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  Chapter 1
A Danemann in Glastonbury


Ruth Kember's car sounded exactly the way I had imagined it would: a big old estate with a diesel engine that knocked like a man tapping his pipe on a fence post, and a smell inside, when she opened the passenger door for me, of wet dog, silage and peppermints. There was straw in the footwell. Crotchet put his nose into it, drew a long, scandalised breath, and looked up at me. I could feel him look up at me, the way you feel someone stare at the back of your neck. 
"Sorry about the straw," said Ruth. "And the dog hair. And the smell. I did hoover. Twice. It doesn't make any difference. It's a farm car. It'll smell of cows when they bury me in it."
"He'll cope," I said.
"He's looking at me like I've let him down."
"He looks at everyone like that. It's his face."
She laughed. I had never heard DS Kember laugh properly before, all the way out, and it was a good laugh, deep and sudden and slightly surprised at itself, as though it didn't get out much.
It was the first Saturday in December, twenty past nine in the morning, and cold enough that my breath hung in front of my face. Mr Rahman had come out of the shop in his slippers to watch us go. He was, I suspected, deeply impressed that the police had come for me in person, and would be telling the whole of Pump Lane about it by lunchtime.
"Is that the detective?" he had said in a carrying whisper, as I came down the stairs. "The one from the Gazette?"
"She's come to take me to tune her piano."
"Ah," said Mr Rahman, in the voice of a man who did not believe a word of it and approved anyway.

Glastonbury is eleven miles from Breckensford, west, across the edge of the Levels, the long flat wet country where the rivers move so slowly that you can't hear them at all, and the roads run along the tops of dykes, and the wind comes across from the Bristol Channel with nothing to stop it. Ruth drove fast and well and talked the whole way, which surprised me. I had thought of her as a woman of few words. It turned out she was a woman of few words at work.
"Ellie's furious," she said. "I should warn you. She thinks a tuned piano is a conspiracy against her. As long as it sounded like a cat being sat on, she had an excuse. Now she won't."
"Fourteen's a hard age for scales."
"Fourteen's a hard age for everything. She told me last night I'd ruined her life by having a job. Then she asked me to drive her to Street at seven in the morning for a netball match." A pause. "I'm told this is normal."
"It is. My mother says I spent the whole of being fourteen refusing to speak to her except through the dog."
"Did you have a dog then?"
"No. I used to address remarks to the dog next door, over the fence."
Ruth laughed again. Then, more quietly: "Lisle's plea hearing is on the fifteenth. Bristol Crown Court. I thought you'd want to know."
I sat with that for a moment. The car hummed and knocked. Somewhere outside, very faint, a buzzard was calling over the fields, that thin, mewing, falling cry that sounds like a lost cat.
"Will he plead?"
"His barrister rang the CPS last week asking what the sentence would look like with an early guilty plea. That's usually a sign." A pause. "If he does, there's no trial. You won't have to stand up in a court and have someone tell a jury you can't tell your mother's voice from a stranger's."
"I'd have done it."
"I know you would. I'd rather you didn't have to." The indicator ticked; we turned off onto something narrower and bumpier. "Anyway. That's the last of the work talk. I'm on a rest day. I'd like, just for one year, a quiet Christmas. No bodies. No interview rooms. Just the cows and the in-laws and my husband's terrible mulled cider."
"Is it terrible?"
"It's mostly cloves," said Ruth darkly.

The farm was down a long track that the car took like a boat in a swell, and at the end of it three dogs came barking out to meet us. Collies, by the sound: light-footed, quick, all yelping at once in different keys, circling the car. Crotchet sat up in the footwell and went very still.
"That's Fly, Nell and Jess," said Ruth. "They're idiots. Don't mind them. Oi! Get back!"
The barking didn't stop. I opened my door and the three of them arrived, all at once, all round my legs, sniffing, wagging, panting, whining, a whirling cloud of fur and enthusiasm, and in the middle of it, Crotchet got out of the car. In harness. On duty.
He did nothing at all.
I have tried, since, to explain what Crotchet did to Ruth Kember's collies, and I can't quite. He didn't growl. He didn't bark. He didn't even look at them, as far as I could tell: his head stayed level, his ears stayed neutral, his tail stayed exactly where a working dog's tail should be. He simply stood beside me, solid and black and quite unmoving, while three farm dogs flung themselves about his legs, and he let them, the way a cathedral lets pigeons land on it. And after about thirty seconds, one by one, the collies stopped. They backed off. They sat down in the yard, a little way off, in a row; I heard the panting settle, three dogs breathing at him in silence.
"Well, I'll be blowed," said a man's voice, from somewhere near the barn. Slow, deep, a proper Somerset burr, the kind that rolls its r's like a cart over cobbles. "What've you done to my dogs?"
"Nothing," I said. "He's just like that."
"Rob Kember," said the voice, coming closer, accompanied by a smell of diesel and wet wool and something sweet: cattle cake, I thought. A big hand found mine and shook it, carefully, the way large men shake hands with people they think might break. "I've heard a lot about you. Ruth says you've got ears like a bat."
"Bats use echolocation. I just listen."
"Well," said Rob Kember, "I won't argue with that," and I could hear him smiling.

The piano lived in the front room of the farmhouse, which was cold, the way front rooms in farmhouses are: kept for best and never used, with the heating off and a smell of furniture polish and old soot from a fire that hadn't been lit since Easter. It was a Danemann, a solid British upright from the sixties, the kind that was in every school hall and every chapel in the country at one time. They are workhorses. They go on for ever if you let them, and most people do let them, without ever tuning them, until someone's daughter turns fourteen and says it sounds like a cat being sat on.
"It was my mother's," said Ruth. "She bought it in 1971 with her first teacher's salary. She played hymns on it every Sunday until she died. Then it came here and nobody's touched it since." A pause. "Except Ellie. Under protest."
"Where's Ellie?"
"Upstairs, pretending to be asleep. Ellie!"
From upstairs, faintly, a groan of a kind I recognised. I had made that exact groan, at fourteen, through a bedroom ceiling, on many a Saturday morning.
I took the front off the Danemann and laid my hands on the keys and played a scale, and it was every bit as bad as advertised. A cat being sat on was generous. It was a whole litter. The pitch had sagged nearly half a semitone over ten years, unevenly, so that the bass growled flat and the top end sounded like a pub piano at closing time. Three notes in the middle didn't play at all. One note in the tenor played and kept on playing, ringing on after I'd let go of the key, which meant a damper was sticking.
"Oh dear," said Ruth, behind me.
"It's not as bad as it sounds."
"It sounds terrible."
"Everything sounds terrible before you start. That's the whole point of starting." I reached in, behind the action, feeling for the dead notes. There was something wedged between two hammers in the middle octave. Small and hard and square, with little round bumps on top. I eased it out and held it up.
"Lego," said Ruth. "Oh, for heaven's sake. That'll be Ellie, when she was six. She used to post things through the gap at the top. We lost a whole Playmobil pirate that year."
I found the pirate, in the end, wedged under the keyboard. And a hairgrip, a very old mint imperial, three pennies, and at the bottom, behind the pedals, the remains of a mouse nest made of shredded hymn sheets. Mice love pianos. They're warm and dry and full of soft felt and wool, and the hammers make lovely nesting material if you chew them enough. This mouse had eaten half the felt off one hammer in the bass and moved out, presumably to somewhere with better acoustics.
"Is it ruined?" said Ruth, very quietly. She was standing close behind me; I could hear her breathing. I realised she was holding it, a little, the way people do when they're waiting for a doctor to say something.
"No," I said. "It's a Danemann. It would take more than a mouse."
She let out the breath.

It took me three hours. I freed the sticking damper, glued a new strip of felt on the mouse-eaten hammer from the little emergency kit I carry, eased the three dead notes, and then did a pitch raise, pulling the whole piano up, bit by bit, nearly half a semitone. You can't do that in one go on an old instrument; you go over it once roughly to take the strain, then again properly, then again finely, so that the soundboard and the frame and the hundred-year-old habits of the strings all have time to agree with you. Then the temperament, and the unisons, and the octaves, and the slow careful work of persuading a piano that has been out of tune for ten years that it would like, after all, to sing.
Crotchet slept by the fender, on a rag rug. The collies came, at intervals, to the window: I heard claws on the sill and breath on the glass, and then they went away again. Rob brought me tea in a mug the size of a flowerpot and a slice of fruit cake so dense it could have been used to ballast a ship. Ruth came in and went out and came in again and pretended not to be listening, and stood in the doorway listening.
At about half past eleven, Ellie came down.
I heard her on the stairs: slow, heavy, socks, the trudge of a teenager who has been forced out of bed by curiosity and refuses to admit it. She stopped in the doorway next to her mother.
"Is that it?" she said. "Is it fixed?"
"Nearly."
"It still sounds weird."
"Weird how?"
A pause. Then, grudgingly: "Better weird. Like it's not dying any more."
"That's the nicest thing anyone's said to me all week."
"Sit down," said her mother. "Play her something."
"Mu-um."
"Play her your Grade Four piece. The one you never practise."
There was a long, eloquent silence. Then the shuffle of socks, and the piano stool creaking, and Ellie Kember sat down at her grandmother's Danemann and played a little Allegretto by Clementi, rather badly, too fast, with all the notes nearly right and none of the music, the way every fourteen-year-old who hasn't practised plays every piece.
And then, about halfway through, something happened. You can hear it, sometimes, if you're listening: the moment a child stops fighting the instrument and starts to hear it. She slowed down. She stopped hitting the keys and started pressing them. The Danemann, freshly tuned, answered her with a warm, round, honest sound it hadn't made in ten years, and I heard her hear it, and I heard her lean into the next phrase to hear it again.
When she finished, nobody said anything for a moment.
"Huh," said Ellie.
"Huh what?" said her mother.
"Nothing." The stool creaked. Then, almost too quietly to hear, as she went past me to the door: "It sounds like Nana's now."
Her socks went off up the stairs. Behind me, I heard Ruth Kember put her hand over her mouth.

Rob drove me home in the end, because Ruth's phone went at half past twelve, and I heard her go out into the hall to answer it, and heard her voice change from a farmer's wife's to a detective sergeant's in about four syllables. "Kember. Yes. Yes, sir. No, I'm on a rest day, but— Right. Right. Twenty minutes." She came back in. "Sorry. I'm so sorry. Work. A thing in Bridgwater. Nothing to do with you, nothing to do with anything. Rob'll run you home."
"So much for a quiet Christmas," said Rob, mildly.
"It's the sixth of December," said Ruth. "It's not Christmas yet." She paused at the door. "Octavia. What do I owe you?"
I told her. She told me it was too little and paid me more, in cash, from a tin on the mantelpiece that, she said, had a picture of the Queen Mother on it. Then she said, "Thank you. For Ellie. For my mum's piano," in a voice so unlike her work voice that I didn't know what to say, and went out, and I heard the estate car knock and rattle away up the track.
Rob drove a Land Rover that smelled even more strongly of cows than the car, and talked to me the whole way about milk prices and the Somerset Levels and his wife.
"She doesn't sleep," he said, as we came over the last rise and Breckensford came into earshot: the cathedral bells were ringing for a midday wedding, a plain hunt on eight, very well struck. "When she's on a big one. That business at the Corn Exchange. She'd get in at two in the morning and sit in the kitchen till four with a cup of tea going cold. I'd come down and she'd be just sitting there. Thinking."
"She's very good at her job."
"She's the best there is," said Rob simply. "And it costs her. You want to know something?" He slowed for the bridge into town. "That night, after she arrested that piano teacher, she came home and the first thing she said was, the tuner was right, and I nearly didn't listen. She was angry with herself for a week."
I didn't know what to say to that either. So I said, "Thank you for telling me," and he said, "Don't tell her I told you," and dropped me at the end of Pump Lane with a hand on Crotchet's head and a "Happy Christmas, when it comes," and drove off, the Land Rover's exhaust popping like a string of very small fireworks.

My phone rang as I was climbing the stairs to my flat. I didn't know the number. I answered it with my key in the lock and Crotchet nudging the back of my knee, impatient for his lunch.
"Is that Miss Bird? The tuner?"
A man's voice. Precise, dry, clipped, every consonant snapped off like a twig. A musician's voice, an organist's voice: I could hear the projection in it, the habit of being heard in large stone buildings over large noises. And under the precision, something I recognised from somewhere, from a hundred clients and a hundred headmasters and one or two difficult conductors: the faint, weary, infinite contempt of a man who has always, in his own opinion, been surrounded by fools.
"This is Octavia Bird."
"Graham Pruett. Director of Music at the Cathedral School. You tuned our practice pianos a fortnight ago."
"Yes. Before Advent, as the Precentor asked."
"Yes. Well. The heating came on on Monday." He let that sit for a moment, as if it were my fault. "I've just walked the length of the Music School corridor, Miss Bird, and I have to tell you that your fourteen pianos sound like a fairground. A fairground. The Bechstein in the song school is a quarter-tone flat, which I gather you warned the Precentor it would be, which is very clever of you and of no use to me whatsoever. The upright in Room Six has developed a rattle in the tenor that makes it sound as if there's a wasp trapped in it. And I have the BBC in the cathedral on the twenty-first and a school concert on the eleventh and forty boys who need to practise on instruments that are not actively harmful to their ears."
"The heating always does that," I said. "Old buildings. New warmth. The soundboards dry out and the pitch drops. It'll settle in a week or two."
"I don't have a week or two. I have a broadcast." A pause. "I want them all done again. All fourteen. And the song-school Bechstein. Tuesday and Wednesday. I'm told you're the best in the area, which, from what I've heard of the area, isn't saying a great deal. But you'll have to do."
Crotchet leaned against my knee, heavily, pointedly. Lunch.
"Tuesday and Wednesday," I said. "Starting at nine."
"Eight thirty. The boys start practising at eight fifteen. You'll have to work round them." And then, as if it had only just occurred to him that I might have feelings, and he'd decided they weren't worth troubling with: "Good morning, Miss Bird."
The line went dead.
I stood on my landing with the phone in one hand and my key in the other, and the bells of Breckensford ringing down the wedding over the rooftops, and my dog breathing patiently against my leg.
"Well," I said to Crotchet. "He sounds delightful."
Crotchet, who could smell that it was a quarter past one and he had not been fed, sneezed.






  
  Chapter 2
Fourteen Rooms


The Music School of Breckensford Cathedral School stands on the north side of the Close, in what was once a canon's house and has been, since 1962, a place where small boys are sent to practise scales they don't want to practise. It is Victorian, red brick, with a newer wing at the back, and it has a long ground-floor corridor of eight practice rooms, each the size of a large cupboard, with another six upstairs. There are two staircases: a wide one at the front, by the main entrance, that nobody but visitors uses, and a narrow back stair at the near end of the corridor, beside the side door and a little store-room full of chairs and music stands. And at the far end of the ground-floor corridor, past Room Eight, a staff room with a kitchen off it and a glass-panelled door that lets out a draught you can hear whistling under it on a cold day. 
I knew all this from November. I had tuned all fourteen pianos then, before Advent, as Canon Bergdorf had asked, over two long, quiet days when the boys were on an exeat and the building was empty except for me, Crotchet and a radiator in Room Eleven that clanked like a man in armour.
It was not quiet now.
At half past eight on Tuesday morning the Music School sounded like the inside of a music box that had been dropped down a flight of stairs. In Room One somebody was playing a C major scale with grim determination and no sense of rhythm. In Room Two somebody else was practising the opening of "In the Bleak Midwinter" and getting stuck, over and over, on the same high note. Upstairs a cello was sawing at something by Bach. Down the corridor a door banged, a boy shouted "Dibs on Room Five!", another shouted "You had it yesterday!", and a woman's voice, soft and amused, said "Boys. Boys. Inside voices," and the shouting stopped as if someone had turned a tap.
And under all of it, in every room, the pianos, all of them gone out of tune in the four ways a piano can go out of tune when you switch the heating on in a hundred-and-sixty-year-old building: flat, sharp, wild and sour.
"Good grief," I said to Crotchet.
Crotchet, who has a low opinion of children, scales and central heating, said nothing, but I felt his shoulders go stiff in the harness.
"Miss Bird."
I knew the voice before I turned round. Dry, clipped, every consonant snapped off. It came from somewhere above and to my left, and it came with a smell: strong black coffee, peppermint, old wool and, faintly, very faintly, the sweet dusty smell of the inside of an organ, which is a smell like nothing else in the world, made of old leather bellows and hot dust and a century of candle smoke.
"Mr Pruett."
"You're late."
"It's twenty-nine minutes past eight."
"Then you're nearly late, which is a sort of late." He didn't offer his hand. I hadn't expected him to. "You'll start with Room One and work along. The boys will move round you. Room Six has the rattle I mentioned; you'll want to leave that till you have time to do it properly. I don't want a rushed job. I have the BBC."
"So you said."
"So I'll keep saying, until it's over." I heard him turn. Then, as an afterthought: "Is the dog going to be a problem?"
"He's a guide dog. He's working. He won't be any trouble at all."
"I meant for the cat," said Graham Pruett. "The cathedral cat. Byrd. He comes in here. The boys feed him. If your dog eats him, I'll have the Dean on my back, and the Dean, believe me, is a far worse animal than any Labrador."
He went off down the corridor before I could reply, his shoes hard and quick on the old parquet, a long stride, a man who walked like he conducted: every beat exactly where he wanted it, and woe betide anybody who got in the way of one.
Room One was a little Kemble upright in a room just big enough for it, a piano stool and a small boy. The small boy was called Oscar and he was eight and he informed me, as I took the front off, that he was a probationer, which meant he wasn't a real chorister yet, and that he was going to be a real chorister at Easter, and that the Director of Music was "quite scary but brilliant", and that his favourite carol was the Breckensford one because of the high bit at the end.
"Do you sing the high bit?"
"Not yet. Only the head chorister sings it, and the top boys. Archie Danvers was going to do the solo this year, but then he wasn't, and now Sam Okafor is, and Archie's dad came in and shouted." Oscar sniffed. "Mr Pruett says it's the most famous carol in England after 'Silent Night'. He wrote it. Did you know he wrote it?"
"I did know."
"He wrote it in one afternoon," said Oscar, with the reverence of a child reciting a family legend. "In the olden days. When he was young."
He went off to his next lesson, and I tuned the Kemble, and it took forty minutes, and in that time three different boys put their heads round the door to see the dog and were turned away by Crotchet's complete and magnificent lack of interest in them. I moved on to Room Two.
I had done three pianos by half past ten, when Graham Pruett came back.
He came into Room Three while I was setting the temperament and stood in the doorway, and didn't say anything, and listened. I knew he was listening. Some people stand in a doorway while you tune and fidget, or breathe heavily, or rustle; he simply stood, perfectly still, and the stillness had a quality to it, a sort of attentive weight, that I recognised. It's what I do myself in other people's concerts. It's what Ivor does. It's how musicians listen when they're judging.
I tuned the fifth I was working on, slow beats, narrow, and moved to the fourth.
"You're tuning by fourths and fifths," he said.
"Yes."
"Not by thirds."
"I check by thirds. I set by fourths and fifths. My master taught me that way."
"Penhallow." It wasn't a question. "Yes. He tuned for my predecessor. And for me, for twenty years, until his ears went. He was adequate. Then a man from Bath, who has just retired to the Algarve without a word to anyone." From Graham Pruett, I suspected, adequate was the equivalent of a knighthood. "You're better than he was at the end. Your unisons are cleaner. He started leaving the top end wild, the last few years, and pretending he hadn't." A pause. "That's not a compliment. It's an observation."
"I'll take it as either."
"Take it how you like." He shifted in the doorway. "You know the carol, I suppose. Everyone knows the carol."
"The Breckensford Carol. Yes."
"Sing me the last verse."
I turned my head towards him. "I'm sorry?"
"The last verse. The tune. Sing it. Hum it, if you're shy. I want to hear what key you put it in."
It was such an odd request, and he made it so peremptorily, like a man asking to see a ticket, that I did it without thinking. I hummed the last verse: the tune everyone knows, rising up through the phrase to the top A, the note that makes sopranos cry and congregations reach for their handkerchiefs.
"D," said Graham Pruett. "Good. Most people put it in C, or somewhere between C and D, because they've only ever heard it badly sung in parish churches by tone-deaf sidesmen. You put it in D. You have absolute pitch, I take it."
"Yes."
"So do I. It's a curse, isn't it? Every bad church organ in England is a quarter-tone flat and one is expected to sing along with a smile." He sounded, for the first time, almost human. Almost. "D. The key of trumpets and joy. I wrote it in D because nothing else would do. One afternoon, in 1981, in the organ loft, between evensong and supper. It came all at once. It's never been altered. Not a note."
Down the corridor something fell to the floor with a soft, flat slap: a stack of paper, perhaps, or a pile of music, dropped. A woman's voice said, "Oh—" very quietly, and then nothing.
"No descant, I notice," I said, because I had been tuning pianos for choir schools for four years and every carol in England has a descant now.
"Descants are vulgar," said Graham Pruett. "A descant is what you add to a tune when you don't trust it to stand on its own. Mine stands on its own. It has stood on its own for forty years. Every year the BBC asks me to write one for the broadcast, and every year I refuse." I heard him turn to go. "Get on, Miss Bird. You've eleven more to do, and the Bechstein, and I'd like Room Six done properly. I'll be in my office upstairs. Don't knock unless it's on fire."
The woman who had dropped the music was in the corridor when I came out of Room Three at twelve, kneeling on the floor, I think, because her voice came from low down.
"Oh, I'm so sorry, am I in your way? Mind your feet, there's music everywhere, I'm such a clumsy thing. You must be Octavia. And this must be the famous Crotchet."
Her voice was soft and low, an alto, a little husky, with a warmth in it that reminded me, oddly, of my mother's when she's talking to very small children: patient and unhurried and amused. She stood up as I came closer, and I heard a soft chiming as she moved: keys, a lot of them, on a ring on a lanyard round her neck, clinking against each other like little bells.
"I'm Rosamund. Rosamund Hartley. I'm the Music School secretary, mornings, and the cathedral music librarian, afternoons, which means I spend my whole life carrying bits of paper from one building to another and dropping them." She laughed. "I'm so pleased to meet you. I heard you in November, from the corridor, tuning Room Eight. I came and stood outside and listened to you doing the octaves. It was like listening to someone brushing out a very long tangle of hair."
"That's a lovely way of putting it."
"Well. It's a lovely thing to listen to." And then, without warning, she hugged me. Quickly and lightly, the way you'd hug a niece you hadn't seen for a while, a brush of soft wool, a thick knitted cardigan with a cable pattern I felt against my cheek, and a smell that made me blink: not perfume, but something green and sharp and resinous, like a pine forest after rain, and under it the dry vanilla of old paper. Her hands, as she let go, caught briefly on my sleeve: sticky. "Oh, sorry, I'm covered in sap. I've been doing the greenery."
"The greenery?"
"For Christmas. I do it every year. Holly and ivy and yew from the Close; the gardeners let me take what I like as long as I don't touch the big yew by the chapter house, which is about eight hundred years old and has a preservation order on it." The keys chimed as she gestured. "I've done the staff room and the corridor and I'm about to do the stairs. It makes the whole building smell like a forest. The boys love it. Mr Pruett says it makes him sneeze, but he says that about everything I do."
There was nothing in her voice when she said his name. Nothing at all. Not warmth, not bitterness, not irony. It was the most perfectly neutral thing I'd heard all morning, and I noticed it, the way you notice a gap in a row of teeth.
Then she was gone, up the stairs with her greenery and her chiming keys, and as she went, she began to hum. A Bach chorale: "Jesu, meine Freude", in E minor, exactly in E minor, every note true. I stood in the corridor and listened to her go, and thought: she has a good ear. Better than good. She hums in the right key without a piano to help her, the way only people with perfect pitch, or people who have sung a tune ten thousand times, can do.
In the afternoon, in Room Four, Crotchet barked.
It is not a thing he does. In three years of working together, I had heard Crotchet bark perhaps a dozen times, and every single one of them, without exception, had been at the cathedral cat.
I was working on a little Yamaha with the front off and the dampers raised. I had wedged the sustain pedal down with a felt block, which tuners do sometimes when they're hunting for a buzz or a rattle, because with the dampers lifted off every string the whole instrument comes alive: every string free to ring, every rattle in the case free to answer. I had just stopped playing, and was sitting with my hands in my lap listening to the last of a chord die away, when the door swung open and something soft and silent came in round the edge of it and stopped.
Crotchet, off duty, out of harness, lying under the window, went from asleep to on his feet in a single movement. I heard the scrabble of his claws on the floorboards.
"WOOF."
Just once. A deep, short, outraged bark, like a door being slammed in a cathedral.
And the piano sang it back.
It's a strange, beautiful, slightly eerie thing, if you've never heard it. You make a sound near a piano with all its dampers raised, a shout, a clap, a single sung note, and a moment later the strings answer you. Not an echo, exactly. A ghost of your sound, a shimmer of it, rising out of the instrument and hanging in the air: every string whose natural note is somewhere in the sound you made picking it up and ringing on, faintly, after you've stopped. Sing an A into a piano with the pedal down and the A strings will sing it back to you. Bark into one and you'll hear your bark come back out of the soundboard like a dog barking in another room, a long way off, in a dream.
The Yamaha barked back at Crotchet, softly, a low growling shimmer down in the bass, a shiver of strings around the A and E below middle C. It hung in the little room for perhaps two seconds.
Crotchet stopped. He stood very still, and I felt the change in the air as he turned his head from the door to the piano, and back again. Something in the doorway made a small, contemptuous noise, the noise a cat makes when it has decided a situation is beneath it, and went away down the corridor. And Crotchet, who had just been answered by a piano, sat down on the floor of Room Four with the slow, dignified, deeply offended air of a bishop who has been heckled by a font.
I laughed so much I had to put down the lever.
"Was that Byrd?" said a young man's voice, from the corridor. "Did he set your dog off? He does that. He's a menace. He sat on the organ pedals once in the middle of the Nunc Dimittis and the whole of evensong went PAAAAARP." A pause. "Was that the piano barking?"
"The piano barked back," I said. "Sympathetic strings. With the dampers up, the strings ring along with any sound that matches them. Even a dog."
"That's so cool," said the young man, with the frank delight of somebody young enough not to pretend things aren't cool. "Hi. I'm Tom. Tom Feeney. I'm the organ scholar. I ring with your dad on Tuesdays. I do Saturdays in his shop too, sometimes, when he's busy. He talks about you all the time."
"Does he."
"He says you can hear a clock losing three seconds a week. He says it like it's the most normal thing in the world. I can only do about ten." He laughed. He had a light, quick tenor voice, a West Country lilt in it, Frome or thereabouts, and he smelled of the organ loft too, the same hot dust and leather as Graham Pruett, and of cheap deodorant and toast. "I'm doing descants with the top boys in Room Three after you've finished in there. For Once in Royal. The Willcocks one. They keep going flat on the top G."
"Everyone goes flat on the top G."
"Not you, I bet."
"I'm not a twelve-year-old boy."
They were at it when I was doing Room Five, next door, and I listened through the wall while I worked: six boys and Tom at the piano, singing the last verse of Once in Royal David's City, the congregation's tune underneath played on the piano, and over it, soaring, the descant, the second tune the trebles sing high above the melody in the last verse, so that the two lines twist round each other like ivy round a pillar. That's all a descant is: a second, higher tune, written to fit over the top of the first, for the last verse, when the organ opens up and everybody stands a little straighter. A good descant makes a hymn take off. A bad one makes it sound like the trebles have wandered into a different hymn by mistake.
The top boys went flat on the G, exactly as Tom had said. He stopped them, made them sing it again, and again, patient and cheerful, and on the fourth go they got it, and the descant lifted up off the top of the tune like a bird off a branch, and somewhere in Room Five, on my own, kneeling inside a piano with a lever in my hand, I felt the hair on my arms stand up.
At four o'clock I went to find a cup of tea, and found the staff room.
It was at the end of the ground-floor corridor, past Room Eight, through the glass-panelled door with the draught under it. Inside it was warm and smelled of instant coffee and digestive biscuits and, very strongly, of Rosamund's greenery, the green, resinous, piney smell, thick enough to taste. A woman with a Bristol accent and a voice like a kettle coming to the boil was banging cups about in the kitchen off it.
"You'll be the tuner! Come in, my love, sit yourself down, I'll do you a tea. Milk? Sugar? I'm Pam Dixon, I'm the cook, I do lunches for the whole school and teas for this lot and I've been doing it since 1998 so don't you let anybody tell you different. Mind the hook."
"The hook?"
"On the wall, by the door, my love, at head height, you'll walk into it. It's Mr Pruett's." A clink of pewter against a wall, as she reached past me and touched something. "His tankard. Proper old pewter. The choristers' parents gave it him for his twenty years, engraved and everything, G.P., Director of Music, 1994 to 2014. Hangs there. Nobody touches it. Nobody dares touch it. He has his coffee in it, his tea in it, his mulled wine at the Christmas do. I wash it up separate. If anybody else so much as picks it up, there's murders."
She said it the way people say it in Bristol, as a figure of speech, cheerfully, meaning nothing at all.
I reached out and touched the tankard with my fingertips. Heavy, cold, smooth, with a raised rim and a hinged lid, hanging on its own brass hook by the door like a medieval knight's helmet on a castle wall.
"There you are, my love." A mug pressed into my hand. "There's a party tomorrow, you know. Staff do. End of term. Half four. Mulled wine and mince pies and the Head makes a speech and everybody pretends they like each other. You come along when you've finished. Bring the dog."
By half past five I'd done eight pianos: Rooms One to Five, Seven and Eight on the ground floor, and Room Nine upstairs. Room Six, with its wasp in the tenor, I'd left, as Pruett had asked, for the morning, when I'd have time to take the action out.
I packed up in the corridor. The boys had gone to tea. The building had gone quiet, the way old buildings go quiet in the evening: the radiators
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