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As David sat there awaiting the command to enter the audition hall, he had long since realised that he wasn’t feeling his usual best, but was feeling a little tetchy and concerned, nerves were most definitely playing tricks on him. He knew this was a make-or-break day in many ways. Though he realised that there would come many more chances to break into a fine orchestra should this audition go pear shape. But this to him was the big one and he most certainly didn’t want to blow it before he had even seriously got started. 

Since rising that morning, he had felt a slight un-ease about doing this audition, he was well prepared, but still wondered if he was ready to compete on life’s vast stage. His thoughts had once again drifted back to earlier times, unfortunately for David not always happy thoughts. All these memories that kept washing through his brain, he felt it was like watching many clips from forthcoming movies, except he knew the outcome long before the thoughts told the complete story. 

Yet there it was, more thoughts came from his past, some good, but many sad and bad.

That very first day of college finally came, it didn’t just creep up on the young pupils, more like spring itself upon them. There was a meeting for all the new pupils that were going to be attending the school of music for the next few years and was the way of things they were going to be addressed by the Principal Sir Archibald Sanders. The college concert hall was full of new first year students, some second year and very few third, forth and fifth year so called scholars, there too were most of the teaching and administrative staff all eagerly awaiting in anticipation their chief to come forth with vital words of his so-called wisdom. 

All the seats were taken, and many people were standing around the inside walls trying hard to listen in to what they all hoped would be wise words of scholarly astuteness from the principal. Alas instead of a welcome, all were greeted with a tirade of abuse and loathing.

“I am extremely disappointed with the standard of new pupils that are entering our illustrious college. This is an establishment that boasts the awakening of such incredible talent as Gustav Holst, Ralph Vaughn-Williams, along with incredible musicians that have graced the finest concert halls throughout the world over the last hundred years or more. All attended this palace to the arts dressed in their finest, thus looking as if they meant as to what they wanted for their futures.”

He stopped looked around and almost spat out the next few sentences.

“I look around today and what do I see? Scruffy unkempt individuals, long haired loutish, er, er scruffs and worse we are loaded to the very gunnels with Girls!”

His voice was already rising to some sort of fever pitch in ferocity, which puzzled everyone around but sadly showered the front row of new students with spittle,

“Girls are attending this establishment in Jeans and trousers instead of proper feminine wear as I and other like-minded decent well-mannered people expect. I want to see girls dressed as girls, frocks and blouses should be the order of the day, not trying hard to look like men and spivs.”

As if he knew what spivs were! He carried on in the same vein almost growling flashing a set of dark brown teeth all covered in nicotine stains.

“And you men, equally as bad looking like something your mothers would be ashamed to even look at. Some of you look like those awful Rolling Pebbles or Stones things, or the long haired Beetley things. It is most definitely not good enough, as from this day onwards anyone caught inappropriately dressed, or the wrong sort of hair style, will be immediately sent home with a possible expulsion hanging over their heads.”

There came a murmur of extreme discontent from the attending audience, but this didn’t faze Sir Archibald for one minute second, he continued yet again in the same vein,

“Slovenly behaviour will not be tolerated for one minute. When you became a student at the Royal College of Music, you took on the role of a representative of this school of excellence and thus your standards represent all that we offer here and that means any pupil that doesn’t conform to our expected standards is not wanted within these halloed walls.”

By now the new pupils plus the others were growing restless with this tirade of nonsense. One or two had even stood up and walked out, others were mumbling, and that rumble of discontent started to grow and show itself verbally. But Sir Archibald was in full flow, he didn’t hear the murmurs, and he certainly didn’t see the departures albeit temporary of some of the students. Spitting venom and displeasure, the acrid sentiment was carried on, this was his oration of welcome, much to the displeasure of all those young impressionable minds.

“I am sick to the hi-teeth with indolence, idleness, languidness and lethargy, all but all of you are here to work, progress and make the college proud to be associated with you, as you should be with us. So, from this day forth I expect to see all girls dressed accordingly and boys with smart clothes and even smarter hair styles.” 

There was a brief pause in his speech while he produced a handkerchief and proceeded to firstly blow his nose, then to wipe his mouth and face with the soiled offending handkerchief, this went to make those closest to him squirm with disgust.

“Now then!”

He stated with a sneer of disgruntled displeasure, this sadly and infuriatingly now displayed itself to a youthful yet entirely shocked audience. It was if this senior elder whom one would have expected better showed nothing but snarls of contempt for the young charges sitting and standing in front of him. This sort of disparaging disdain was written all over his countenance, completely plain for all to see.

“There has been some awful unrest with students all over the continent.”

He snarled once again then blew his nose so loudly that it almost echoed around the now almost completely silent auditorium.

“At that wonderful seat of learning in France, the Sorbonne in Paris for instance, the students have been rioting furiously, in fact several were killed in clashes with the police. There have been riots in Berlin, Brussels and Amsterdam, plus not to forget that our neighbouring Imperial College there has been considerable unrest and demonstrations on these very same streets”.

By now even his staff were looking at their head with absolute disgruntled disbelief. Mouths were agog with disdain, yet still the man was not finished.

“This is totally forbidden, anyone from this college that is caught demonstrating on the streets or has been arrested for any reason what-so-ever, will be summarily dismissed from the premises without any recourse for return. There will be no rioting, no demonstrations and absolutely no political interference of any sort from any of you.”

He breathed in deeply and exhaled very loudly and, with clenched fists showing red with pressure he finished his sentence,

“Is that entirely clear?”

There were more murmurings from the floor, but to David he thought the general consensus was one of complete indifference to what was being fought for by others over on the continent, so that the tirade from the principal was a complete waste of time and air. But those words were not the end of his speech. His tone changed and for a brief moment he had the appearance of a human being.

“Now that has been cleared up, I as Principal of this college and my staff wish to welcome you all and hope that your years here will be one of joy and reward. You may all now start to your classes.”

And that was that! No one clapped, no one spoke, they all just rose and filed out of the hall.

It was a freak summers day and the heat was incredible oppressive outside, on the roads the tarmac was almost bubbling and blistering from the extreme weather, inside the Royal College of Music the warmth from raised blood pressures was almost making the very walls drip with condensation, this had all stemmed from the anger that had welled up from the fiery discourse that had erupted from Sanders mouth.

Everyone who attended the speech there that day will long remember the ridiculous flow of nonsense that Sir Archibald Sanders made, and why? All the students were extremely disappointed by the complete lack of warmth and friendliness that had exuded from the man’s mouth, even the teaching staff hummed, mumbled and tutted from what had been spouted. Sadly, for Sanders his words had made absolutely no difference, girls did start wearing dresses, but that was only because they would have wanted to feel feminine anyway. And as for the boys, no one immediately went and had their hair shortened to suit old Sanders rulings. As for the so-called rioting that might ensue from the disgruntled students, it was all instantly forgotten.

Life at the Royal College of Music went on as per normal, with room ninety-nine being the most used and abused watering hole in Kensington.

Life for David very quickly developed into a good regime, he would attend college practically every day, there he would receive his viola, piano, theory, harmony and orchestral lessons and in the spare time he would practice hard and long. 

He was instantly given the first viola chair in the College Symphony Orchestra, the Opera Orchestra and the Chamber Orchestra, and he soon found his feet and discovered that he had a good flare for organisation within the confines of a section. This ability to keep his fellow viola section playing the way he wanted, all without arguments or rebuffs gave him the chance to play solo’s and yet help the other players to get around the parts with a certain ease. He loved and thrived on his new life, but better still for David, he was David Cartier in his own right, not the brother of Nevillia Cartier the famous violinist. Plus, to his great pleasure and surprise he was liked by almost everyone, which made him realise that he liked to be liked, popularity was a new wondrous thing, something new to be cherished. 

David even found time to play for some of the composers that abounded within the college even though playing their sort of music was often tedious and dull and usually known as squeaky gate music. Sadly, everyone attached to helping young composers just thought of this new breed of music as rubbish and just plain noise, but it was part of the college duty to perform such music and David for one was only too happy to oblige even though he too often thoroughly disliked what he was asked to perform in. 

Soon the months passed in the blink of the proverbial eye, and it was soon coming up to Christmas, this meant a long break before the new term would start again on the tenth of January. It was December the twelfth and that meant the last day of term and to end that period there was to be a parting concert for Xmas by the Symphony Orchestra, the programme consisted of Hector Berlioz overture to La Damnation de Faust, followed by a rather obscure violin concerto by Leroy Robertson, an American composer from Utah who was born in the early part of the nineteenth century. It was played brilliantly by a Korean violinist in her second year called Keone Changli. She was dynamic in her brilliance, her understanding of this strange alien concerto which no-one knew or cared about until this exceedingly polished performance. The sound that she made took everyone by complete surprise and excited the pallets for yet more of Ms. Changli and surprisingly more of Leroy Robertson. 

During the interval everyone was talking about the violinist and the composition, no one was bored, no one left which was fine as the second half there was a performance of Mozart’s Jupiter Symphony, followed by seasonal Christmas carols. Everyone had a fine old time and as for David, he enjoyed the experience of playing with other like-minded musicians who thought as he did. 

And as they all played their hearts out, they all thought that they individually were the best thing in music since slice bread became bounding onto the domestic scene. As the concert ended Sir Archibald Sanders went onto the stage to thank the young conductor for his performance and of course the orchestra for their fine playing and just to wish everyone a very happy Christmas and to make them remember that the new term would be starting on the tenth of January. 

He ended by saying,

“Just remember this may be a holiday, but as Sir Thomas Beecham said, If you don’t practice for only one day, you are aware of it, if two days pass with no practice, everyone is aware. Enjoy your holiday, eat well, sleep plenty, but also work hard on your instruments and not to forget our beautiful singers and their voices.”

A huge smile hardly known to anyone shone on his face as he finally added,

“Safe journey home to all of you.”

David went home on the last train to Clockhouse station which left from Charing Cross in a state of euphoria. All he could think of was how good the concert was and how well his section had performed, come to that all the orchestra played incredibly well. 

But now it was time to relax a little, maybe get some paid playing work over the festive season, after all he needed the money and anyway, he would be moving into his new, albeit Edwardian home early next week, or at least some of the furniture that he had acquired would hopefully find its way there. He had already decided that he would completely move into his house only after the new year. Steven Preston, his long-term friend had agreed to still allow him space until that time.

It was time to do several things that had become pending. Firstly, he is to telephone his beautiful girlfriend in Berlin, one glorious Louisa Young. Louisa had now been promoted to one of the floor managers and often was used for her linguistic prowess.

“Darling!” 

He shouted down the telephone as the line seemed to be quite bad,

“Can you hear me?”

There came a grunt of acknowledgement back to him,

“Can you get time off for Christmas, get yourself over here and spend the time with me?”

“O my sweetheart! No, I cannot, they have now asked me to spend the holiday time here in the hotel as they have some Russian guests staying as part of some heavy machinery conference that is going on here around that time. I get extra money which I am saving for our home.”

She paused, then in a tender soft voice she said,

“But I will get time off in the New Year.”

And then she added in a more subdued voice,

“We can get together then if that is what you want?”

“Of course I do!”

David said in an almost saddened tone knowing now he would be on his own this Christmas yet again. Strangely being alone hadn’t really bothered young Cartier before, but this year it did, and he really didn’t want to rattle around in other people’s abodes feeling somewhat out of place.

“There is one problem, when would you be free to come over? I must be back at college by the tenth of January and the work ethic is to say the least, frantic!”

“I should be able to find a slot within those dates.”

And then on another track Louisa went into her loving mode,

“I miss you so much my dearest, I want to be with you all the time. We will make love every night and be blowed if the babies come along. I love children and I want plenty with you.”

Then the sound changed, and Louisa’s voice started to break up and become faint, it was then that David decided to call the conversation to a halt.

“Louisa my sweet, I cannot hear you anymore, I will telephone again in a week or two. Bye darling.”

All that greeted him back was some crackling sounds and an Irish sounding voice coming through mumbling incoherent words. It was all very frustrating. ‘What the heck is an Irish woman doing listening into my conversation with my Louisa?’ There was only one thing to do to take his mind off the simple fact that Christmas is an extremely lonely time, he would practice the Bartok Viola Concerto, that at least would be a worthwhile venture that could put him in good stead with the teachers at the college when he returned after the break. David sat down fingered his left ear and then examined his digit in case there was something unpleasant lurking upon it, to his relief there was nothing, it was just an irritating itch and that can be caused through mild stress such as an annoyingly unsatisfactory telephone call, just like the one he had just hung up on. Frustrating yes, as the entire conversation had actually gone nowhere.

The house itself was very sturdy and built with Victorian red bricks and welsh slate tiles on the roof, though here and there one could see that some of the tiles would soon need to be replaced. It was a semi-detached dwelling with an adjoining fire wall on the right-hand side. He hadn’t yet got to meet or introduce himself to his new neighbours and of course he felt a certain curiosity towards them all. He wondered what both sides were like, were they young, old, black, white or just ordinary British men and women, but there was plenty of time for opening overtures with other folk over the next few days. He decided to make a proper inspection of what he now owned. The front garden had a privet hedge, which was trimmed to being just knee high, but he knew that it could grow into a large problem if allowed to do so. There were several rose bushes which had already started to turn bramble in appearance, they badly needed pruning back, but of course David had no tools or gardening equipment so anything to do with growing things would have to wait until some pennies were made available for him to spend. There were plenty of weeds springing forth here and there and so while he looked on, he idly bent down and pulled several from their havens. While throwing the weeds aside David was quick to note that though there were two gates on the left and right sides of the garden, both were made from wood and both were rotting quite badly, also they both were riddled with woodworm. Yet another thing that would have to be looked at over the coming months. He looked around the side of the building on the left, and though there was a concrete pathway leading to the back garden the fence between his property and the next was sagging extremely badly towards his side, this spelt out yet more things to do. 

He entered his home through a wonderfully solid oak door with a round window in the centre that was made from a flowery stained-glass shape, what the flowers were he couldn’t possibly know, but someone had gone to a great deal of trouble making that adornment in the first place. He walked into the hallway noting that the stairs up to the floor above was now completely devoid of carpet, this annoyed him as part of the agreement with the previous owner was that all the carpets would be left for his use. He quickly went up the stairs to see completely empty rooms, no carpets, no curtains, just masses of rubbish, filth and dirt everywhere. David was now very irate, thought how he would find the last owner and confront him as to why the place had been left in such an appalling state. But he then remembered that the owner hadn’t actually lived there, it had been leased to a couple of pensioners who really weren’t happy to be ejected from their place of abode. They thought that a young hooligan like David shouldn’t be allowed to own such a grandiose dwelling and so they wouldn’t give him an inch of leeway, they would leave their mark and damn the consequences. 

David realised that they had deliberately left the rubbish out of some pathetic feeling of spite. He would now have to spend a lot of time cleaning up the mess and this was time that he wanted to be practicing. Up the top of the stairs immediately to his left was a small bathroom with a bath, sink and a hanging electric boiler that had seriously seen better days. Next to the bathroom was the main bedroom, and quite big room was filthy and black all over the wallpaper. ‘Those bastards, they have even managed to destroy the paper and ceiling. Christ, this is going to cost me loads of money and time.’ The room had a very big set of joined four windows, all needing some work as they all looked as if they were slightly rotting on their wooden frames, these were never picked up when originally viewing the property, yet more frustrating was the fact that the surveyor didn’t even pick up on the rot. Though it wouldn’t have meant anything to David at the time anyway. But surprisingly there was a lovely Edwardian fireplace with a marble surround, but again filthy. There were even the remains of the last fire left in the grate. Next to this bedroom there was a toilet which was at the end of the hallway and by the side of the lavatory there was a small bedroom which had served as a kitchen for the last occupants. Strangely this was clean and sparkling, but useless without the cooker that went into it. Lastly, next to this room was a slightly bigger third bedroom. As it was comparatively clean and warm, he decided this would do as his bedroom for the time being as he wouldn’t easily be seen as it overlooked the back garden.

On going downstairs again, he turned right at the bottom and walked to the end where a large room was situated, this would make a fine practice room. It had a big fireplace with a completely teak surround and a marble base which was quite fitting for an aging Edwardian house such as this. There were French windows that led out to the garden, but as hard as he tried, he couldn’t open the doors. ‘More work!’ 

The next room was another kitchen, this time it had an ancient cooker with a completely rusted grill and an oven that just might be just big enough to cook a chicken within. But there standing upright against the back windows was a bath, it looked new, but his thoughts were, ‘Where the heck was it meant to be placed?’ The back door had a key in it so he could unlock the door and venture outside and that is exactly what he did. There was an outside privy, this was the home for several hundred spiders which made him quickly close the door again. Walking into the garden were two things that he had completely forgotten about, there in all its glory was a second world war bomb shelter and attached to that was two coal bunkers. The garden itself was not completely overgrown but sported a sort of lawn in the middle and several apple trees around the outside. The garden extended just eighty feet, then there was a picket fence with a small gate that one could fall over very easily. Then the garden extended a further forty feet and at the end of this in a cutting was the branch line from Charing Cross to Hayes. 

This extra piece of land was a tied allotment which could only be accessed and used by number seventy-seven, David’s new old house. This small plot cost the owner of the home ten shillings a year which had to be paid to the railways. Young David on seeing this on the contract realised that it must cost the railway about five pounds to collect the ten shillings, this seemed perfectly typical of a British Rail type of deal.

David retraced his steps to the house noticing on the way just how rough and unkempt most of the garden was. ‘Yet more work for someone.’ He then sighed deeply as he walked back into his house.

He had forgotten one last room and that was the main sitting room. This room was the cream on the cake, a large warm room that got the sun on it most of the day and it overlooked the front garden, David knew this would be where he and Louisa would sit nights and listen to music on the radio. 

Overall, the condition of this semi-detached dwelling was sound, though many small repairs would have to be made, the structure was very good, and as yet no leaking roof, no cracks down any of the outside retaining walls, just lots of higgledy-pickledy things that one could live with until they got completed in the fullness of time. That was, once there was spare money in the piggybank. There wasn’t one room that didn’t need redecorating, or re-painting, as the original wartime brown paint was everywhere, thus meaning there must have been a serious surplus when it was applied, it was extremely thick in texture and is going to take some serious muscle power trying to remove it. ‘Jesus Christ, if a bomb had fallen on this house the paint alone would have kept it upright.’ 

The experience of finally moving into his own house had not been such a great pleasure, this wasn’t quite as he remembered it from the viewing days, it now seemed dirty, cold and in need of plenty of tender loving care, plus plenty of his hard-earned money. Still, seventy-seven Clockhouse Road may not be a palace, but it was David’s and that meant more than anything else at this time. He was young enough to be able to cope with most of the problems without any difficulties other than that of raising the cash. He clasped his hands together and grinned broadly to himself, but he was sad that Louisa wasn’t here to feel the delights of owning his, er there soon to be, first home. 

It was now getting quite dark, and he had the problem of not eating anything. Nothing to eat, nowhere to sleep with nothing to sleep on and quite cold with only the prospect of the night becoming very, very cold.

David shivered, though he had brought all his clothes he hadn’t managed any furniture as such, this he would manage in the very near future. The only way he could think of staying the night was to get most of his clothing on, make a nest out of anything to hand and use his bag as a pillow. David really didn’t want to gather wood and light a fire, firstly he had no matches and the very thought of trying ancient skills such as rubbing two sticks together left him almost laughing out loud to himself. Anyway, the fireplaces all looked disgustingly dirty. If the fireplace was to be lit would probably smoke badly or worse catch the chimney on fire. No, tonight he must suffer in silence, after all tomorrow was another day.

‘Jesus Christ I am hungry; I think it’s time to walk into town and see what eateries there are in this backwater of a place?’ David packed his suitcases under the stairs, put his viola case well out of sight from and prying eyes having no curtains, opened the front door and was immediately hit by a blast of icy cold air. He shivered to himself, but still managed to put his best foot forward. It was the best part of half a mile to Beckenham town centre, not that it was much of a thriving environment, very few people were milling around and those that had seemed to have a purpose within their steps, all coming from a workplaces and now heading home, one can honestly assume hopefully to a welcome dinner and a warm hearth to settle down around. He could see in his minds eye people sitting in cosy rooms watching television or just listening to the radio, yet here he was wondering where he would get some food, plus how to beat the cold that had crept through his entire torso. 

‘I shall walk right up to the top of the high street and see what is open for food.’ He didn’t have to walk far as just passed the cinema was a Wimpy bar, and it was open with actual people sitting inside. He carried on right to the top of the road and the only other restaurant was a Chinese called the Jade Room. ‘No Chinese for me, I guess it’s the Wimpy and be damned.’ David was not altogether overly keen on American type food. Having spent so much time with the Yankee dance band, which performed for the United Sates basses that were situated all over the world and these basses served predominantly fast American food to the troops, burgers and hot-dogs being absolutely typical. 

It had been a very long tour for the young Cartier, but it had produced almost all the money he needed for buying the house. He had just become tired of American ways of eating. But when you are cold and hungry anything hot and filling is welcome. 

By the time he got back to his house he was once again cold and extremely tired even though it was barely nine o’clock. It was time for bed however he was going to arrange it. The house was dark cold and foreboding, but he was so exhausted all he could think of was getting his head down and his eyes shut. But there was his first obstacle, where and how was David going to get his eight hours of rest and warmth? He went up, taking all his belongings into the back bedroom, though there were no curtains, but fortunately the room was not overlooked. 

A single sixty-watt light bulb gave some dull yellowish light to the proceedings. David, was now cold and shivering, he spread his clothing on part of the floor that wasn’t too dirty. David then managed to put on several shirts and jumpers, thus hoping to keep out some of the cold, he knew that tomorrow he must buy a cheap bed and covers, think about making a list of the essentials that he would need to survive living in this empty, old cold squeaky house. He lay on what clothing he wasn’t actually wearing and propped one empty suitcase under his head as a pillow. The darkness was all enveloping, and he lay there cold, but though tired he lay there and listened to the various creeks and groans that the house gave off. But it wasn’t long before a new sound was heard, a scratching of sorts, then a patter of running feet. ‘O hells bells!’ It was perfectly obvious that the old dwelling was alive with other creatures and not just him. The mice or rats were downstairs, he was upstairs, anyway he was so tired and mentally drained that his thoughts were just enough to think of live and let live, at least for that first night.

It was a long cold night with very little sleep, but when dawn broke through the darkness, a maybe cold bright day beckoned ahead. As there was no hot water and no food in the house, so David decided that he would make that list of essentials, then go and take a bath at the local swimming pool as he knew that they had proper deep bathing with constant hot water, then he would go and have some breakfast at Bill’s café next to Clockhouse Station. Once clean and stoked full of food, that then would be the time to start buying those things that would make the house into a home.

A long hot bath was just the job, he stayed in that tub for over an hour, it would have been longer, but an attendant insisted that he should vacate the bath as there were others wanting to get clean as well as him.

David spent the day buying things that he was going to need for the new-old Edwardian home of his. He managed to buy towels and bed linen and blankets, he even saw and bought something new to Britain, that was a eider duck feathered duvet, in king-size. He wasn’t going to be cold again. He remembered that there was a co-op store in Penge, the next town heading northwards. What’s more they sold furniture as well as almost everything else for the budding homeowner. So, it was time to make a visit there. There was something in the back of his mind that kept nagging at him, then he remembered, he knew someone there through a family connection. As a child he was introduced to friends of the family, a family called Fish. The reason his mother and father knew of the Fish family, that was when David was born, twelve hours later another baby called Peter Fish arrived and this young infant was born in the very next bed to his mother. The mother of young Peter Fish was called Isabelle and though a somewhat crude individual she and David’s mother became firm friends. Somewhere in the dark recesses of David’s brain he pulled out the name of the man that worked at the Co-op store in Penge, it was the father of the young Peter, one John Fish. 

It had been many years since David had last seen John. Thinking about it, he wasn’t at all sure that he would recognise the man even if he fell over him, but anything is worth a try, if he could use the old boy network to save some money well, so much the better.

It was late afternoon and dark when young Cartier entered the large store in Penge. The first thing that shook him was that they still used those wonderful vacuum pumps for pushing money and orders around the store. Then he was taken aback by the amount of people that were still frequenting this leviathan of an age gone by. The furniture department was on the second floor, but there was a wonderfully antiquated lift with an even more antiquated lift attendant operating it. It was so slow and bumpy that one could almost feel the second floor coming down to you as apposed to you arriving at that level. David approached a man that might be John Fish and confronted him,

“Please can you help me, I am looking for someone called John Fish, I believe he works here?”

“Yes, he does, can I ask who wants him?”

“My name is David Cartier; he is a friend of my family. I really need his help if possible?”

“Stay right here, I will go and find him for you.”

Without another word the man scuttled off looking for John Fish. As he walked away David looked around admiring this nineteenth century shop for the working people. The furniture was stacked in a very disorderly manner showing that there was very little thought to the exercise of display. But none of that bothered David, he just wanted some cheapish furniture to help him make a bare house into a liveable home. After a few minutes, the little man returned and told David that John would appear with a minute or two, so maybe it would be advisable if he stayed exactly where he was because John wasn’t sure he would recognise the young David Cartier. David stood there in awe as vacuum pumps hissed, buzzed and rattled as money and information sped around the store within those outmoded but wonderful technical pieces of iron. But to David it would be a crying shame if they were taken out and replaced with something possibly more efficient.

“Er, is that you David?”

David spun around having allowed himself to be completely absorbed by the mechanics of this old Co-op, there confronting him was a tall thin bald man and a rather stained suit, which showed what he had eaten for a lunch that very day. Though rather scruffy, he had a pleasant warm face that exuded a certain calmness and pleasant way that gave the onlooker a sense of trust, this in return gave John a fine rate of commission as people listened to what he had to say and more often than not bought the goods.

“Well David, I really don’t know how many years it has been since I last saw you, but my guess is that you were still in short trousers.”

David smiled and felt right at home with him.

“How are the family, and are you still living at home?”

He didn’t wait for an answer but continued with,

“How are your mother and father doing these days? And what about young Nevillia doing, is she still playing the violin?”

He then paused for breath giving David a chance to answer his question.

“Mum and dad are fine, at least they were last time I saw them. Nevillia is now playing professionally and doing extremely well. I play the viola and am now studying at the Royal College of Music in Kensington.”

David paused allowing his own achievement to sink in, but noticing that not a spark of interest was really being shown, he carried on,

“I have bought my own house in Clockhouse Road, just a mile up into Beckenham.”

He stopped to make sure that John was taking this news in, then added,

“John, I need some help. I spent my first night freezing almost to death with absolutely no furniture in the place. I was rather hoping you would help me buy some essential things that I need,”

David coughed in that knowing way,

“Maybe with a certain discount.”

He paused awaiting some reaction that never came.

“I need a good bed and a table and chairs, maybe a food store thing?”

“Do you mean a kitchen cabinet?”

“Yes John, do you mind if I call you John as apposed to Mr. Fish?”

“Of course, John is my name.”

John Fish put his hand up to his lips and pondered the requests. After a few seconds that seemed like hours to David, John came up with a solution.

“David, I might be able to help you and save you lots of money.”

He paused for a moment before carrying on,

“Firstly, how much money do you have to spend, and would it be cash or credit?”

“It would be cash, in fact notes right now if we can do something.”

“We get plenty of returned furniture that is considered to be seconds. Often it will be sold to other shops who will never tell that in fact the piece is a second and not top quality. I know we have quite a few pieces in our warehouse that I would welcome with open arms in my own home. I know of a fine double bed and mattress which has a blemish on one of the legs, not even noticeable. I know we have a dressing table to match, I also know we have a fine pullout leaf table big enough to seat eight people, in fact it is the famous G-plan.”

John now showed real interest and smiled broadly.

“I think we can just about fill your order.”

John was in full swing when a buzzer went off telling everybody that the store would be closing in fifteen minutes.

“Oh bugger! David, can you come back tomorrow morning, and I will get a price together for you and show you what I am thinking about. Is that okay?”

“John, you might well have saved me from a fate worse than death. I’ll pop by first thing after breakfast tomorrow. Thanks for your time, and please give my best wishes to your son Peter and your daughter Pamela and of course your wife Isabelle.”

He then quickly added, before parting company,

“Crikey John, it’s been a hell of a long time since we last met!”

They shook hands and David left the store with an invigorating bounce in his step.

At least this night he would sleep with a duvet to keep himself warm in.

The next day David acquired practically all the things he needed to set up his first home. He even remembered to buy some mouse traps and start on his killing spree.

The weeks went by and very gradually seventy-seven Clockhouse Road was transformed from a cold dirty slum, into a cleaner cold house but now not quite a slum, at least not upstairs.
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David knew that he would have to get a telephone, and as quickly as possible. He needed money again, and that too should be quickly obtained. He had run up bills with Bill’s Café and the greengrocer by the station, he needed to pay them and as promptly as possible, otherwise he knew he would lose his credibility with the traders in general. He also knew that there were soon going to be bills to pay concerning the house. He turned to his friend Steven Preston and asked him if he knew of any work going for Christmas,

“Why not telephone the Royal Ballet or the Sadler’s Wells Ballet companies, their orchestras might be looking for some part-time players over the holl’s. You have nothing to lose.”

David did telephone a certain fixer called Clarissa Melville for the Royal Ballet, as luck would have it, she offered work for two weeks in the viola section. What’s more it would be at the Royal Festival Hall in London, a stones throw away by train. David put his hands together and thanked whatever God’s were on hand for hearing his prayer.

That night having managed to get a small smoky fire going, with the intention of hopefully warming some parts of the house and hopefully stop the water pipes from freezing. He retrieved his viola from its hiding place and started to practice once more. Scales, arpeggios, exercises and then orchestral sight-reading were the order of the day. After three hours of work, he could hardly lift his bow up with the aching that was coming from his arm muscles. But oh boy did he feel good, it always made him feel like large bulbous weight had been lifted from above his head. ‘That’s the power of practice,’ were his largely aching thoughts, it wasn’t just muscles that throbbed, his concentration was so intense that his brain hurt too.  But practicing was a tonic, or maybe even a drug, one knew that one couldn’t achieve anything worthwhile without doing hours and hours of it, a good example of someone who understands the power of practice was his good friend Steven Preston the Baroque flautist. He never stopped practicing and never seemingly tired of picking up his flute and spending hours blowing the hell out of it. 

He cleaned up his dress suit ready for the next day when he would be sight-reading Swan Lake and Giselle, two of the world most famous ballets, but to David’s mind totally unsuited for Christmas entertainment. ‘I would have thought that The Nutcracker would have been more apt?’

The next day David turned up at the Festival Hall eager to earn some money and play some music. Much to his surprise the music was The Nutcracker after all, he had been told wrong. The great thing about Tchaikovsky’s ballet The Nutcracker as far as orchestra player are concerned, is the simple fact that it lasts only two hours in length. It is jolly, tuneful and easy for the viola section. The two weeks flew by as did Christmas day, sadly this one found David with no one to see, or anyone to invite to share his soup straight from the tin. He had bought himself a chicken and cooked it till it was almost overdone, all in the kitchens rusting oven. Then to his horror he found that the giblets were still inside the bird and horror upon horror adding to his abject misery, the plastic was still around and starting to stink badly as it melted within the creature. To accompany the bird, he managed to cook some potatoes and peas, which he had to shell himself. All in all, a rather rough Xmas dinner, unworthy of the occasion. The next day it was back to the ballet, and this time it was Swan Lake. This entailed three hours of hard slog, with various viola solos that the section leader, one Anthony Purgis always just about almost entirely screwed up. 

Actually, it was always the drink that had come to destroy him and his playing, he and his two other brothers, both of which were once fine musicians had virtually dismantled their musical careers by the demon whiskey and gin.

David worked hard with the orchestra and soon became firm friends with several players. One was a very fine Clarinet player called Thomas Whitestone, a very tall somewhat thin man who was as gentle as
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