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  Chapter 1
Twenty-Two Years


The text came at twenty past eleven on Friday morning, while I was kneeling inside a dead piano at the bottom of Tanyard Lane. 
My phone buzzed against my hip, and the brisk synthetic voice that reads things to me said it into the cold air of the workshop, before I could stop it:
Message from Ruth Kember. Life. Minimum term twenty-two years. Fraud sentence to run concurrently. He didn't look at anyone. It's done. R.
I stayed where I was, with my left hand on the cracked frame of Ivor's 1903 Broadwood and my right hand holding a screwdriver I'd forgotten I was holding. The paraffin heater ticked. Somewhere down the long workshop a drip from the roof landed in its bucket, plink, a slightly sharp G, as it had been landing all week.
Twenty-two years. Rupert Lisle was forty-two. He would be sixty-four, at the earliest, before he played a piano anywhere but a prison chapel. If they let him play at all.
I thought about his hands. I'd never touched them, but I'd heard them: on a Steinway in an empty hall on a Wednesday afternoon in October, playing a Chopin nocturne in E-flat so beautifully that I'd had to sit down. I thought about Malcolm Tredgold at the foot of an iron stair. I thought about Kit, white-voiced on a bench in Taunton. And I found that I didn't feel anything I could name. Not triumph. Not pity, exactly. Just a kind of tiredness, as if I'd been holding a note for a very long time and had finally been allowed to let it go.
"Well?" said Ivor, from his chair by the heater. "Was that the sergeant?"
"Twenty-two years."
He was quiet. I heard the stem of his empty pipe click against his teeth.
"Twenty-two years," he said at last. "He'll come out an old man. Good. He made Tredgold an old man for ever." Another pause, and the chair creaked. "And he made you stand up in a court in your head every night for three months, maid. Don't tell me he didn't. I've heard you."
"He pleaded guilty. I didn't have to stand up anywhere."
"You stood up in your head," said Ivor. "Same thing. Worse, sometimes."
I put the screwdriver down on the floor and sat back on my heels. Crotchet, who'd been lying across the workshop doorway like a draught excluder, lifted his head at the change in the room and then laid it down again, satisfied that nobody needed rescuing.
"Ruth says he didn't look at anyone."
"No," said Ivor. "They don't, the ones like that. They look at the wall." He sniffed. "Put the kettle on will you. I'm too old for sentencing on an empty stomach."

I put the kettle on. Ivor's kettle lives on a camping stove at the back of the workshop, next to a tin of biscuits that has been empty since the summer and a jar of instant coffee that has been the same jar, as far as I can tell, since 1994. While it boiled I went back to the Broadwood, because I'd promised myself I would finish what I'd come to do.
I'd come to listen to it. That was all. Ivor has been "about to restore" the rosewood Broadwood for as long as I've known him, and longer, and it stands at the far end of the workshop under a sheet like a horse in a field in winter, with a crack in its iron frame that runs from the tenor break almost to the hitch-pin rail. You can't play it. You can't tune it. If you brought it up to pitch the frame would let go with a noise like the end of the world. But you can open the lid and run your hand along the strings and listen to them, slack and cold and still faintly singing, and I'd taken to doing that whenever I came, the way you'd stroke the nose of an old horse.
And I'd taken to doing it this month because of the letter.
The letter was still on the bench. I knew exactly where: on the left-hand side, under the brass weight shaped like a pear that Ivor uses to hold down his invoices. It had been there since the seventeenth of December. We write on behalf of our client, Avonvale Estates Limited, the freeholder of the premises at 14 Tanyard Lane… the first right of refusal to purchase the freehold at a price of two hundred and forty thousand pounds… We should be grateful for your response by the thirty-first of January.
The thirty-first of January was fifteen days away.
"Ivor," I said, when I'd brought him his tea, in the mug with the chip in the rim that he insists is his and nobody else's.
"No."
"I haven't said anything."
"You were going to say the letter." He blew on the tea. "You've been going to say the letter every time you've come through that door since Christmas. And every time I've said no. And I'm saying it again. No."
"You can't just not answer it."
"I can do what I like. I'm seventy-six. It's the only thing seventy-six is good for." He drank, noisily. "They want two hundred and forty thousand pounds for a tannery shed with a leaking roof. They can whistle for it. And when they've finished whistling they can come and carry me out, and they'll need a bigger van than they think, because I'm not going without the Broadwood and the tapes and the bench and that heater."
"Ivor."
"And the drip," said Ivor. "I'm taking the drip. I've got used to it. It's a G."
"It's a sharp G."
"It's my sharp G."
I sat down on the stool opposite him with my own tea and didn't say anything for a while, because there was nothing useful to say. I'd done the sums, over Christmas, lying awake: what I earn in a year, what the bank would lend a self-employed blind woman with no property and a dog, what eleven thousand pounds in the Post Office and a cracked Broadwood come to, set against two hundred and forty thousand. The sums didn't come out. They didn't come anywhere near coming out. I'd done them three times and got the same answer, which is the trouble with sums.
"I'll find out what they can do," I said. "Legally. Whether they really can just put you out."
"You'll do no such thing."
"Somebody has to."
"Nobody has to," said Ivor, "do anything about me. That's the whole point of being old. People stop having to." He put his mug down on the bench, hard, so the pear-shaped weight jumped. "Now. You didn't come here to nag me about a letter. You came for a tape. Combe Avery. Am I right?"
He was right. I hadn't told him. I never have to tell Ivor anything.

The grey steel cabinets at the back of the workshop hold three thousand microcassettes, give or take, in shoeboxes, in an order that exists only in Ivor's head and, increasingly, in mine. Every piano he tuned since 1974 is in there somewhere, described in his own voice on the day he tuned it: its maker and its age and its faults and its temper and, often, the temper of its owner. The Tapes, we call them, with the capital letter. They have been more use to me than any qualification I hold.
Combe Avery was in a box marked C, between Coleford Methodist and Compton Dando, the Old Rectory. Ivor found it by feel in under a minute.
"There'll be a few," he said, rattling the little cassettes in their cases like dice. "The Bösendorfer, every year from 1990-something. And the little box." He paused. "You want the last one of the little box. January 2016. The year before Mr Ralph died."
"Why that one?"
"Because that's the last time anyone set that box properly," said Ivor. "And because that's the one where the young master tried his tune on it." He chuckled, which surprised me. "You'll enjoy that. Sit down."
He put the cassette into the old Dictaphone player with the cracked lid, the one he's had since 1985, and pressed the button, and the workshop filled with the hiss of tape and then, ten years younger, his voice.
Combe Avery House, the music room. Fourteenth of January, two thousand and sixteen. The little box. Flemish virginal, copy, made in Bruges by a fellow called Jan something in nineteen seventy-eight, for Mr Ralph. Four octaves and a bit, short octave in the bass. Plucked with quills, proper quills, raven, Mr Ralph insists, none of your plastic. Lid's painted. Mr Ralph says it's a Latin motto. Says it means "Music is the medicine of sorrow." I wouldn't know. I was at school in Redruth.
Ivor, beside me, snorted at his younger self.
Setting it in quarter-comma meantone as usual for the Wassail. Pure thirds. Fifths a quarter of a comma narrow. All very lovely in C and G and D and F and B-flat, and A, if you're careful. And the wolf where it always is, between G-sharp and E-flat. Howls like a fox in a trap. I've told Mr Ralph, I've told him every year, you want to keep the young master off it.
A pause on the tape. A door, somewhere, and a man's voice, younger and louder than anyone's had a right to be, saying, Is that Pa's box done, Ivor? Let's have a go. And Ivor's taped voice, wearily: I wouldn't, Mr Hugo. And then a scramble of plucked notes, a tune I knew at once, Here we come a-wassailing among the leaves so green, played by ear, quickly, quite well, on the black notes, in A-flat.
It howled.
I don't know a better word. The tune itself was fine for a bar or two, a little sour, a little wiry, and then the bass came down on its first proper chord, and the chord was A-flat and E-flat together, and the two notes didn't so much clash as fight, a rapid, snarling, sour beating like two wasps in a jar, and the third on top of it was so wide it sounded like someone had trodden on a cat. The tune staggered on for another phrase, and every time it touched that chord the virginal howled again. On the tape a man laughed, a deep, delighted, older laugh, and somebody else swore, quite inventively, and the lid banged.
That, said Ivor's voice, on the tape, with enormous satisfaction, is the wolf. Mr Ralph is laughing so hard he's had to sit down. The young master says he's never touching the bloody thing again and he'll play his tune on the drawing-room upright like a Christian. A pause. Keep the young master off it. He only plays in A-flat. Black notes. Always has. It'll howl every time.
The tape hissed on into a list of the virginal's quills and dampers, and Ivor reached out and switched it off.
"Mr Ralph," he said, "was a nice man. Knew his music. Played the little box very prettily. Byrd, Gibbons, that crowd." He was quiet a moment. "And after he died she let some young fellow with a machine at it, and the machine made it all equal, all the same, every key as dull as every other, so the young master could play his tune on it at the wassail without frightening the dogs. In memory of his father, I suppose. And when I said that was a crime against a good instrument, she told me it was her instrument and she'd commit what crimes she liked on it." He sniffed. "And then she called it a harpsichord. In front of me. And I'm afraid I said some things."
"You told me it was about a harpsichord."
"It was about a harpsichord," said Ivor, "in the sense that she called it one. Which it isn't. It's a virginal. Any fool knows that." He felt for his tea. "Eight years we haven't spoken. And now she wants you to put it back the way Mr Ralph had it." He was quiet again. "Well. Good. Do it properly. And keep the young master off it."
"He's forty-four now, Ivor. He's not a young master."
"They're always the young master," said Ivor, "in houses like that. Till the old lady dies. And sometimes after."

I walked home up Tanyard Lane at half past twelve with the cassette in my pocket and Crotchet's harness in my hand, and the cold came down off the Mendips at the top of the town and went straight through my coat. It had been a hard, dry, iron-hard January so far, the kind of cold that makes the pianos in old houses shrink and creak and drift sharp in the treble, and my diary was full of people ringing to say that the piano that had been fine at Christmas now sounded like a pub.
My phone rang as I reached the Market Place.
"Octavia." A light, slightly nasal tenor, carefully friendly. "Gareth. Have you got a minute?"
"Hello, Gareth."
"I won't keep you." He didn't sound like a man who was ringing for nothing. I heard him take a breath, and heard, behind him, the hollow tick of rain on the steel roof of his unit on the Mill Lane estate, although it wasn't raining in the Market Place. Weather on the Mendips is local. "I hear you're going to Combe Avery tomorrow."
"How do you hear that?"
"Hazel." Of course. "She says you're doing the Bösendorfer. And the little harpsichord thing."
"Virginal."
"Virginal. Yes. She rang me first, you know. Lady Annabel. Before Christmas. Asked me to quote for both." Another pause. "I quoted for the Bösendorfer. And I quoted for the virginal in equal temperament, the way it's always been done. She asked if I'd do it in meantone. I said meantone was really a specialist thing, for hobbyists and early-music people, and I'd recommend equal temperament for an instrument that gets used at parties. And she said, Thank you, Mr Dunscombe, that will be all, and rang off." He laughed, not very convincingly. "And then she rang you."
I didn't say anything. I'd learned in October that when Gareth Dunscombe wants to tell you something, the best thing to do is let him.
"So I just wanted to say," said Gareth, "good luck. Genuinely. It's a lovely instrument; I've heard it. And she's a remarkable old lady. And if you want the frequencies for quarter-comma, I've got them in the machine, I can send them over…"
"I'll do it by ear," I said. "But thank you."
"Course you will." It came out a fraction sharp, the string pulled a cent too far. Then he laughed again, more honestly. "Course you will. Look. I'm not going to pretend I'm not a bit sore. I am. But I'd rather it was you than that lad with the app who's been ruining her Bösendorfer for six years. Tell her I said meantone's not just for hobbyists. Tell her I was wrong."
"I'll tell her."
"Don't tell her I was wrong," said Gareth quickly. "Tell her I've reconsidered." And he rang off, whistling, before I could say anything else. I am the very model of a modern Major-General. Slightly flat on Major.
Crotchet sneezed, which he does when Gareth's name is mentioned. It may be a coincidence. I've never been able to prove it either way.

Friday tea at Chamberlain Street is a fixed point in the Bird family calendar, like Christmas and my father's annual argument with the cathedral clock. I went at six. My mother had made a fish pie, which she makes when she wants everyone to sit still for an hour, and the kitchen smelled of it and of the radiator under the window, which my father has been going to bleed since 2019.
Kit was home from his first week in Bristol. I heard it the moment I came through the door: a new pitch in his voice, higher and faster, as if somebody had wound him up a semitone.
"Tav! Tav, you'll love this. On Wednesday we did microphone polar patterns, and there's a thing called a figure-of-eight, and the lecturer had this old ribbon mic, a real one, from the fifties, and she said ribbon mics are so sensitive you mustn't even breathe on them, and I said can you really hear the difference between ribbon and condenser on a piano, and she said, well, you tell me, and she played us both, and I could, Tav, I really could, the ribbon's sort of darker, like velvet, and she said I had good ears—"
"Kit," said my mother. "Breathe."
"I am breathing."
"Not that anyone can hear." But she was laughing, in the soft way she has that I'm not sure she knows I can tell from her other laughs.
"He's been like this since he walked in," said my father, from the end of the table, in his soft Welsh voice. "We've had polar patterns with the soup and we're having them again with the pie."
"There wasn't any soup," said Kit.
"There was soup," said my father. "You didn't notice it. You were explaining cardioids."
We ate. Kit explained cardioids again, and my father pretended not to understand them so that Kit could explain them a third time, and my mother asked me about my week in the voice she uses when she wants to know if I've been near any police stations. I told her about the pianos that had drifted sharp, and about Ivor's Broadwood, and not about the text from Ruth, because I'd decided on the walk up that I'd tell her in my own time, and my own time wasn't the middle of a fish pie.
"And tomorrow," said my mother, "Combe Avery."
"Tomorrow, Combe Avery."
"Lady Annabel Fenwick." She said it with the faint, careful respect that people in Breckensford use for the old families, as if they might be overheard. "I taught her granddaughter. Years ago. No, her great-niece. Sweet girl. Terrible spelling."
"She's sending a car. Her secretary's collecting me at nine."
"And bringing you back."
"And bringing me back. After the supper."
"Which will be late."
"It's a wassail, Mum. They go out into the orchard at nine and fire guns into the trees. The supper's after that."
"Guns," said my mother.
"Into the trees," said my father, peaceably. "To wake them up. My mam's people did it in Carmarthenshire. Or they said they did. Mostly they drank cider and fell over."
"Crotchet doesn't like guns."
"I know, Mum. I'll keep him in. They've got a kitchen. Kitchens are always furthest from everything."
My mother was quiet. I heard her put her fork down on her plate, very precisely, at the angle she uses when she's decided to be reasonable.
"There's snow forecast," she said. "On the Mendips. Tomorrow night. The radio said."
"It always says that."
"It said it this morning. It said significant. Combe Avery's four miles out, Tav, down those lanes. They close every winter."
"Then I'll stay the night," I said. "They've got a hundred rooms. They'll find me one."
"Will you ring me? When you get there? And when you leave?"
The old weight in her voice. Not the October one; not the Christmas one. Something underneath both, older than either, from when I was a baby in a plastic box in Bath with tubes in my nose, and she sat by me for four months and listened to me breathe.
"I'll ring you when I get there," I said. "And when I leave. And if I don't leave, I'll ring you to say I'm not leaving."
"Thank you," said my mother.
"Snow," said Kit, through pie. "Brilliant. You'll be snowed in at a stately home with a load of posh people and a mystery. Like Agatha Christie."
"Kit," said my mother, in quite a different voice.
"What? I'm only saying."
"Well, don't," said my mother, and got up to fetch the pudding, and my father reached across under the table and squeezed my hand, once, and let go.

At nine o'clock that night, back in Pump Lane, with Crotchet snoring on his bed and the radio murmuring the shipping forecast in the kitchen, my phone rang again.
"Miss Bird?" A woman's voice, broad Somerset, warm and slightly too loud, the voice of someone who's a little deaf and has stopped noticing. "It's Mrs Dawe. From Combe Avery. The housekeeper. Her ladyship asked me to ring and say Miss Marchbank will collect you at nine sharp tomorrow, and you're to bring whatever you need for the night, because her ladyship says she won't have you going home down that drive in the dark after supper, not with snow coming, and there's a room made up. And she says to tell you there's a dog bed. Her ladyship had it brought down from the attic. It was the old Labrador's. Bramble. Died in 2019." A pause. "It's been washed."
"Thank you, Mrs Dawe. That's very kind."
"She's very particular about the dog," said Mrs Dawe. "She's been on about the dog all week. The hero dog. She's read about him in the Gazette. Mr Hugo says it's a lot of fuss for a mutt. But then Mr Hugo says that about most things." And then, quickly, as if she'd said too much: "Nine o'clock, then. Sharp. Miss Marchbank is never late."
She rang off.
I sat in my kitchen for a while with the cassette in my hand, turning it over and over. Then I put it into my own little player, the one Ivor gave me when I finished my apprenticeship, and played the last bit again. The tune on the black notes. The chord. The howl. A dead man's delighted laugh.
Keep the young master off it. He only plays in A-flat. It'll howl every time.
I took out my braille slate and wrote it down, not because there was anything to write down yet, but because I've got into the habit, and habits are what you have instead of luck.
16 Jan. Lisle: life, 22 years.
Combe Avery virginal: quarter-comma meantone. Wolf G-sharp to E-flat. Hugo Fenwick plays only in A-flat. Howls.
Ivor: fifteen days.
Then I packed a bag for the night. Toothbrush. Clean shirt. My tuning kit, the full one, with the fine mutes and the small key for the virginal's wrest pins. A tin of Crotchet's food and his bowl, because whatever Lady Annabel Fenwick had brought down from her attic, I wasn't leaving his supper to chance.
Outside, the wind had dropped. When I opened the window to let the steam out of the kitchen, the air came in very still and very cold, and smelled, faintly, of iron. My father would have said it smelled of snow.
Crotchet lifted his head from his bed and turned it towards the window, the way he does when he's heard something I haven't. Then he sighed, and put it down again.






  
  Chapter 2
The Long Drive


Miss Marchbank was not late. 
At one minute to nine on Saturday morning a car drew up outside Rahman's: a big, quiet, well-kept car, the engine settling into a low, even idle that had been serviced by somebody who cared. A door opened. Footsteps crossed the pavement, a woman's, flat-heeled, unhurried, and the street door at the bottom of my stairs opened before the bell went, because Mr Rahman, who misses nothing, had already let her in.
"Miss Bird? Celia Marchbank. Lady Annabel's secretary." A pleasant, low, slightly husky voice, educated and plain, the vowels of the Home Counties worn down by years of living somewhere else. "Please don't rush. We've plenty of time. Can I carry anything?"
"Just the bag, if you would. The tool case comes with me."
"Of course." She took the overnight bag from the top of the stairs and went down ahead of me, not too fast, saying step, step, landing without making a fuss of it, the way people do who have looked after someone before. At the bottom she stopped. "And this must be Crotchet. Hello, you handsome thing. I've put a towel on the back seat. Lady Annabel says the drive is a disgrace and he'll be in mud to his elbows, and I'm not to let her Volvo suffer."
Crotchet, who has views on strangers, considered her for a moment, and then wagged, twice, which for him on duty is practically a declaration of love.
She smelled of lily of the valley. A soft, clean, old-fashioned scent, the kind my grandmother wore, overlaid on wool and cold air and, very faintly, the leather of the car.
"He likes you," I said.
"Dogs generally do," said Celia Marchbank. "I think it's because I'm boring. Dogs like boring people. We're restful." And she laughed, softly, and opened the car door for me.
It was a Volvo, she told me, as we pulled away, eleven years old and Lady Annabel's pride and joy, "because it's the only thing in the house that does exactly what it's told". The heater hummed. Crotchet settled on his towel behind us with a long, contented groan. We went down Sadler Street and out past the Market Place, and the town fell away behind us, and the road began to climb.
I like being driven by people who drive well. You can hear it: the way they change gear before the engine asks them to, the way they brake early and lightly into bends so that you never lean. Celia Marchbank drove like a careful pianist plays scales: evenly, without show, every note where it ought to be.
"Have you worked for Lady Annabel long?"
"Eight years in March." She slowed for something; a tractor, by the sound of it, coming the other way, and a raised hand, I supposed, because she said morning, Den under her breath as it passed. "I came the year after Mr Fenwick died. She'd had a fall, and her son had only just come back from London and had the whole estate to learn, and she needed someone to drive her and do her letters and stop her climbing ladders to change light bulbs. I was meant to stay six months." A small laugh. "She's not an easy woman to leave."
"She sounded formidable on the phone."
"She is formidable. She's also the kindest person I've ever known. She'll tell you she's neither. You'll love her. Everyone does. Eventually." The indicator ticked; we turned off the main road onto something narrower, and the tyres changed their note, from the hiss of tarmac to the grittier rumble of a lane. "I should warn you, I'm no musician, Miss Bird. I leave all that to Lady Annabel. If you start talking to me about temperaments I shall nod wisely and understand not one word."
"Most people don't."
"Lady Annabel does. She's been talking about nothing else since Boxing Day. The old temperament. She says Mr Fenwick would have wept." Another pause, softer. "I think she means she will."
The lane went down into a hollow and up again. Hedges close on either side: I could hear them, the way the engine noise came back at us off both sides at once, and then opened out when we passed a gateway. The radio was on, very low. A choir singing something wintry. Celia didn't hum along. I noticed that, the way I notice everything about people's voices, and filed it, and forgot it.
"And today's the wassail."
"Today's the wassail. Old Twelfth Night." She sounded fond and faintly harassed. "Twenty-five people for drinks at half past seven. The procession at nine. Bill Coker and his men with their guns. Toast in the trees, cider, cake, a bonfire by the orchard gate, then supper in the house at half past ten, with you making the instruments sing." A breath. "And I've got to go back into Breckensford after lunch, because the bakery couldn't deliver the cake and Kerne's won't deliver the glasses and the bank, God help us, closes at three on a Saturday. So you'll have the house to yourselves for the afternoon."
"Kerne's? Hazel Kerne?"
"You know her?"
"Everybody knows Hazel."
"Everybody knows Hazel," agreed Celia Marchbank, with feeling. "She hires out glasses, did you know? Two hundred of them, in crates. Nobody else in the county will. I shall be there for an hour hearing about her son and her late husband's tuba." She changed down, smoothly. "Here we are. Hold on to your dog. This is the drive."
Lady Annabel Fenwick had told me on Boxing Day that the drive was a mile long and full of potholes and that her son kept saying he'd get it mended and never did. She had not exaggerated, except perhaps about the mile, which felt longer.
The Volvo lurched and dipped and rose. The suspension knocked. Gravel spat against the underside of the car, and twice something scraped. Behind me Crotchet slid gently from one side of his towel to the other with a series of small, aggrieved grunts. Celia drove it the way you'd sail a small boat through a choppy harbour, with a kind of resigned skill.
"Every January," she said, "Mr Hugo says I'll get the drive done in the spring. And every spring he finds something else to spend the money on." It was the first time her voice had had an edge in it. A small one. Then it was gone. "There. That's the house."
I heard it before she said it. The lane noise changed again: the hedges fell away and the air opened out, and there was a long, broad, gravelled sweep under the tyres, crunching, and somewhere off to the left a rookery in tall trees, all quarrelling at once, and a dog barking, deep and slow, a long way off. Then the engine stopped, and the silence of a big house in the country came down round us: wind in bare branches, rooks, a slow drip from a gutter, and very faintly, from somewhere behind the house, a man's voice shouting at another man about barrels.
"Combe Avery," said Celia Marchbank. "Mind the step. There are four of them and they're all different heights. Mr Fenwick's grandfather built it that way to keep out salesmen."
The front door was open. It was always open, I learned; nobody at Combe Avery ever shut it in daylight except Celia, and she'd given up. Inside, the hall was flagged with stone, cold and echoing, the kind of hall that takes your footsteps and hands them back to you slightly late and slightly lower. It smelled of wood smoke and beeswax and dog, an old dog, long gone but still faintly present in the rugs, and of something sweeter underneath: apples. The whole house smelled of apples. I would stop noticing it by the afternoon, the way you stop noticing the sea.
A stick came across the flagstones towards us, tapping. A rubber ferrule, and a firm, slightly uneven step beside it.
"Miss Bird."
The voice I'd heard on Boxing Day. High, crisp, every consonant finished, the vowels of a girl who had been sent to a very good school in about 1960. And close to, under the crispness, something warm and amused and slightly mischievous, like a headmistress about to tell you a secret.
"Lady Annabel."
"Annabel. I'm too old for Lady and too young for Mrs Fenwick, and I can't abide either." A cool, dry, surprisingly strong hand took mine and held it for a moment longer than people usually do. "And this is the hero. Hello, hero."
Crotchet, in harness, did not move. But I felt his tail go, once, against my leg.
"He's working," I said. "He'll say hello properly when the harness comes off."
"Quite right. I wouldn't want to be patted on duty either. I was a WVS driver in 1966 and anyone who patted me got a flea in their ear." A tap of the stick. "Celia, take Miss Bird's bag up to the blue room, and tell Mrs Dawe we'll have coffee in the drawing room in half an hour, and tell Hugo that if he shouts about barrels once more under my window I shall have him shot at the wassail with the trees. Not really. Probably not really."
"I'll tell him," said Celia, and her flat-heeled steps went away up a wide stone staircase that turned once, I could hear, halfway up.
"Now," said Annabel Fenwick. "Come and meet the biscuit tin."
The drawing room was long and high and warm, with a fire at one end, crackling and shifting, and tall windows along one side that let in the cold in thin draughts I could feel on my cheek. The floor was wood, with rugs, and the walls gave back a soft, slightly dull sound: books, I thought, and curtains, and a great deal of upholstered furniture. A good room for a piano, if you didn't mind it being a bit tame.
The Bösendorfer stood across the far corner. I found it by the smell first, the particular smell of a big grand that's been closed up in a warm room, lacquer and felt and old spruce, and then by the faint metallic shimmer that every piano gives off when people walk near it, the strings picking up footsteps and voices and giving a ghost of them back.
I ran my hand along the rim. It went on for a very long time.
"An Imperial," said Annabel, behind me. "Nineteen seventy-three. Ralph bought it second-hand for my fortieth, from a concert hall in Linz that was closing. Good Lord, that's nearly forty years ago. It's got extra keys at the bottom. Nine of them. They're black, all of them, even the white ones, so you know not to play them by accident. Ralph used to say they were for the devil."
I lifted the fallboard and found them: nine extra keys at the bass end, below the ordinary bottom A, going down to a low C so deep it's barely a note at all, more a pressure in the floor. I played it. The room hummed, very faintly, like a ship's engine.
"Bösendorfer put them in for the resonance," I said. "They're hardly ever played. But they ring in sympathy with everything above them. They make the whole piano bigger."
"Well, they don't make this one bigger," said Annabel. "They make it sound like a biscuit tin. Play something. You'll see."
I played the opening of a Brahms intermezzo, the one in A major, because it's kind to pianos and tells you everything.
She was right. Under the old, deep, beautiful Viennese tone I knew was in there somewhere, the piano had a hard, bright, glassy edge, like a voice that's been shouting. The treble glittered and hurt. The unisons were as clean as an electronic tuner could make them, every string of every note perfectly in line, and dead because of it, with no bloom, no slow shimmer, nothing breathing. And the hammers had been needled hard, or not at all, so that every note came out with a little knock in front of it, a bark. A biscuit tin, played in a cathedral.
"Six years," said Annabel Fenwick. "A very nice young man with a telephone that tells him what to do. He comes twice a year, and charges me a hundred and twenty pounds, and every time he goes it's a little bit worse, and every time I tell him so he shows me the telephone and says but look, Lady Annabel, it's perfect." She tapped her stick on the floor. "Ralph would have thrown him in the lake."
"I can't fix the hammers today," I said carefully. "Not properly. They need voicing, needling, and that's a day's work on its own. But I can tune it so it breathes. And I can soften the worst of the treble. It'll sound like itself for tonight. And then, if you want, I could come back and do the voicing properly in February."
There was a pause.
"Breathes," said Annabel Fenwick, as if trying the word on. "Yes. That's what it doesn't do. It doesn't breathe." Another pause, and when she spoke again her voice had changed, and gone quieter. "Ralph used to say that about me. When I was being impossible. Breathe, Bella." A sniff. "Do it, then. Make it breathe. I'll send in coffee and leave you alone."
I tuned the Bösendorfer from ten until one, and it took all of that.
I won't describe it. Tuning is boring to describe and wonderful to do, and the wonderful part is in the ear, not in the telling. But I will say that by half past twelve the biscuit tin had started to remember it was a Bösendorfer. I let the unisons breathe a little, a hair's breadth apart, so the notes bloomed instead of barking. I stretched the octaves the way a big grand likes them stretched. And I took the worst of the glare off the top two octaves with a few careful pricks of the voicing needle, not enough to change anything for good, just enough to take the shout out of it for one night. And the nine black keys at the bottom began, very faintly, to ring again in sympathy with everything above them, and the whole room got bigger.
People came and went while I worked. That's the way of tuning in a big house; you become furniture, and the house goes on round you.
Mrs Dawe brought coffee: a heavy tread, a tray set down too loudly, a broad warm Somerset voice talking slightly too loud, the way people do who are deaf in one ear. "There's sugar if you want it, love, and I've brought a bowl of water for the dog, and if you want anything else just shout. Not too loud. I'll hear you if you shout on the left." She came back later to stand in the doorway and listen to me test an octave. "That's lovely, that is," she said doubtfully. "I couldn't tell you why. I can't carry a tune in a bucket, me. My husband used to say I sang hymns like a kettle coming to the boil."
A man came through at about eleven, on his way somewhere else, and stopped dead in the doorway.
"Good God. Is that a dog? In the drawing room?" A big voice, public school and loud and amused, filling the room without trying, the voice of a man who's never had to wonder whether anyone was listening. "Is this the famous blind tuner? And the famous dog? Mother's been talking about you both for a fortnight. The hero dog." A laugh. "He doesn't look like a hero. He looks like a hearthrug."
"Hugo," said a woman's voice behind him, coolly.
"What? He does. Hello, Mutt. Hello, hero." Footsteps across the rug, heavy, confident, in outdoor boots that smelled of mud and cider. A big hand on the back of my chair. "Hugo Fenwick. I'm the son. I'm the one who doesn't get the drive mended. I expect Celia's told you."
"She mentioned it."
"She would. Celia mentions everything, very politely." He laughed again. "Is it going to sound better? I can't tell the difference myself. Mother says it sounds like a biscuit tin. I think it sounds like a piano."
"Hugo," said the woman's voice again. Lower, faintly accented: German, or Swiss. Precise, cool, tired. "You were going to look at the barn."
"I was going to look at the barn. Yes. I'm going." He didn't go. "This is my wife, Sabine. She thinks I'm a philistine. She's right. Sabine, this is the famous Miss Bird."
"Hello," said Sabine Fenwick, politely, from the doorway, and didn't come in.
"Right," said Hugo. "Barn. Owen's being difficult about the barrels again. Owen's always difficult about something." His boots went back across the rug. At the door he stopped. "Lunch is at one. Mother wants you at it. She wants everyone at it. She's got some idea that if we all eat together on wassail day the trees will be happy." A pause. "The trees don't care. The trees are going anyway." And he went, whistling, out of tune.
There was a short silence.
"I'm sorry," said Sabine Fenwick, from the doorway. "He is always like this before a party." And she went too, more quietly, her shoes clicking away across the flags.
Crotchet, under the piano, let out a long, slow breath through his nose.
"I know," I said to him. "I heard it too."
The trees are going anyway. I didn't know what it meant. I filed it, the way I file everything.
Lunch was in a long, low dining room off the hall, with a stone floor and a fire that smoked a little when the wind changed. Soup, and bread
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