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  Chapter 1
Nana's Piano in Spring


Ruth Kember's car sounded exactly the way it had in December: a big old estate with a diesel that knocked like a man tapping his pipe on a fence post. Inside, it smelled of collies, cattle feed and the vanilla air freshener her daughter Ellie had hung from the mirror in a doomed attempt to disguise the first two. The only difference was the window. In December it had been shut, with the heater roaring. On the first Saturday in May it was wound all the way down, and the air came in warm and green and full of cow parsley and cut grass, and somewhere over the noise, a cuckoo was going at it as if it were being paid by the hour. 
"You promised her spring," said Ruth, as we came off the main road onto the lane that runs across the moor to her farm. "She's held you to it. She's been counting. She told me on Thursday it's been a hundred and forty-seven days."
"Since what?"
"Since you last tuned it. She's got it in her phone." A pause, and the indicator, and the car lurching onto a track. "She's fifteen now. She did her Grade Five in March. Merit. She practises without being asked. I don't know who she is any more."
"That's good, isn't it?"
"It's terrifying," said Ruth Kember, and I heard the smile in it.
The collies came out to meet us as they had in December: three of them, barking and wheeling in the yard, and Crotchet stood beside me in his harness and did exactly what he'd done the first time, which was nothing at all. He didn't look at them. He didn't move. He let them fling themselves about his legs like waves round a rock, and after about forty seconds they stopped, one by one, and sat down in a row, panting, and I heard Ruth let out a breath through her nose that was very nearly a laugh.
"Every time," she said. "Every single time. Fly's been lying by the gate since December waiting for a rematch."

Ellie was at the piano before I'd got through the kitchen door.
It's a Danemann, a solid British upright from the sixties, Ruth's mother's, the kind that was in every school hall and chapel in the country once and will go on for ever if you let it. In December it had been neglected for ten years and had a wedge of Lego in the action and a damper that stuck. Now, when Ellie played me her E major scale, hands together, four octaves, without being asked, it sounded like a piano that had been loved for a winter. A bit flat after the cold months. A bit wiry in the treble where the house had dried out. But alive.
"You've been playing it every day," I said.
"Every day," said Ellie. "Even Christmas. Mum made me stop at ten at night because Dad said it was coming through the floor. Is it all right? Did I break it?"
"You didn't break it. You woke it up. That's different."
I tuned it in two hours, sitting in the front room with the window open and the cuckoo going and Crotchet asleep on the rag rug by the fireplace with the oldest collie, Fly, lying exactly one body-length away from him, pretending she wasn't there. Ellie sat on the sofa and did her geography revision and listened, and every so often asked what I was doing and why, and I told her, and she wrote some of it down in the back of her exercise book. Rob Kember brought me tea in a mug the size of a flowerpot, and a slice of fruit cake, and said nothing, and went back to his cows.
At the end Ellie played me a Chopin waltz, badly and with enormous feeling, and the Danemann sang it back to her as if it had been waiting a decade for exactly that, and Ruth stood in the doorway and didn't say anything at all.

Ruth drove me home at half past one. She had the window down again and the radio on low, and for a while we didn't talk, which is one of the things I like best about Ruth. People who can sit in a car with you without filling it are rare.
"Some news," she said, at the roundabout outside Glastonbury. "Two bits. Neither of them very exciting. I thought you'd want them anyway."
"Go on."
"Celia Marchbank's trial's been listed. October. Bristol Crown Court. She's still saying she didn't mean it, so it'll go to a jury on intent. You'll be called. Probably the second week. I'll let you know."
"All right."
"And I've got my inspector's board. Fourteenth of June. In Portishead." She said it the way people say I've got a dentist's appointment, as if it were nothing. It wasn't nothing. I'd heard her say, in January, in a kitchen at Combe Avery, that her boss wanted to know why she hadn't arrested anybody yet. "They'll ask me about leadership and diversity and partnership working and I'll say all the right things in the right order."
"You'll be brilliant."
"I'll be adequate," said Ruth, "and I'll get it or I won't." A pause. "My superintendent says one of my case studies has to be about using specialist witnesses. He says I've got more specialist witnesses than anyone in Avon and Somerset. He says it like it's a compliment." Another pause, drier. "I'm not entirely sure it is."
I laughed. Crotchet, in the back, sighed through his nose, as if he'd heard this conversation before and found it tiresome.
"And the Corn Exchange," said Ruth. "Ellie says Kit told her friend Maddie at the skate park that the boiler's in."
"It's in. Last week. The town matched Lady Annabel's twenty-five thousand by the middle of March, and the roof men start next month." I didn't try to keep the pleasure out of my voice. "Fiona cried. In public. Twice."
"And your review? The trial?"
"Postponed. Again. They couldn't do it at Easter because of the boiler works; the hall was shut. Fiona says May, definitely, I promise." I shrugged. "The council's put its lease review off too. Pending the asset review. Everyone's waiting for the asset review."
"Everyone's always waiting for something," said Ruth Kember. "It's the human condition. Or local government. I forget which."

My phone rang as we came down the hill into Breckensford. My mother.
I knew from the first syllable. Not the words; the voice under them. It was steady and level and careful, the voice she uses at parents' evenings for fathers who think their sons are geniuses, and it was a voice I'd been hearing on and off since Candlemas, getting steadier and more careful every week, the way a string goes when somebody keeps bringing it up a little sharper than it wants to go.
"Tav. Are you busy?"
"I'm in Ruth's car. Just coming back from Glastonbury."
"Oh. Hello, Ruth. I won't keep you. I just wanted to tell you before you heard it from Hazel Kerne. Mr Arbery told the staff yesterday afternoon. At the end of the day, by email, at ten to five, so nobody could argue. The music department closes in July."
I didn't say anything for a moment.
"Closes," I said.
"Closes. Joanna's post goes. The peripatetic teachers go. The practice rooms become a learning resource centre." My mother said the phrase as if she were holding it with tongs. "And the pastoral base. The Hub. That goes in September. Merged with Student Services. Which means me, and two teaching assistants, and a counsellor on Wednesdays, merged into a man in Taunton with a spreadsheet." A pause. "That's it. That's what I wanted to say. I didn't want you to hear it at the counter at Kerne's."
"Oh, Mum."
"Don't oh Mum me, I'll cry, and I'm in Waitrose." She took a breath. I could hear a till beeping somewhere behind her. "Come for tea tomorrow. Your father's doing a chicken. We'll talk about your birthday."
"I don't want a fuss."
"I know you don't," said my mother. "You'll get one anyway. You'll be twenty-eight. It's practically a landmark." And then, more quietly: "Joanna Fry's going to ring you. She asked for your number. I gave it to her. I hope that's all right."
"Why?"
"She'll tell you," said my mother, and rang off.

Joanna Fry rang at four, while I was making a cup of tea in Pump Lane with Crotchet stretched out on the kitchen floor like a black rug that had been dropped from a height.
I'd met her twice. Once at a school concert in the autumn, when I'd tuned the hall piano and she'd come and thanked me in a voice like a brisk wind, and once at the Corn Exchange meeting in January, when she'd pledged forty pounds on the back of an envelope and told Fiona Swifte, loudly, that the Corn Exchange was the only place in Breckensford where her students could hear a real orchestra. She was the Head of Music at the Academy. She had been for eleven years. She had a voice that sounded as though it had spent a long time shouting over Year 9 recorders and had decided, on balance, to keep shouting.
"Octavia? Joanna Fry. Hilary's given me your number. I'm going to ask you for something enormous and you're going to say no, and then I'm going to ask you again. You've heard."
"The department."
"The department," said Joanna Fry. "Eleven years. Three hundred kids a year. A Year 13 who's going to a conservatoire in London if I can get him through his audition. And on Friday afternoon at ten to five a man who's been in the building for four weeks sends an email." Her voice wobbled very slightly and steadied, like a pianist recovering a slip. "Never mind. I'm not ringing to cry at you. I'm ringing about the Year 13."
"The conservatoire boy?"
"Ryan Gattis. Seventeen. Grade Eight distinction at fourteen, which is a stupid age to do Grade Eight, but there you are. He's got a conditional offer, and they've called him back for the final recall and scholarship audition on the fifteenth of May, in London. Twenty minutes, three pieces. Bach, Beethoven, Debussy. The Debussy's the problem. La cathédrale engloutie. You know it?"
"I know it."
Everybody who's ever played the piano seriously knows it. The drowned cathedral. A church that sank under the sea off the coast of Brittany, so the legend goes, and rises up out of the water on clear mornings so you can hear its bells and its monks chanting, and then sinks back down. Debussy wrote it in 1910, and it's six minutes of the most extraordinary sound anyone has ever got out of a piano: great slow bell-chords that seem to come from underwater, and a chant that swells up and fades away, and the whole thing lives or dies on what you do with your feet.
"He's got the notes," said Joanna. "He's had the notes since he was fifteen. What he hasn't got is the pedals. The sustain he's fine with. But the soft pedal, the una corda. He can't time it. He's been playing on a digital piano at home for two years because the neighbour complains, and a digital piano's soft pedal is a lie, and he's learned the lie. I've done what I can, but I'm a clarinettist. I can't show him." She took a breath. "Hilary says you're the best pianist in Breckensford who doesn't perform. She says you chose tuning. She says you'd know."
"I'm a tuner, Joanna. Not a teacher."
"I know. I'm asking anyway." A pause, and then, very fast, as if she'd rehearsed it: "Two lessons a week until the fifteenth. Tuesdays and Wednesdays, after school, in the music block, on the Yamaha in the hall or the old Steinway upright in Practice Room Three. I can't pay you. The department hasn't got a budget any more. Mr Arbery's frozen it." Her voice cracked. "I'll pay you myself. Out of my own pocket. Whatever you charge."
"You won't pay me anything."
There was a long silence on the line.
"Is that a no?" said Joanna Fry.
I sat at my kitchen table with the tea going cold and Crotchet's warm weight on my feet, and thought about a boy I'd never met who'd done Grade Eight at fourteen and was learning a lie on a digital piano because a neighbour complained. I thought about my mother in Waitrose saying don't oh Mum me, I'll cry. I thought about the first time somebody had shown me what the soft pedal actually did, when I was eleven, at school in the Midlands, a teacher putting my hand inside a grand piano and pressing the left pedal with her foot, so that I felt the whole action slide sideways under my fingers like a ship shifting at its moorings.
"Tuesday," I said. "After school. What time?"
Joanna Fry made a sound I can only describe as a sob trying to be a laugh.
"Half past three," she said. "Practice Room Three. I'll tell him. He'll be rude to you. He's rude to everyone. Don't take it personally." A pause. "Octavia. Thank you."
"Don't thank me yet," I said. "I've never taught anyone anything."
"Neither had I," said Joanna Fry, "once."

Kit came round at six, on his way to a crew shift at the Corn Exchange, to borrow a phone charger and eat my biscuits.
"Ryan Gattis?" he said, through a digestive. "I know Ryan Gattis. Everybody knows Ryan Gattis. He played at the Christmas concert at the Academy two years ago and made Mrs Hopkins cry. Some Liszt thing. Fast." A crunch. "He's a bit of a— you know. Doesn't talk to anyone. His mum died. His dad works at the leisure centre. Neil. Nice bloke. He used to let us in early for swimming club."
"What's he like? Ryan?"
"Dunno. Quiet. Angry. Brilliant." Kit thought about it. "He looks at you like you're wasting his time. Maddie says he's lovely when you get to know him, but nobody's ever got to know him, so nobody knows." Another digestive. "Why?"
"I'm going to teach him the soft pedal."
Kit laughed. "You? Teach? You can't even teach me to change a fuse."
"That's because you never listen."
"That's because you explain it in decibels," said my brother, and stole a third biscuit, and went off to his shift whistling something with a drum machine in it.

At ten o'clock that night I sat at the Challen in the dark, as I sometimes do, with the window open and the sounds of Pump Lane coming up from below: a car door, somebody laughing outside the Crown & Cushion, the cathedral clock striking ten, eleven seconds early. And I played the opening of La cathédrale engloutie, very softly, with the left pedal down.
The Challen's a little upright, eighty years old, and an upright's soft pedal doesn't work like a grand's. On a grand, the una corda shifts the whole keyboard and action sideways, so each hammer strikes only one or two of its three strings, and the sound goes thin and veiled and distant, like a voice heard through a closed door. On an upright, it just moves the hammers closer to the strings, so they've got less room to swing and hit more gently. It's quieter, but it's not the same colour. It's a whisper instead of a voice from far away.
A digital piano, I thought, would be something else again. A recording of a whisper, played back.
The bell-chords came up out of the Challen one after another, slow and grave, the drowned cathedral rising out of the sea. I let them ring. And I thought about a boy in a terraced house somewhere in Breckensford, practising this same piece every night through headphones on an instrument that couldn't tell him the truth about it, while a neighbour banged on the wall.
Crotchet, on the rug, lifted his head at the low bell notes, the way he does when the floor hums, and then put it down again.
I took out my braille slate before I went to bed and wrote a note for Tuesday, because it's a habit and habits are what you have instead of luck.
Ryan Gattis. 17. Debussy, Cathédrale. Una corda. Digital piano at home. Neighbour.
Then, under it, because my mother's voice was still in my head:
Mum. The Hub. September.






  
  Chapter 2
Una Corda


Breckensford Academy sounds like every secondary school I've ever been in, only more so. 
I'd been going there all my life, one way or another. My mother had taught there for eight years and at two other schools before it; I'd sat in the staff rooms of her other schools as a child on inset days with a colouring book I couldn't see and a box of crayons I sorted by smell. But I'd never been there at twenty past three on a Tuesday in exam season, and it hit me in the car park like weather: six hundred teenagers leaving at once, shouting, laughing, a ball bouncing somewhere, a bus engine idling, a teacher's voice cutting through it all with walk, Kieran, I said WALK. Then, as I went in through the main doors with Crotchet steering me round a knot of Year 8s who'd stopped dead in front of us and gone quiet, the noise dropped behind me into the long, echoing, linoleum hush of a corridor in a building made of breeze block and good intentions.
The music block was at the far end, past the science labs and the library, in a low flat-roofed wing from the 1970s. It smelled of carpet tiles and old radiator dust and the particular woody, resin-and-felt smell that piano rooms have everywhere in the world. And it was full of sound in a way the rest of the building wasn't: a drum kit somewhere, being hit by someone with more energy than skill; a flute, trilling; a choir in a room down the corridor singing something in close harmony and stopping and starting again; and under all of it, from a practice room on the left, somebody playing the piano.
I stopped.
It was the Bach. The C minor Partita, the Sinfonia, the slow grand opening and then the fugue running away underneath. And it was being played by somebody who knew exactly what they were doing: clean, fast, every voice in its place, the fugue subject coming in each time like a new person entering a room and saying exactly the right thing. It wasn't the playing of a seventeen-year-old. It was the playing of someone who'd been doing this for a long time and had stopped being afraid of it.
"That's him," said Joanna Fry, behind me, coming down the corridor at a pace that suggested she'd been running for eleven years and had forgotten how to stop. "Practice Room Three. He's been in there since lunch. He's supposed to be in Chemistry. Octavia. Thank you for coming. Hello, dog. You're beautiful. I'm not allowed to touch you, am I? No. Right." She opened a door. The Bach stopped dead, mid-phrase, as if somebody had pulled a plug. "Ryan. This is Miss Bird. The tuner I told you about. Be nice."
There was a silence in the little room. A stool creaked.
"Hi," said Ryan Gattis.

He had a low voice, lower than I expected, and it didn't give much away. Seventeen, I thought, but tired, with a sort of flatness in it that I'd heard before in Kit at that age and in boys at school who'd decided that the safest thing to feel about the world was nothing. He didn't get up. He didn't offer to shake hands. He was sitting at an old Steinway upright that I could smell from the door, lacquer and felt and fifty years of radiator, and he stayed sitting at it with his hands, I supposed, in his lap.
"Hello, Ryan."
"Miss Fry says you're blind."
"I am."
"And you're going to teach me the soft pedal."
"I'm going to try."
"How?" Not rude, exactly. Genuinely asking, the way you'd ask a man who said he was going to fly. "You can't see what my feet are doing."
"I don't need to see what your feet are doing," I said. "I can hear what they're doing. That's the whole point of a pedal. Nobody in the audience can see your feet either."
There was a pause. Then, from the stool, very slightly, something that might have been the beginning of interest.
"Okay," said Ryan Gattis.
Joanna left us, with a look at Ryan I could feel from the door, and went off down the corridor to shout at the drum kit. I sat on the chair she'd put by the piano. Crotchet lay down under it, his chin on my foot, and let out a long breath, the way he does in rooms full of strangers once he's decided they're probably not going to require rescuing.
"Play me the Debussy," I said. "The bit you hate."

He played it.
La cathédrale engloutie begins with nothing: a single deep chord, very soft, two notes an octave and a fifth apart, held with the sustain pedal so they hang in the air like mist on water. And then, above it, in the middle of the piano, a series of slow, quiet chords rising like the spire of a church coming up through the waves. You have to play it softer than you think possible. You have to play it so that the audience leans forward. And Debussy wrote, at the top of the page, Dans une brume doucement sonore, in a softly sounding mist, and every pianist I know starts it with the soft pedal down.
Ryan played it beautifully. I want to say that. He had the notes, as Joanna had said, and he had more than the notes: he had the patience for it, the willingness to let a chord sit and decay and do nothing, which is the hardest thing in the world to teach a young pianist. The cathedral rose. The bells began, far off. The chant swelled up through the middle of the piece, louder and louder, until the whole cathedral was out of the water and ringing at full volume, and then it began to sink again.
And then, in bar forty-one, where the music comes down from its great climax and the first of the quiet bell-chords returns, and the soft pedal should go down again at exactly the moment the dynamic drops, so that the sound suddenly goes far away, as though the cathedral had slipped under the surface in a single breath—
He was late.
Not very. Half a beat, perhaps. The chord sounded full and present for a fraction of a second, and then the left pedal went down and it went veiled and distant, but the moment had passed. The cathedral didn't sink. It stepped down, awkwardly, like a man missing a stair.
He stopped.
"There," he said. His voice had gone tight. "That. Every time. Miss Fry says it's late and I know it's late and I can't fix it."
"How long have you been playing it on a digital piano?"
"Two years. Since the neighbour started complaining. We had this old upright, too, Mum's, but Dad sold it. And the neighbour says he can hear it through the wall even when I play it with the lid shut. So Dad bought me a digital with headphones. It's a good one. It's got weighted keys and everything."
"And the soft pedal on it?"
"It's fine. It goes quiet."
"Show me with your foot. Here. Put the soft pedal down and keep it down."
He did. I heard the faint wooden knock of the left pedal going down, and felt, through the floor and through the chair, the tiny shift in the piano's whole body.
"Now give me your hand."
There was a pause. I don't think he'd expected that.
"Your hand," I said. "I need to show you something. I can't show it to you any other way."
Another pause. Then a hand found mine: long fingers, cold, a pianist's hand, calloused at the tips. I stood up, and lifted the lid of the old Steinway and took off the top panel, the one above the keyboard, and guided his hand inside, carefully, past the dampers, until his fingertips were resting very lightly on the row of hammers, the felt heads all lined up in their rank like soldiers.
"Feel that," I said. "That's with the soft pedal down. Now take your foot off. Slowly."
He took his foot off.
And under our fingers the whole row of hammers swung back, away from the strings, half an inch, all together, like a line of dancers taking one step back.
"Oh," said Ryan Gattis. Very quietly.
"On this upright," I said, "the soft pedal moves all the hammers closer to the strings. They've got less distance to travel, so they hit softer. That's all it does. On a grand, the one in the hall, it does something different. It slides the whole keyboard sideways, about a millimetre, so each hammer misses one of its three strings and only hits two. That's what una corda means, one string, because on the very old pianos it shifted so far each hammer only hit one. And it doesn't just make it quieter. It changes the colour. It makes the sound go thin and far away. Like a voice in another room." I let go of his hand. "And on your digital piano at home, it doesn't do either. There aren't any hammers. There aren't any strings. When you press the soft pedal, the piano just plays you a different recording. Somebody in a factory recorded every note of a real grand piano with the soft pedal down, and saved it, and that's what your piano plays you. Instantly. The moment your foot moves."
Silence.
"So I learned to put it down late," he said slowly, "because on mine it happens straight away. And on a real piano it takes— what? A moment? For the action to move?"
"A moment. Not much. A tenth of a second, maybe. But you've been practising on an instrument that lies to you by a tenth of a second for two years. Every time, in bar forty-one. So your foot's learned to wait for the lie." I sat down again. "We're going to teach it the truth."
He didn't say anything for a long time. Then I heard him turn on the stool, back to the keys.
"Again?" said Ryan.
"Again."

We worked for an hour and a half. I won't describe all of it; it would bore anyone who wasn't in the room, and it was the best ninety minutes I'd had since January. We went down to the hall, where the Yamaha grand was, so he could feel the real shift. I had him play bar forty-one fifty times. Then a hundred. With his eyes shut, because I asked him to, so that he'd have to listen instead of watch his own foot, and with my hand resting on his right knee, so that I could feel the moment his foot moved and he could feel me feel it. Somewhere around the seventieth time he got it right, and the cathedral sank in a single breath, and he stopped dead with his hands on the keys and didn't say anything at all.
"That," I said.
"That," said Ryan Gattis. And for the first time since I'd met him, his voice had something in it that wasn't flat. "Again."
He got it right four times in the next twenty. Then he lost it again, and swore, and apologised for swearing, and found it again. At five o'clock Joanna put her head round the hall door and said it's five, his dad's in the car park, and Ryan said five more minutes in the voice of a boy who hasn't asked for five more minutes of anything in two years, and Joanna went away again without a word, and I heard her stop in the corridor, and stand there.

His father was waiting in a car with its engine running and the radio playing the cricket.
"Neil Gattis," he said, getting out. A quiet voice, a bit rough, Somerset under it, very tired. "Ryan's dad. You must be Miss Bird. Joanna said." A hand found mine, carefully, the way people do who've been told you're blind and want to get it right; big, dry, the skin on the knuckles cracked. He smelled of chlorine. Swimming-baths chlorine, sharp and clean, so strong I could taste it. "Sorry. I've come straight from work. Leisure centre. I'm the duty manager. I smell like a swimming pool. Everyone says."
"I don't mind. I like swimming pools."
"Then you're the only one," said Neil Gattis, and laughed a little. "Can I give you a lift? Joanna said you don't drive. Where are you?"
"Pump Lane. Above the newsagent. But I can walk—"
"No, no. It's on the way. Near enough." A pause. "Ryan wants you to see his piano. The digital. He says you've told him it's a liar. He wants you to hear it lie." Another pause, and I heard the smile in his voice. "That's the most he's said about anything in a month. Will you come? Five minutes. Then I'll run you home."
I thought of Kit saying his mum died; his dad works at the leisure centre; nice bloke. I thought of Ryan in the hall saying five more minutes.
"Five minutes," I said.

Mendip View is a street of Victorian terraced houses on the slope below the leisure centre, built for railway workers when Breckensford had a railway, two up and two down with a narrow back yard, the kind of houses where you can hear the people next door sneeze. The Gattis house was halfway along. The front door stuck and Neil shouldered it open with the ease of long practice. Inside it smelled of toast and laundry, and under that, faintly, chlorine again, from the coats on the hooks.
Ryan's room was at the top of a narrow, steep staircase, at the front of the house, and the digital piano was against the left-hand wall.
"That's the party wall," said Neil, behind me in the doorway. "Mr Bale's on the other side. Trevor. Retired. Ex-railway, like the houses. Doesn't like music. Doesn't like anything after eight o'clock, much." A sigh. "He records it, you know. On his phone. Every time Ryan forgets the headphones. Sends it to the council. Noise nuisance. We've had three letters."
"After nine," said Ryan. "We agreed. Headphones after nine. I mostly remember."
"Mostly," said his father, without heat.
I put my hands on the instrument. It was a good digital piano, as he'd said: a long, heavy, solid cabinet, full-size keys, weighted, the action surprisingly convincing under my fingers. A pair of headphones hung on a hook on the side. Ryan reached past me and pressed something, and the speakers came on with a faint electronic breath, and I played a chord.
It sounded like a piano. That's the extraordinary thing about them now: they sound so much like a piano that most people couldn't tell. A concert grand, by the colour of it, recorded somewhere expensive, every note sampled at a dozen different volumes. But there's something under the sound, if you know how to listen. Every time you strike a key at exactly the same strength, you get exactly the same sound. Not nearly the same. The same. The same attack, the same bloom, the same decay, identical to the thousandth of a second, because it's the same recording, played back. A real piano is never the same twice: the hammer hits the string a hair differently, the string's still moving from the last time, the room's a degree warmer. A digital piano is the same every time. That's how you know.
I put the soft pedal down and played the chord again. Instantly, the sound changed: thinner, softer, the factory's recording of a grand with its action shifted. No delay at all.
"There," said Ryan. "Hear it? It just switches."
"I hear it."
"It's got a recorder, too," said Ryan, and his voice had that slight new lift in it again, the one from the hall. "Look. You press this, and it records whatever you play. Not like a microphone. It records what the keys do, every key, every pedal, exactly. And then you press this and it plays it back, through the speakers, and it sounds exactly like you're playing it. Except you're not. You can set it to loop, too, so it just goes round and round." He pressed something; a red light, I supposed. "Miss Fry makes me record my run-throughs and send them to her. You can export it as a sound file onto my phone. She listens and writes me notes. She's got about four hundred of my run-throughs. It's tragic."
"And I can start it from here," said Neil Gattis, from the doorway, holding something up. His phone, I guessed, from the faint click of a case. "There's an app. Bluetooth. You can do it all from your phone: record, play, change the sound, the volume, everything." He laughed. "Only works in the house, mind. Drops out by the front gate. I tell him it's so I can make him practise from the kitchen. Press play, and it sounds like he's up here working, and Mr Bale gets his money's worth."
"Dad," said Ryan, in the tone of a boy who'd heard the joke four hundred times.
"What? It's true." Neil's voice softened. "His mum used to sit on the stairs and listen to him practise. Every night. On the old upright. She said it was the best part of her day. She died four years ago. Cancer. He was thirteen."
I didn't say anything. There wasn't anything useful to say.
"Sorry," said Neil. "I don't know why I told you that. You've come to look at a piano."
"I'm glad you told me."
From the other side of the wall, quite suddenly, came a thump: three hard knocks, a fist on plaster. And a man's voice, muffled, elderly, furious: It's ten past five! Some of us are trying to watch the racing!
"That's Trevor," said Neil Gattis, wearily. "He's early today."

Neil drove me home. Ryan came too, sitting in the back with Crotchet, who had taken to him in the way he takes to people who don't try to make him like them: he simply lay down with his chin on Ryan's trainer and stayed there. In the mirror, I suppose, Neil could see it, because he said, quietly, "He's never had a dog. Lisa wanted one. We kept saying next year."
He pulled up outside Rahman's. I got out. Ryan got out too, to let Crotchet out from the back, and then stood on the pavement for a moment while his father waited with the engine running.
"Miss Bird," he said. Low, so his father wouldn't hear. "Can I ask you something?"
"Of course."
"Your mum's Mrs Bird, isn't she? At school. The Hub."
"Yes."
He was quiet for a moment. I heard him shift his weight from one foot to the other.
"Something happened at school today," he said. "Before the lesson. It's— it's not what it looks like. It's going to be sorted. I'm going to sort it. Don't tell Mrs Bird. Please. If she doesn't know already. I don't want her to— I just don't want her to think I'm—" He stopped.
"Ryan, what's happened?"
"Nothing," said Ryan Gattis, and his voice had gone flat again, all the way down, the door closing. "Nothing. Thanks for the lesson. Tomorrow, same time?"
"Tomorrow, same time."
"Okay." And he got back in the car, and the door shut, and Neil Gattis lifted a hand, I supposed, because Mr Rahman called bye now from his shop doorway. And they drove away down Pump Lane, the radio still playing the cricket.
I stood on the pavement with Crotchet's harness in my hand and listened to them go.
Don't tell Mrs Bird.
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