it,’ said Emma over the hubbub. ‘Nymphes des bois. I’m sorry it doesn’t involve everyone, but it’ll make a good ending.’


    Even after coming offstage having twice delivered their bows, they could still hear the audience cheering and the occasional wolf whistle.


    ‘We’re going to have to do it,’ she repeated. ‘Nymphes des bois. Just the five singers. The rest come on for a final bow.’


    The group split into two. The five required for the encore lined up in voice-order and walked confidently onto the stage, smiling at the audience; Emma followed, carrying the bouquet with which she’d been presented.


    ‘Thank you,’ she said loudly, as the applause died away and the audience re-took their seats. ‘Thank you so much for that lovely reception. I’d love to say that we have a new piece by Ockeghem to round off the concert, but he hasn’t written much recently.’ The audience laughed, obviously pleased that an encore was going to be forthcoming. ‘As you know,’ continued Emma, ‘Beyond Compère consists of eight singers  andme  yet there are only five singers here.’ She gestured upstage to the smaller group.


    ‘It’s our policy when we do an encore to include everyone, but it’s a special occasion. Tomorrow marks the five-hundredth anniversary of the death of Johannes Ockeghem, an event that we will commemorate in a concert tomorrow in the very place where he lived most of his life: Tours, the old capital of France. We thought it appropriate, then, to break with our usual tradition and sing a piece dedicated to the great composer: Josquin Desprez’s beautiful lament on the death of Ockeghem, Nymphes des bois.’


    Someone whistled encouragement from the audience.


    ‘Well, I see that somebody knows it,’ said Emma, prompting further laughter. ‘I’ll let the music speak for itself  it really is lovely  but I’ll just draw your attention to the fact that the song references the four composers who may well have sung it: Josquin himself; Loyset Compère, after whom our group is named; Pierre De La Rue; and Antoine Brumel. No one knows who the fifth singer was.’


    The audience applauded and Emma walked offstage to join her colleagues inthe wings.


    ‘Nice one, Em,’ hissed Charlie, one of the tenors, giving her the thumbs-up. She smiled back and they turned to watch the performance. It was already underway, the music being greeted with hushed respect, and finally she allowed herself to relax, closing her eyes and tipping back her head to ease the tension from her neck. The decision to perform Josquin’s lament made a lot of sense both theatrically and musically, as an intimate portrait of Ockeghem. But it had also been forced on them by circumstance; there simply wasn’t another obvious piece with which to close the concert. Ideally they would have ended with something on a symphonic scale, but such pieces weren’t written in the fifteenth century. Or they could even have concluded with something unknown but, as the conference tomorrow would prove, there was nothing new in Ockeghem studies.


    The singers had reached the point where the composers were named, a moment that never failed to send shivers down her spine:


    



    Acoutrés vous d’abis de dœul,


    Josquin, Perchon, Brumel, Compère,


    [Wear garments of mourning,


    Josquin, De La Rue, Brumel, Compère,]


    



    Emma loved this section. The top voice and the bass moved in parallel, a limpid sweep towards a high note that fell back on itself like a sob of grief. It was rare for Josquin to marry musical expression so intimately with graphic description, and she was convinced that this descending phrase deliberately mimicked the falling tears demanded by the poet. Ockeghem’s children were called upon by the poet not just to mourn their ‘good father’, but to cry heavy tears, a poetic and musical hyperbole that argued nothing less would suffice:


    



    Et plourés grosses larmes d’oeil;


    Perdu avés vostre bon père.


    [And cry heavy tears;


    You have lost your good father.]


    



    Emma wanted the audience to feel what she did, a communion with the past that perhaps only those who sang the lines could fully appreciate. She envied the singers that direct contact, and much more. Her voice was too weak to shape and mould the lines as they did with that even yet muscular tone. One American commentator had likened it to high-speed jet formation-flying: they could power through a straight, he said, and then veer off at any angle with effortless precision.


    The lament was nearing its conclusion where all the voices would sing ‘Requiescant in pace’, and Ollie, her boyfriend and the group’s baritone, cast a discreet glance towards her. He had to swap parts at that point with Marco, the tenor, Ollie’s line rising over an octave for no apparent reason, making it almost impossible to sing, and the slight smile he exchanged with Emma referenced their agreed solution to the strange problem.


    The piece ended and the silence was interrupted by a few murmurs of satisfaction before the applause began. Allie, the bass, led Emma and the group back onto the stage for the final bow and then they were all in the wings again, congratulating each other. As the applause died away the short evening and early morning ahead became the group’s new focus.


    ‘Six-thirty: taxis,’ said Emma.


    ‘Ouch,’ said Charlie, the other tenor, speaking for them all.


    ‘I know, I know, but we can’t miss the flight and that’s cutting it fine as it is,’ she explained. ‘The champagne’s on me tomorrow night. In Tours.’


    The announcement was greeted by a muted cheer, grudging acknowledgement of the tough schedule ahead and due recognition of Emma’s thoughtfulness in promising a quiet celebration at the end of a tough day.


    ‘What are you up to?’ she asked Ollie, as the others drifted away to the dressing room.


    ‘Thought I’d go off with the boys. Are you going to come?’


    It was a familiar routine. Emma’s duties as the leader of the group required her to schmooze with management, fans and other concert promoters, while Ollie, as one of the singers, had no further responsibilities. Their relationship, they’d agreed after several well-meaning attempts to accommodate each other, only suffered from manufactured compromises and sometimes it was easier if they went their own ways. The conversation they were having now was merely residual politeness, a conversational ritual whose practice, if overheard by anyone else, suggested the pursuit of a normal relationship in the face of an abnormal career. Spending the remains of the evening with her lover was tempting, but the reality was that Ollie would become fractious and she would feel pressured. Instead she would have a quick drink in the bar with the two sopranos, Susan and Claire, and one of the altos, Peter, who formed the self-christened ‘Wet Set’ because of their tendency to look after themselves, in contrast to most of the men in the group who liked to burn the candle at both ends.


    ‘I really need to get some sleep,’ she said. ‘Where are you going?’


    ‘Don’t know. Allie’s got an idea.’


    ‘That sounds dangerous.’


    Allie’s ‘ideas’ generally involved alcohol, usually to excess. There was no such thing as a quick drink, unless it was a quick drink followed by another quick drink.And another.


    Ollie smiled. ‘Don’t worry. I won’t let you down. Shall I ring you and let you know where we are?’


    ‘No. I’ll be fine. You go off and I’ll see you in the morning.’


    Ollie kissed her briefly on the lips and scurried after Allie, who had already changed and was making his way to the exit.


    In her dressing room, Emma placed the flowers in the sink. They were too cumbersome to carry to Tours tomorrow and she would leave them here for the cleaner. In the meantime at least they added some colour and life to the featureless room. The usual venues for the group were churches or cathedrals where they would all change in the same room, and she missed the camaraderie. Down the hall the onstage incidents and accidents were having their first tentative outings, one-liners punctuating conversations fuelled by residual adrenalin. She liked being there when the stories began to form, like crystals created in experiments at school with a string hanging in a solution of blue liquid. At least tomorrow, with the concert in the Cathedral of St Gatien, they would all be together, an event that Emma had looked forward to since the concert had first been suggested by the conference organiser. Despite her interest in Ockeghem and his circle, she’d never been to Tours. The past three years had been hectic, and Ollie’s idea of a holiday was not a cultural visit to the birthplace of the music they sang. Even though St Martin, the church of which Ockeghem was Treasurer and at which he’d sung, no longer existed, she looked forward to being in the city, to soaking up something of its atmosphere and letting her imagination wander.


    A leather-bound book lay on the coffee table: the concert hall’s guest book. It was open at the page she was expected to sign, the details of the concert penned in cursive italics: “Ockeghem and his Contemporaries” by Beyond Compère directed by Emma Mitchell. She could never resist looking at the earlier entries, names of famous conductors and groups in whose company she felt like a naïve but enthusiastic student once more. Flicking through the pages she came across the names of Simon Rattle, The Pat Metheny Group, The Kings’ Singers, each with a non-committal, bland yet polite message which made her feel less fraudulent about her own contribution: ‘A wonderful hall with beautiful acoustics, matched by a beautiful audience and a warm welcome.’


    As her pen scratched on the paper she was struck by the silence, incongruous after eighty minutes of intense music. She removed her all-black concert clothes and slipped into jeans and sweatshirt, then turned up the loudspeaker in the hope of hearing the sounds of the audience making their way out of the hall, but the auditorium was quiet, as if the concert itself had never happened. She looked in the mirror and flicked back her short hair. Her stage make-up had smoothed away any expression of concern or relief and exaggerated the darkness of her eyes. It was a suitable mask for her final public performance of the evening, that of meeting the audience at the stage door. One final effort, and then her time would be her own once more.


    ‘Ubera et dentes,’ she said: cod Latin for ‘tits and teeth’.

  


  
    Chapter 3


    Thinking about fifteenth-century music these days produced in Andrew an almost uncontrollable urge to re-acquaint himself with his find. He checked once again that Earl was still safely asleep, slid the blue plastic folder from beneath his lecture notes and gently withdrew its contents. Here it was: his Holy Grail, his Ark of the Covenant, but indisputably real. Academic disciplines usually proceeded slowly and carefully, yet this discovery would immediately redraw the musical map.


    It was potentially the biggest early music discovery of the past fifty years: a thirty-four-part, anonymous motet written over a hundred and fifty years before Striggio’s missing forty-part Mass or Tallis’ equally grand Spem in alium. It was the obvious inspiration for the twenty-four-voice Qui habitat attributed to Josquin and the thirty-six-part Deo Gratias that had been assigned mistakenly to Ockeghem. The text was from Psalm Fifty-one  Psalm Fifty as Ockeghem would have known it from the Latin Vulgate Bible  Miserere mei, a text for Ash Wednesday. But something on this scale had to have been written for a very special occasion. Identifying the exact circumstances of its first performance would help him to determine who had written it; there was no attribution on the manuscript, nor was there any reference to it in any fifteenth-century source. All he knew for certain was that it was related in some way to Tours, France’s capital in the fifteenth century, even though he had found the manuscript in Amiens. That much he had established from the accompanying letter written by Geoffroy Chiron, who was a chambrier at St Martin in Tours, the same abbey at which Ockeghem had been treasurer and singer.


    The motet could have been written by any of the composers who were linked with the royal chapel  Antoine Busnois, Loyset Compère, or even a lesser composer like Jehan Fresnau. It could even be by Josquin, though he really hoped it wasn’t; as the musical equivalent of Leonardo da Vinci or Michelangelo, Josquin’s reputation needed no help at all. What Andrew really wanted was for it to have been written by Ockeghem, the figurative godfather to the younger generation of Josquin, Compère, De La Rue and countless other composers. And it definitely bore some Ockeghemian trademarks, though any of those could have been the result of influence or deliberate hommage. Such hope arose not merely from a despairing idealisation of the composer whom he loved above all others, but also from a rather more base inclination: the more important the composer, the greater the reflected glory. If he could prove it was by Ockeghem, Andrew’s own success would be assured.


    The manuscript never failed to raise his spirits. It was not the original, of course. That lay in the place he had found it, as the padding in the spine of the chapter records in the church library in Amiens Cathedral, where it had remained hidden from the world for five hundred years. He would have loved to have taken it, but provenance would have to be shown; it needed to stay where it had come to rest by a twist of fate, the details of which might never come to light.


    Looking at the music now, Andrew was in a state of rapture, oblivious to the rude noises of Earl’s snoring and the roar of the engines, as free of earthbound concerns as the plane that rose effortlessly through the mantle of cloud into a naked sky.


    The copy in his blue folder was his latest transcription. He’d worked on it for five months, expanding it from three discrete parts to its thirty-four voices by following the instructions given in Latin. They told him that that each part was a canon whereby one part repeated the same line at a fixed rhythmic interval, a musical device understood by every child who has sung Frère Jacques and London’s Burning. Just as such simple rounds can produce an infinite number of parts, so the three statements were designed to yield thirty-four parts: nine discantus and nine contratenor lines; eight each of bassus and tenor. The original singers would have been able to render their vocal part from the single iteration that appeared in the original manuscript, their part isolated from the others like a modern orchestra; modern singers, though, would expect the immediate visual geography of a score format which detailed the resultant parts, and it was this that Andrew would present to Emma Mitchell and her group.


    Even with no modern edition, the manuscript was a valuable and exploitable historical artefact. His current thinking was concurrent articles in the Journal of the American Musicological Society and Early Music, and a shorter presentation in The Musical Times, together with a series of lectures at key institutions that he’d earmarked with a view to job placements. With Karen wanting to be closer to her mother in Florida and Andrew wanting to be closer to Europe, which he thought of as his cultural home, he’d already ruled out Stanford and Berkeley on the West Coast. Yale, Harvard and Princeton were top of his list, and Columbia and Duke would do at a pinch.


    There was no doubting, though, that performances of the composition would enhance its reputation. Over the past thirty years, performers had brought fifteenth-century music into the musical mainstream on the concert stage and recordings. The music of Josquin and others was now regularly performed, a situation that would have left the original composers’ heads spinning, and Andrew intended to reach the largest possible audience. In order to do that he needed a group with an understanding of concert-giving, recording and imaginative programming, which was where Emma Mitchell and Beyond Compère came in. He had their recordings and used them in class. Everyone did. For one thing they were well-researched, well-presented, and brilliantly performed, but they also appealed to the younger audience. The early-music audience of the 1970s had grown old, but Beyond Compère had reached a new demographic and he wanted to tap into it. It was the final part of his plan.


    But there was a problem, and it was a serious one: he couldn’t get the parts to fit. However hard he tried, however many assumptions he made about copying errors, he could not get the four voices, let alone thirty-four, to sound anything other than simply wrong. Harmonies that could never have existed in the fifteenth century sprang from the page directly into his mind’s eye revealing parallel fifths and octaves: simple contrapuntal errors that even a choirboy wouldn’t have made. Cadences were displaced by one or two notes so that the expected resolution lagged behind in one part, or two parts leapt forward to arrive ahead of the others. The results were like the gridlock produced when traffic lights failed and cars piled around each other, with honking horns: chaos where there should have been order.


    He’d tried everything. He could have sought advice, written to more senior colleagues  any of them, generous with their time and undoubtedly excited by his extraordinary revelation, would have helped him. Once they’d picked themselves up off the floor, that is. And therein lay Andrew’s dilemma: he needed help because he couldn’t work it out for himself, but ambition required that he keep it a secret. A discovery as big as this was his meal-ticket out of the Midwest, his free Round-the-World trip to every major university. There he would be feted and celebrated after delivering the same, well-worn lecture. It was his entrée into the Ivy League that had excluded him for so long, and he didn’t want to blow it by having the news leak out. Much as he trusted these respected colleagues, he knew their adherence to the unwritten academic code of sharing knowledge and research.


    So, working on his own, he’d made countless attempts at reconstructing the parts, the results of which, once they’d proven themselves unfit for purpose, he destroyed. Given the number of unsuccessful attempts, it was amazing the shredder still worked. He still hadn’t solved the notational riddle and all he had to offer Emma Mitchell and her group was this: one of two un-performable editions.


    Application and hypothesis had failed; maybe intuition was the way forward? Which is why he stared at the familiar fifteenth-century square shapes, trying to clear his mind and let the key to the puzzle come to him, waiting for inspiration to strike. He knew the music backwards as well as forwards, for he’d even tried notating it in reverse. That wasn’t entirely an act of desperation; puns, acrostics, riddles, mazes and anagrams were frequent devices in the music and art of the period, and there was always the chance that the anonymous composer had employed a Leonardo-like cipher of mirror-writing. Perhaps the parts needed to go forwards and backwards, like the tenor parts in the Agnus Dei from Josquin’s Missa L’Homme Armé Super voces musicales  but that didn’t work either. Nothing did. So here he was, once more staring vacantly at the notation, hoping it would somehow expose itself through an act of veneration.


    ‘Any good tunes?’


    He jumped and instinctively covered the manuscript with his hands. Earl was awake and looking over his shoulder. Andrew’s immediate thought was to put the music away. But that might draw attention to its importance and, in any event, he doubted very much that Earl, brass player that he was, could read fifteenth-century notation.


    ‘Er, well, not tunes exactly. Fifteenth-century polyphony. “Lines” might be a better term.’ He looked down and saw that the discantus part was clearly visible.


    ‘Any good lines, then?’ asked Earl, smiling slightly, and he started humming, a high, not unpleasant sound.


    ‘Er, it’s a C clef,’ said Andrew, noticing a semitone where he should have sung a tone. ‘It’s not a bass clef, which is an F clef. So, you see this  ’ Andrew pointed at the C clef at the beginning of the stave. ‘That means this note is a C ’ he traced the line with his finger along the stave  ‘so this note ’ he pointed to the one below it  ‘is a B natural.’


    Too late he realised he should have kept his mouth shut for, by dropping into teaching mode, he’d inadvertently encouraged Earl.


    ‘Oh, okay,’ said Earl casually, as if he’d been reminded of something he knew, and he started humming again.


    Andrew was impressed. For one thing, the square notation didn’t slow Earl down at all and he sang all the correct pitches. It was only the values that didn’t work. Where, according to the laws of fifteenth-century notation, he should have altered the consecutive breves  so one was worth three beats and the following one only two  Earl had accorded both notes equal value. Andrew saw his way out: he’d point out the difficulty of reading this music and put him off.


    ‘But, er, unfortunately, you’re not altering the note values. This notation works differently; the notes aren’t the value that they seem to have on the page. They alter according to the mensuration sign and the context ’ blind him with science, he thought  ‘so the same note can mean two different things. This breve here is worth three beats and this one here is worth only two.’


    ‘That’s a bit stupid, isn’t it?’ said Earl.


    Brass players, thought Andrew. Always literal.


    ‘I used to play some early stuff  Gabrieli and guys like that  on the sackbut.’


    The sackbut, an antecedent of the trombone, was a sixteenth-century instrument, and this explained why Earl had some experience in the world of early music, and why he was unfazed by the square notes.


    ‘You guys think too much. I think it should go like this.’ Earl started to sing the notes according to modern notational rules.


    It wasn’t a bad sound that he made, thought Andrew, even if what he was singing was clearly wrong. Someone across the aisle stared at them and Andrew mouthed an apology.


    ‘I think we’re disturbing the other passengers,’ he said.


    ‘No class, eh?’ Earl jabbed Andrew in the side with his elbow. ‘I guess we’d better leave ‘em in peace.’ He leaned forward to retrieve the in-flight magazine and started flicking through it.


    Despite the fact that it would have been historically impossible, Andrew was almost inclined to accept the sweating salesman’s literal solution to the notational conundrum. For one thing, the resultant melody had balance and flow, and it sounded more convincing than any of Andrew’s solutions. But it was absurd. How could a fat salesman from the Midwest have cracked the code when Andrew, with all his experience, had been so confounded?


    He dismissed the thought and closed his eyes, as much as anything to indicate to Earl that the conversation was over. And now, as he had done so many times, he surrendered to a fantasy of a future in which his reputation was secure, a pristine world in which work and pleasure were inextricably entwined.


    ‘And how did you come to discover the key to the puzzle?’ asked the interviewer.


    ‘Well,’ he would say, turning to Camera Two with accustomed ease, ‘for the benefit of the viewers I should just explain that pieces written at this time used a different system. I tried writing it out according to the rules that applied at the time, but it didn’t work. Then I tried several variations. Composers of the time loved puzzles  anagrams, acrostics, hidden messages  like cryptic crosswords really  so I tried a few different approaches. None worked. But then I thought…’


    The daydream collapsed as quickly as it had formed, the solution still out of reach.


    All he had to do was crack the notational riddle and prove the authorship of the motet and then … then he wouldn’t have to suffer this kind of physical inconvenience. He’d have a big chair, in First Class, and the stewardesses would attend to his every need rather than treat him with the kind of sour contempt he’d suffered on this flight. In fact, he’d probably never travel in Coach again.


    


    ♦ ♦ ♦


    At the stage door Emma was beset by a small clutch of eager concertgoers and obsessive fans. Peter, Susan and Claire were already patiently answering questions and offering appropriate encouragement. The tenors and basses were long gone, probably well into their second pint.


    A man in his mid-fifties with a moustache like an overused toothbrush pushed towards her.


    ‘Miss Mitchell,’ he breathed, his voice tight, ‘I have all your CDs. Could you sign them for me?’


    She smiled. ‘Of course.’


    Here they all were, in chronological order. The first, Beyond Compère by Beyond Compère, the live recording of their first and only theatrical production, followed by the more refined but, to her mind, rather restrained and too-perfect studio version, issued on EMI. Then came the later releases: Dufay Defined and Josquin Can, jokey titles that belied the essential seriousness of the projects, but which helped in the current climate of falling CD sales and the dumbing-down of classical music. Both were adorned with stickers proclaiming the prizes that they had won  Grand Prix du Disque, Diapason D’Or. If all else failed, thought Emma, they were sure of a welcome in France.


    ‘And when will your next disc be coming out, Miss Mitchell?’ asked the unctuous man, beads of sweat popping on his bald head.


    Emma bit her tongue. What she really wanted to do was challenge him for calling her Miss Mitchell. There was a condescending edge to the sycophancy and she resented being adored and patronised simultaneously. This wasn’t a question of the fan lusting after her (she batted away the thought), but of regarding her with awe mixed with, well, disbelief: there were still some for whom the term ‘female conductor’ was an oxymoron.


    She knew that sometimes she overreacted, that what she took for over-solicitousness was genuine concern, but the press in particular tended to focus on her gender rather than her relative youth: one rather pompous review in The Times had put the word ‘conductor’ in inverted commas, as if her role within the group didn’t even qualify her for the title; and a small-scale publication for early music enthusiasts, from which she had expected a modicum of parochial sympathy, had once glided too swiftly from an observation on her gender to a criticism of her interpretation, thereby hinting that the two were interrelated. She had, in any case, given up even using the term ‘conductor’ and latched onto the idea of the animateur, a term that referenced her drama background and described her role far more accurately as the person who prepared, commented upon, interpreted and shaped the performances which she herself would introduce and present.


    The fan was standing there, his wet mouth hanging open with anticipation, eager to hear the news about the next CD despite the fact that, with all the pre-publicity, he probably knew all about it anyway.


    ‘Well, the next CD will be out very soon. It’s Ockeghem year, as you know, and it’ll be called Ockeghem Gems. Available in all good record stores,’ she said. Her little joke was acknowledged with a keening laugh, which came just a little too early and a little bit too loudly. Her teeth on edge, she signed the accompanying booklet, then excused herself and moved over to two young students who were obviously eager to speak to her.


    ‘Could you sign this for us?’ asked one of them, tall, with glasses, the geeky type. Rather than a CD it was a score of Nymphes des bois that he proffered, a hand-written edition that he’d obviously made himself. In the top right-hand corner he’d written his name and the occasion for which he’d prepared the edition.


    ‘Your own edition, I see?’ said Emma. ‘And for a concert you’re giving tomorrow?’


    He giggled slightly, a nervous sound. To announce his presence, his better-looking and clearly more-self-confident friend answered.


    ‘Yeah. Gig at the University. A celebration of Ockeghem on his death-day,’ he said. ‘I’m Steven and this is Simon. I’m the conductor and he’s the brains.’


    ‘The two aren’t mutually exclusive, you know.’ Emma realised she’d responded automatically, and she blamed her tetchy correction on her previous encounter with the oleaginous fan. She could see from the looks on the students’ faces that they thought she had taken offence, so she quickly added, ‘Conductor and musicologist? It’s a winning combination.’


    She signed the score and, to break the awkward silence, expanded on her observation: early music, more than any other field of music, was built on the kind of partnerships of which Steven and Simon were an example. She herself relied a great deal on musicologists who specialised in fifteenth-century music: they were the experts who provided the group with transcriptions of the original manuscripts in modern notation, whilst her own research provided the social and historical background.


    ‘The musicologists give us the black and white sketch, and we conductors just colour it in,’ she said, repeating a line she’d used recently in a radio interview. The students beamed their understanding and told her proudly of the name of the group  JDP  from Josquin’s initials. She reciprocated by telling them how the name of Beyond Compère had been a jokey, provisional name that had eventually stuck.


    She much preferred talking like this than receiving empty adulation, but sometimes it was difficult to steer the right course between encouragement and advice. She spared Simon and Steven the stuff that increasingly took up her time: the contracts with promoters and record companies; the promotion of the group; the fund-raising; the Trustees’ meetings; the finances. It made her tired just thinking about it all, and she knew that however much she warned them about the vicissitudes of touring  the lack of sleep, the late nights and early starts, the busy airports, the crummy hotel rooms, the exhausting repetition of it all  they would still come away with a false image of international glamour.


    Her rise had been as rapid as it was unplanned and it had begun in theatre, quite different to the more obvious routes of singing and teaching that these two students were following. There was only so much advice she could offer, therefore, for her own progress towards the recognition she now enjoyed was so quirky and unintentional, so laden with good luck and serendipity, that there was no clear path for her to extrapolate that would in turn guide them to equivalent success.


    Encouraging them to keep in touch, she gave them the contact details of her agent and walked back to the hotel past Newcastle’s pubs and clubs accompanied by the occasional thud of a bass-line from an unrecognisable pop song. She would have liked Ollie to be there, and not just to provide a reassuring protection from imagined threats of late-night high spirits. As director of the group she spent her days switching between assumed roles  fairy godmother to some, wicked witch to others  a parade of conflicting identities that exhausted her and prompted a vague, enduring sense of doubt. When she admitted her worries to Ollie, he responded with typically blunt pragmatism, telling her to have a drink and forget about it  a solution he would now be pursuing in a pub somewhere with Allie. Absence really did make the heart grow fonder, Emma thought. Recently she and Ollie had been spending more time in their respective flats in London, as though trying to reproduce the same conditions of isolation that she now found herself regretting. Without the familiar work context, their differences tended to fester and, ironically, the relatively independent social lives they pursued on tour meant that their occasional arguments were more often resolved away from home where they were afforded the space and time to heal wounds and appease resentment.


    Arriving at the hotel, Emma booked an alarm call and headed towards the bar. It was comically depressing, a windowless box situated in the heart of the building which, despite being on the second floor, felt as if it was in the basement. The dark wood, dim lighting and low ceiling seemed deliberately designed for illicit assignations, and made it feel oppressive and unwelcoming. The seating was pure 70s kitsch: orange cloth over Henry Moore-like rounded sofas and chairs. Peter, Susan and Claire looked miserable, but, as she neared them, Emma saw that the unflattering shadows on their faces and sunken eyes were the result of up-lighting.


    ‘Well done tonight. A really good show, I thought,’ she said. ‘A drink?’ She waved at their glasses.


    ‘No, we’re good,’ said Susan, speaking for the others as she often did.


    ‘We promised ourselves just the one,’ said Peter, turning to Claire for confirmation. The latter nodded and Emma thought she caught a look of regret. Although a fully paid-up member of The Wet Set, Claire could on occasion fall spectacularly off the relatively teetotal wagon. On evenings like that she accepted drink after drink, each greeted with a qualification of ‘Just the one’. Susan, the self-appointed leader of the ‘sensible’ arm of the group, could be controlling and needy in equal measures, and, though all of them could easily head off with the rest of the group, Claire could often be heard asking about the previous night’s events and expressing her disappointment not to have been there. Still, with a short night like this ahead of them, Emma guessed that Claire would have chosen abstinence and that tomorrow her caution would be vindicated.


    Emma ordered a glass of chardonnay for herself while Peter continued his account of a recent fling with a waiter, another in a line of brief encounters that had failed due to incompatible lifestyles. The conversation wound down at the same rate as the drinks in their glasses drained. None of them mentioned the evening’s concert or the following day’s trip to Tours, a pretence that suggested that here, in the gloom of a darkened bar, the conversation was a choice they had made and not a consequence of their nomadic existence. Emma insisted on paying for the drinks and they confirmed the time of their departure the following morning as they travelled up in the lift, mouthing a final, silent goodnight in the quiet corridor before retreating into their individual rooms.


    Emma slept well that night and woke only once, visited by a repeating musical phrase that looped endlessly through her dream. It was the plangent, limping phrase from Josquin’s Nymphes des bois:


    ‘Josquin, Brumel, Perchon, Compère…’

  




End of sample
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