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  Chapter 1
Twelve Uprights


You can hear a tin roof in June. It ticks. 
It does it all day, as the sun comes round, a dry irregular tick like a clock that has lost interest in time. Darren Kerne's warehouse has a tin roof. On the Monday before Midsummer, at nine o'clock in the morning, it was already ticking like a nervous man's knee.
"Twelve," said Darren, before I'd got through the side door. "Twelve beauties. All lined up for you, Octavia, like the chorus at the Palladium. Mind the step. Mind the dolly. Mind the— there's a cable. Mate, mind the cable." This to Crotchet, who had already stepped over it, because Crotchet does not need telling about cables by a man who leaves them across doorways.
My father put my case down beside me on the concrete. He'd driven us out from Sadler Street in the shop van with the windows down, and the inside of the van had smelt of hot vinyl and clock oil and the sandwiches Rosa had made him, which he hadn't eaten. "Half past one," he said. "I'll come back for you at half past one. Ring if you want me sooner."
"I'll be fine."
"I know you'll be fine," said my father. "Ring anyway." He touched my shoulder and went, and I heard the van door and the engine and the gravel, and then there was only the roof, and the dehumidifiers, and Darren.

Darren talks the way some people hum. He doesn't notice he's doing it, and he doesn't need you to answer. That morning he talked about the council's events man, who had made him sign a form saying none of the pianos would fall on a child, and about the weather, thirty degrees by Saturday. "You'll be dead busy," he said, cheerfully. "Every morning at seven, Mum says. You're mad, you are."
"Somebody has to."
"Somebody has to," Darren agreed. "Better you than me. I can't tune to save my life. I can sell 'em. I can mend 'em. I can play a bit." He laughed, the big laugh that fills a room and then leaves it emptier than before. "Tuning's for you lot. You and Gareth. Ears like bats, the pair of you."
They stood along the left-hand wall in a row: twelve old uprights on their castors, each with its lid up and its front off, waiting for me. I could smell them before I reached them. Emulsion paint, chalky and childish, where the art college had been at them in May, and under it the real smell of old pianos, felt and dust and the faint sweetness of a hundred years of hands on ivory. I didn't ask what colours they were. What they sounded like was twelve tired old pianos that had sat in a warehouse all winter and forgotten what A was.
I started at the far end, and worked back.

There's a way of tuning twelve pianos in a day that isn't the way you tune one. You don't fall in love with any of them; there isn't time. You set a temperament on each, quickly and cleanly, and go out from it in octaves, and you don't worry about the top octave of an old Chappell that's going to stand in the close in a heatwave and be played by children with ice-cream hands. You get them good enough to be glad of, for a morning.
They were all flat. Pianos in warehouses always are; nobody plays them, the heating's off all winter, and a piano that isn't kept up sags the way a tent does when nobody's tightened the guy ropes, slowly and unevenly, all the strings giving a little every month. The first one was nearly a quarter-tone down. The third was worse. By the fifth I was hot and dusty and had stopped hearing the roof, and Crotchet had gone to lie in the draught from the side door with his chin on his paws and his sighs coming at intervals, like a man on a long train journey who has realised there is no buffet car.
At about eleven, Darren brought me a coffee from the machine he keeps in the office at the back, and stood by the eighth piano while I drank it, and said, "That one's not for the art college. That one's Dad's."
"Roy's?"
"Roy's." He put his hand on the lid; I heard his ring click against the wood. "He bought it new for the shop in eighty-three. German. Tall. Lovely tone, you'll hear. The firm's gone now, went bust in the nineties, but they made good pianos. Mum's had it in the back of the shop since he died; I've been doing it up a bit." He cleared his throat. "It's going out the front. Outside the shop. On the Market Place. So he can hear it." A short laugh. "Daft, I know."
"It's not daft."
"Mum cried," said Darren. "When I said. She said Darren, you soft lump." Another laugh, shorter. "Go on. Tune it. Then I'll show you something."
I tuned it. It was a good piano, a very good one for an upright: a long bass, strings like cables, a tone with a bit of dark honey in it that comes from a big soundboard and somebody having cared. It had held better than the others, too, because Hazel had kept it in the back of the shop where it was warm, and somebody, Darren, I suppose, had been playing it. When I'd finished I played a scale on it, and a chord, and Darren said, "Right. Budge up."
I got off the stool. He sat down. I heard the stool creak under him; Darren's a big man, Hazel says, all shoulders. And then he put his foot on the pedals, and I heard which one: not the right, not the left.
The middle one.

Most uprights have three pedals, and most people have no idea what the middle one does, and most of the time, on most uprights, the answer is not very much. On an upright, the middle pedal is usually a practice mute: a strip of felt that drops between the hammers and the strings, so you can play scales at midnight without the neighbours banging on the wall. Or sometimes it holds up the dampers on the bass notes only, which is a cheap way of pretending to be something better.
The something better is a sostenuto.
A sostenuto is a grand piano's middle pedal, and it's one of the cleverest things anybody ever did to a piano. It holds up the dampers only on the notes you're already holding down when you press it. Nothing else. So you can play a low note, press the middle pedal, let go of the key, and that one note goes on ringing, held, sustained, while everything you play afterwards, over it and round it and through it, stays dry and crisp and short. One held note under a moving tune. Debussy uses it. Organists who play the piano love it, because it's the nearest a piano gets to a pedal note on an organ. And on an upright it's very, very rare, because it's fiddly and expensive and most people would never notice it was there.
Roy Kerne's piano had one.
Darren played a low E. The very bottom of the keyboard, nearly: a big dark growl of a note, the kind that you feel in the floor before you hear it. He pressed the middle pedal. He let go of the key. And the E went on, and on, humming in the concrete and the soundboard and my breastbone, while his left hand came back up and started to walk: a bouncing, rolling, eight-to-the-bar boogie-woogie bass, dry and quick and staccato, the notes stopping dead under his fingers because the dampers were down on all of them; and his right hand came in over the top with a tune like a man whistling on his way to the pub. And under it all, held, sustained, unmoving, that one low E, like the ground under a dance.
It went on for about a minute. Then he stopped, and took his foot off the pedal, and the E stopped too, and the tin roof ticked into the silence.
"The Kerne boogie," said Darren. "Dad taught me. When I was eleven. Only thing I can play properly." He laughed. "Only thing I can play at all, Mum says. I play it at every party. Christmas, birthdays, the lot. Everybody knows it. You can't do it on anything else in the shop, you need that pedal." He patted the lid. "So that's what's going outside on the Market Place. Me and Dad's boogie. Somebody'll have a go."
"It's lovely," I said. And it was. It's not very good boogie-woogie, technically; the right hand rushes and the left hand's a bit heavy. But it was his father's, and he played it as if he meant it, and you can't tune that into a piano or out of one.
"Right," said Darren, getting up. "Coffee. And then don't go near the big one at the back, because it's sold."

I went near the big one at the back. Of course I did. I'm a piano tuner. There's a grand piano under a cover at the far end of a warehouse, and you expect me not to put my hand on it.
It was in the corner behind the uprights, past a stack of old benches and something that smelt of engine oil and turned out, when I knocked my shin on it, to be a sack truck. Darren had put a heavy quilted cover over it, the kind removals men use. I felt the curve of it through the cover: the long bentside, the tail. Not a big grand; five foot ten, perhaps. A drawing-room piano. I lifted the cover from the keyboard end and found the fall, and lifted that, and played a chord.
"Oi," said Darren, from the office. "I said don't touch."
"I'm not touching. I'm listening."
"That's touching with your ears." He came over, his footsteps quick and heavy on the concrete. "That's Lady Annabel's. That's sold. Steinway. Model O. Hamburg, 1926. Fully restored. Thirty-eight and a half grand." He said the number the way some people say the name of a racehorse they've backed. "She's buying it for the Corn Exchange. For the rehearsal room. Present for the share offer, when it goes through. Don't tell anybody, she wants to surprise Fiona." He laughed. "You've got to admit. That's class."
I played the chord again. And then a scale, slowly, up the middle of the keyboard.
It was flat. Of course it was flat; it had been in a warehouse. About A436, I thought, perhaps a shade under, the whole piano sagged down evenly as if somebody had let a little air out of it. The unisons had gone stale: not wildly out, just tired, the three strings of each note drifting apart from each other the way they do when a piano's been left alone for a few months, so that every note had a slow, sour waver in it. Nobody had tuned it since the spring at least. That was all ordinary. A grand in a warehouse.
But there was something else, and I couldn't have said what. It was a good piano. It had a big, even tone and a firm bass, and the action was smooth and quick. And yet when I played a chord in the tenor, I kept waiting for something that didn't come. It was like a voice you know on a bad telephone line: all the words are right and you'd still swear it wasn't quite him.
"It sounds," I said, "like a Steinway with a cold."
"It's been in a shed," said Darren. "It's flat as a pancake. It'll come up lovely. I've got a Steinway man coming from London to do it before it goes. Proper concert bloke. Lady A wants the works." He put the fall down over my fingers, gently. "Gareth's not touching it. Gareth's on the actions for the street ones. That's all. Steinway man from London's doing that one."
"Fine."
"Fine," said Darren, cheerfully. "Now come and hear a real one."

The real one was in the office.
He'd been doing it up for twelve years, the way men build a boat in the garage. I'd heard about it since my first year tuning for Hazel: Darren's Model K, I'll believe it's finished when I see it, darling. A tall New York upright from the nineteen-thirties, with a bass like a church. He'd found it in a pub cellar in Bridgwater with a flood line across the bottom panel, bought it for two hundred pounds, and done the whole thing himself, every evening, every weekend. "Not for sale," he said. "Never. That one's mine."
"Play it."
"You play it. I can only do the boogie, and it hasn't got the pedal."
So I played it. A few bars of the Schubert I'd played in February in a house in Lower Silver Street, because it's what my fingers go to when I'm moved and not paying attention; and then, because I was listening hard, a slow chord in the tenor, the same one I'd played on the grand five minutes before.
And there it was. The thing that hadn't come.
I don't know how to describe a Steinway's voice to somebody who hasn't spent their life listening to them. It's not that it's louder or sweeter than other good pianos; often it isn't. It's that every note seems to have a kind of halo, a faint high shine above the tone, as if the piano were singing a harmony with itself very quietly. The engineers will tell you it's the scale, and the way they leave lengths of string ringing beyond the bridges, and the rim, and the soundboard; Ivor says it's the Germans in New York being homesick. Whatever it is, the K had it. Even flat and dusty in a back office, even on an upright, even after a flood in a pub cellar in Bridgwater, it had it, and when I played the tenor chord the halo opened above it like a window.
I sat with my hands on the keys and didn't say anything for a moment.
"Told you," said Darren softly, behind me. "Told you. That's a real one, that is."

Gareth came at twelve.
I heard his van before I heard him: the diesel, the handbrake that creaks, the door that has to be slammed twice. He didn't whistle coming across the yard. Gareth Dunscombe always whistles. He whistles The Gondoliers, usually, because his father sang in the Taunton Savoyards for thirty years and Gareth can't help it, the way I can't help listening; I've heard him whistle it up three flights of stairs and across the Market Place in the rain. That Monday he came across the yard and in at the side door and didn't whistle a note.
"Morning," he said. To the room. Not to me.
"Afternoon," said Darren. "It's gone twelve, mate. Some of us have been here since eight."
"Some of us were in Frome since seven," said Gareth, "regulating a Yamaha for a woman who thinks a let-off button is something on her washing machine." He put his bag down on the bench by the uprights. I heard the clink of his tools, the roll of his felt. "Hello, Octavia."
"Hello."
He didn't say anything else. He went to the first of the street pianos, the one I'd tuned at half past nine, and I heard him take the action out: the thumbscrews, the lift, the soft clunk of a hundredweight of wood and felt being set on the bench. He was doing the actions on all twelve, Darren had told me: easing the sticking keys, setting the hammers so they didn't block, gluing loose felts. Not tuning. Darren had been very clear about that. Octavia tunes. Gareth regulates. Steinway man from London does the Steinway.
I went back to the ninth piano. For a while we worked without talking, the two of us, him at the bench and me at the keys, and the roof ticked, and Darren went out to the yard to smoke and came back smelling of it.
Then Gareth came and stood behind me while I was setting a unison on the ninth piano's middle C, and I heard him listening.
I know what Gareth Dunscombe sounds like when he's listening. He breathes through his nose, slowly, and goes completely still. He did it now. I set the three strings of middle C in tune with each other, dead in tune, so that they sang as one string, and lifted the lever off the pin.
"You tune like a photograph," said Gareth.
It was what he'd said at the Crown & Cushion in March, at the bottom of his first pint, about bloom: a dead-pure unison sounds like a computer; bloom sounds like a piano. He'd said it then like a man finally telling you a secret he'd been keeping for two years. He said it now in a flat, tired voice, like a man reading out a parking ticket.
"It's a street piano, Gareth. It's going in the close. Children are going to play chopsticks on it."
"Then children are going to play chopsticks on a photograph." He reached past me. I heard him take the lever out of my hand, without asking, which he has never done, and set it on the middle C pin, and touch it, the smallest movement in the world, a turn you could not have measured with anything but an ear. Then he played the note.
And there it was. The bloom. That faint, slow shimmer in the unison, not a beat, not out of tune, just a breath, as if the note had a pulse. He'd let one string a hair's breadth away from the other two, on purpose, and the note came alive, the way a voice does when the singer smiles.
"There," said Gareth. "Now it's a piano."
He gave me the lever back. He went back to the bench. And I sat on the stool in front of the ninth piano with my face hot, and didn't say anything, because I couldn't think of anything to say that wouldn't sound like a child.

At about one o'clock, the boy dropped the piano.
Not quite. Nearly. The boy was Lewis Pike, nineteen, who worked for Darren lifting and carrying and sweeping up, and who had spent the morning, as far as I could tell, on his phone in the yard. Darren had asked him to move the eleventh piano on its dolly, so I could get round the back of it, and Lewis had pushed it too fast across the concrete, and the dolly had caught on the cable that runs across the doorway, the one Darren tells everybody to mind, and the piano had lurched. I heard it. A hundredweight and a half of iron and wood rocking forward on two small wheels, the case creaking, every string inside it humming at once with the shock, a great soft discord, and Lewis saying whoa, whoa, whoa, and his trainers squealing on the concrete.
And then Gareth's voice, from right beside it: "Hold it." A grunt. The thud of the case settling back onto all four wheels. The strings, still humming, dying away.
"Christ," said Lewis. "Christ. Sorry. Sorry. It just—"
"It just nothing," said Gareth. He was breathing hard. I'd never heard him angry before, not properly; I'd heard him dry and sarcastic and offended and sulky, but not this. "You pushed a four-hundred-pound piano across a cable at a jog, with your phone in your other hand, and if I hadn't been standing there it'd have gone over on its face, and if anybody had been in front of it, they'd be under it now. Under it, Lewis. You don't get up from under a piano."
"All right," said Lewis. "All right. Nobody was."
"Octavia was round the back of the next one."
There was a silence.
"I didn't see her," said Lewis, in a different voice.
"No," said Gareth. "You didn't."
And then Darren, from the office doorway, in a voice I'd never heard him use either: quiet, and flat, and not cheerful at all. "That's it, Lewis. Go home. Don't come in tomorrow. I'll send your money." "Go on."
Lewis went. He said something in the yard that I won't write down, and kicked something metal, and I heard his moped go off up the Glastonbury road, angry and high-pitched like a wasp in a jar.
"Sorry, Octavia," said Darren, and his voice was cheerful again, nearly. "Sorry about that. Kids. You all right?"
"I'm fine."
"Gareth?"
"Fine," said Gareth. And then, after a moment, more quietly, as if it had been dragged out of him: "Your felt's on the floor, Octavia. By the eleventh. You've dropped your strip."
My temperament strip: a long red felt wedge that I push between the strings to mute them while I set the middle octave, with a little braille label on the end so I can find it in my case. I'd had it in my pocket, and it must have fallen out when the piano lurched. I went and felt for it on the concrete by the eleventh piano's castors, and couldn't find it, and Gareth said left a bit, and then your other left, and then I heard him sigh and come over and crouch down, and he put it in my hand.
"Thanks."
"Mm," said Gareth.
But I must have dropped it again, later, because when I packed my case at half past one it wasn't there, and I didn't go back to look for it, because my father was in the yard with the van and I was tired and hot and wanted to go home. I thought: I'll get it next time. I have three. I didn't think about it again for ten days.

My father dropped me at Kerne's on the way back, because Hazel had rung him to say she had bookings for me and couldn't possibly tell me them over the phone.
The shop was cool after the warehouse, and quiet. The cracked D of the shop bell. The smell of sheet music and coffee and Hazel's perfume, which is something with roses in it and a lot of it. Crotchet went straight to the rug by the counter and lay down on it with a groan, because it's the only rug in Breckensford where people bring him water without being asked.
"Darling," said Hazel. "You look boiled. Sit. Sit, sit. I'll get you a glass of water. How are the twelve? How's my Darren? Did he play you Roy's piano?"
"He played me the boogie."
"Oh, he would," said Hazel, and her bangles went down her wrist with a little slide of metal, and her voice went soft. "He played that at Roy's funeral tea, you know. In the back room at the Swan. Stood up in the middle of the sandwiches and sat down at their old upright and played it, all the way through, with tears running down his face. And then he played it again." She put the water in my hand. "He plays it when he's frightened. Always has, since he was a little boy. Thunderstorms, exams, the night Roy went into hospital. You'd hear it coming up through the floor." She laughed, not much. "Big soft lump."
I drank the water. It was very cold.
"Now," said Hazel, briskly, "bookings." I heard her open the big diary, the one with the elastic band. "Mrs Pelly on the twenty-ninth, Westbury. The Academy's Steinway before the end of term, your mother's asked specially. The Chapter House for the Festival, of course. A new one in Wookey, I've written her name down, it's either Hearne or Heron, I couldn't hear for the lorry." The pages turned. "And Combe Avery's off your list, darling, did I say?"
"Off my list?"
"Lady Annabel." The pages stopped. "Oh, darling. I thought you knew. I thought she'd have rung you." A pause, and Hazel's voice, which is never careful, went careful. "She's moved her Bösendorfer to Gareth."






  
  Chapter 2
Kerne's Tuner


I didn't ring Annabel that night. I rang her on Tuesday morning, which was worse, because I'd had a night to think about it. 
I'd tuned the Bösendorfer at Combe Avery for a year and a half. I'd tuned it the morning Ruth Kember arrested a man in Lower Silver Street, and played the G-flat impromptu on it afterwards while Annabel sat in the window seat with her stick across her knees. I'd voiced its hammers after the wassail, one cold February, needling the felt note by note until the top octave stopped shouting. I knew its sticky key in the bass and its slightly sharp F-sharp in the tenor that always went first in a damp spell, and the way the music room at seventeen degrees made it sound like the inside of a seashell. And I'd been told it wasn't mine any more by Hazel Kerne, over a glass of water, the way you'd hear that a friend had moved house without leaving an address.
"Darling," said Annabel, when she came to the phone. Mrs Dawe had gone to fetch her from the garden; I heard her come in through the French windows, her stick on the flagstones, and the rasp of her breath, which is worse in the heat. "I wondered when you'd ring. Hazel's told you."
"Hazel told me."
"Hazel tells everybody everything. It's her great gift and her great curse." A pause, while she sat down; I heard the chair. "Don't be cross with him."
"With Gareth?"
"Yes, with Gareth. It wasn't his idea. It was mine." Annabel was quiet a moment, which she almost never is on the telephone, because she thinks of it as an instrument for giving orders. "I had practical reasons, darling. Good ones. I can't tell you what they are just now, and I'm not going to pretend that I can. I'll explain when I can. Soon, I hope."
"Is it something I did?"
"No," said Annabel at once. "Absolutely not. Put that right out of your head." And then, in a different voice, a dry one: "You're not going to make me say it's not you, it's me, are you? I'm eighty. I've said it to three men and a bishop and I'm not saying it to a piano tuner."
I laughed, because she meant me to. But when I'd put the phone down I sat in my kitchen with the dog's chin on my knee and the radio murmuring about a heatwave, and I felt exactly the way I'd felt at nine, when a girl at school called Philippa Rudd had a birthday party and everybody went and nobody had told me there was a party.
Practical reasons. I wrote it on the slate, and then I rubbed it out, because it wasn't something I'd heard; it was something I'd been told, and there's a difference, and the difference has cost me a lot.
Hazel rang on Tuesday afternoon with the week's bookings and the order of the twelve, and the order of the twelve was the kind of thing Hazel loves more than anything, because it involves telling a lot of people where to go.
"Market Place outside the shop, that's Roy's," she said. "Then the Corn Exchange steps, then the close by the gatehouse, then the moat by the swans, then the old station yard, then Sadler Street outside your father's, then the Bishop's Barn, then the library, then St Cuthbert's, then the bus station, then the park by the bandstand, then Tor Street by the chip shop. That's twelve. I've written it down for you, darling, in big letters, for your father, so he can read it out to you. Seven o'clock every morning. Saturday to Saturday. The art college are doing a map." She stopped for breath. "And I've got to go in a minute, because it's bridge."
"On a Tuesday?"
"It's always a Tuesday, darling. Tuesdays, always has been. Since Roy. Marjorie Fowle's front room, half past two. She cheats. Everybody knows she cheats. We let her, because she makes a lemon drizzle you'd sell your grandmother for." Her bangles went. "Are you all right? About Combe Avery?"
"I'm fine."
"You're not," said Hazel. "But you will be. Don't take it to heart. People move their tuners. It's not personal, it's pianos." "I was surprised, mind. With Gareth. I said to Darren, I'm surprised, and he said, Mum, Lady A can do what she likes, she's buying a Steinway off me." She laughed. "He's so pleased about that Steinway. You'd think he'd built it."
Sharde came home on Thursday night, for a week, and on Friday morning she came with me to the warehouse.
She'd been in London since the beginning of June for Halcyon, photographing a string quartet's hands for the book: four weeks of it, she said, in a basement studio in Bermondsey with no windows and a cellist who ate raw onions. She'd come back to photograph the street pianos for the share offer: the twelve of them going out, the first players, the faces. Kit had asked her. She'd said yes before he finished asking. "I wanted a week of somewhere with daylight," she said, in the car, which was hers, a small hot Fiat that smells of camera bags and peppermints. "And I wanted a week of you."
"And Halcyon?"
"Halcyon wants an answer by the first of July," said Sharde. "Full-time or nothing. Head of stills, staff, from September. They've been very patient. They said so, in a very patient email." She changed gear, too hard. "I'm not thinking about it this week."
"All right."
"I'm thinking about it all the time," said Sharde. "I'm just not talking about it this week."
The pianos were going out on Saturday morning at six, on Darren's lorry and the council's, and my job on the Friday was to go round all twelve one last time and touch up anything that had drifted since Monday. Most of them had. It had been hot all week, and the warehouse was hotter, and a piano in heat goes sharp in some places and flat in others like a choir that's lost its conductor. I went down the line with my lever while Sharde went round the shed with her camera, and the roof ticked, and Darren talked.
Sharde describes things to me. She has since the night we met, ten years ago, at a music night in Bristol, when she sat next to me and told me, unasked, that the man playing the double bass had a moustache like a draught excluder. She doesn't do it all the time; she does it when she thinks I'd want to know, and she's nearly always right. That morning, walking down the line of twelve, she told me: the sunflower one, very yellow, a bit too yellow, as if it had been painted by somebody who'd heard about sunflowers but never met one; the starry one, blue as a swimming pool, the stars a bit wonky; the gold handprints, thirty of them, little ones, one with a thumb missing. Roy's piano, which the art college hadn't been allowed to touch, Darren said, because Mum wouldn't have it: black, plain, old-fashioned, with two brass candle-holders on the front that swung out on hinges.
"And this?" she said, at the far end.
"That's sold," said Darren, coming over at a jog. "That's Lady Annabel's. That's the Steinway. Oh, go on, then." He laughed. "You can have a glamour shot. For the share offer. She's giving it to the hall, so it's sort of the share offer's anyway. Hang on."
I heard him pull the removals cover off. It came away with a heavy slither of quilting and a cloud of dust that made Crotchet sneeze. And then the creak of the lid being raised on its stick, and Darren saying there you go, there you go, look at that, the way a man says it about his car.
Sharde's camera started. She takes pictures the way I tune: in bursts, then stillness, then a burst again. She walked round the piano. She leaned in. I heard her breathe.
"Gorgeous," she said, after a while. "Black. Not shiny-black, a deep sort of black, like a well. The lid's up. You can see right in: there's the iron frame inside, gold, the colour of an old wedding ring, with the strings across it like a harp lying down. And lettering on the gold. STEINWAY & SONS, in a curve, and some medals. And down at the front—" She leaned in again; the shutter went, three times. "A little row of numbers. Stamped. Is that the serial number?"
"That's the serial," said Darren. "That's its birth certificate, that is. Makes it a Hamburg one, 1926." He sounded very proud. "Get one of the keyboard. The fall's got the name on in gold, too."
The shutter went. And went.
I stood beside the piano with my lever in my hand, and played the chord again, the tenor one, while she photographed it, because I wanted to know whether I'd imagined it on Monday.
I hadn't. It was still flat. It was still stale. And it was still a Steinway with a cold.
The launch was on Saturday at two o'clock in the Market Place, and the whole of Breckensford came.
That's not true. But it felt true. It was thirty-one degrees, my phone said, and the Market Place in that kind of heat is a bowl of noise: the fountain splashing in the conduit, the swifts screaming over the rooftops, ice-cream vans at both ends playing different tunes in different keys, which no amount of being a piano tuner will ever make me forgive. People everywhere. Children everywhere. Dogs, three of whom Crotchet decided were beneath his notice and one of whom, a terrier called Biscuit with no manners whatever, he decided to stand very still beside until it went away. Somewhere a brass band from the Academy was playing the theme from a film I didn't know, quite well, with a cornet that had decided to go its own way at the top. The Rotary women, with tea. Fiona, with a clipboard and a voice that had gone hoarse by one o'clock. Kit, with a bucket.
"Two hundred and twelve," said my brother, appearing beside me with the bucket rattling. "Thousand. Two hundred and twelve thousand, Tav, as of this morning. Of five hundred. In seven weeks." He was hoarse too, and happy in the way he only is when he's tired. "Annabel's fifty's in it. And four hundred and thirty-one people. Mrs Coles has bought another share. That's three." He rattled the bucket at somebody passing. "Share offer for the Corn Exchange, sir, any amount, thank you, sir. And Darren's done us proud with the pianos. Look at them. Well, don't look. Listen."
I listened. Twelve pianos round the town, and from where I stood on the Market Place I could hear three of them. Roy's piano, outside Kerne's, ten yards behind me, being played very badly by a small boy who had found the bottom note and was hitting it over and over with tremendous satisfaction. The Corn Exchange piano, faintly, up the hill, somebody playing Für Elise with a wrong note in the second bar that they kept going back for. And from the direction of Sadler Street, something with a lot of pedal in it, perhaps a hymn.
"The morris aren't here," I said. Breckensford Morris turn up to everything. I'd half expected the bells.
"Wells," said Kit. "Jake's side are dancing in Wells this afternoon. They've got some festival on." He rattled the bucket. "They're doing their big thing on Wednesday. Here. Midsummer Eve. Jake'll tell you. At length."
Annabel cut the ribbon. There was a ribbon. It went round Roy's piano, Hazel had insisted, red-white-and-blue left over from a coronation; and Annabel came through the crowd on her stick with Mrs Dawe at her elbow, and stood by the piano and said, in a voice that carried to the Bishop's Palace without trying, "This town has a concert hall that's been playing music for a hundred and sixteen years. If you want it to play music for another hundred and sixteen, buy a share. If you can't buy a share, put something in the bucket. If you can't put something in the bucket, play one of these pianos and make somebody happy. That's all. Darling, where are the scissors?" And cut the ribbon, and the Rotary women clapped, and the Academy brass band played a chord that was nearly the right chord.
She found me afterwards. She put her hand on my arm, the stick hooked over her other wrist, and said, very quietly, under the noise, "I meant what I said on the telephone. It's not you."
"I know."
"You don't," said Annabel. "But you will." And she went off to be photographed by Sharde with the mayor, who was wearing his chain in thirty-one degrees and looked, Sharde said afterwards, like a boiled ham in a necklace.
Darren played the boogie at half past two.
He'd been waiting to; I could tell. He'd been hovering round Roy's piano all afternoon, telling people about it, telling them it was his dad's, telling them about the pedal. And when the small boy with the bottom note had finally been taken away for an ice cream, Darren sat down, and the crowd
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