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Chapter 1: Filed Under Piano
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The anniversary booklet made Ternwick Community Radio look much tidier than it sounded on a Monday morning.

In the photograph, the station's entrance was free of delivery boxes. The courtyard chair had all four feet on the paving. Nobody had attached a handwritten reminder about the kitchen refrigerator to the glass beside the door. Della Quade considered this a considerable achievement by the photographer, who had apparently found the only six minutes in the year when those conditions coincided.

The booklet lay beside her notes for At Ten. Beneath a small photograph of Rosamund Quilter, a caption read, The first voice of Ternwick Community Radio.

Della put her pencil across the line. She had meant to return to it on Friday, before a guest's account of dividing an overgrown plant had become more interesting than the anniversary proof.

“Does that mean you're marking it,” Mina asked, “or saving your place?”

“Both, until I know what I ought to write.”

Mina set a revised running order beside her. At thirty-five, the station's producer had developed a way of presenting a changed page that made Della inspect the date before she did anything else. Today's sheet said Monday, April 10. The gardening guest would be in person; the person discussing the hall's repair afternoon would join by telephone. The times had not changed.

“Errol says ten fifty-five,” Mina said. “He'll bring the cassette and the note. He found the item he meant when we arranged the visit.”

“Piano music.”

“That's what his catalog calls it.”

They had been talking about Errol Hesk's collection since the previous month. He had agreed readily enough to let them examine the material, but an agreement was not the same thing as having heard it. Della moved her own penciled reminder from the bottom of Friday's page to today's.

“After the program, then. Hugh's coming at eleven fifteen?”

“For the playback check. Studio B is free until twelve fifteen. I've left you a little space afterward.”

“For the inevitable explanation of why a little space isn't enough?”

“For lunch.”

Della looked up. Mina's expression remained composed, but one corner of her mouth had moved.

“I can identify lunch without help.”

“You can. Finding time for it is a separate skill.”

Through Studio A's glass, the morning operator lifted a hand, then returned to the console. A voice came softly from the reception speaker, discussing a familiar road junction with more patience than Della generally managed when driving through it. The ordinary program continued while they prepared the next one. She liked that about the station. There was always something happening that did not require her to be in charge of it.

She checked the hall caller's number against the confirmed message. The guest had asked whether people needed to bring their own small items for repair or could come simply to watch. A useful question, with an answer that would affect somebody's Saturday. Della wrote it near the top of her page.

The anniversary was on May 7. It could occupy every available conversation between now and then if she let it.

Mina touched the booklet. “Do you want me to ask Errol to hold this page?”

“Not the whole thing. Just leave that sentence in proof for now.”

Oleta Moxon had read the welcome on the surviving workshop sampler. They had established that in late February by matching the words and the music that followed them to a named session take. Rosamund's formal live presentation was a different contribution. What neither finding yet told them was which welcoming voice the first public listeners had heard.

“It's a large claim for six words,” Della said.

“Seven.”

Della counted, then put her pencil down. “I'm saving my arithmetic for the interview.”

Mina took the booklet to her desk. Della turned back to the repair afternoon, where she could at least begin with a question someone was expecting.
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[image: ]


ERROL ARRIVED WHILE Della was returning a borrowed chair to the reception table.

He carried a cloth bag that looked large enough for a small printing job. From it he removed a cassette case, a folded piece of paper and a narrow folder of other music notes. He arranged the first two objects side by side, leaving the folder closed.

“That,” he said, “is why I didn't file it under broadcasting.”

The cassette label read, Piano / May 7, 1988.

Della sat down rather than pick it up. “May I?”

“The case, certainly. It's less fragile than the things people usually hand me at the shop.”

A corner of the clear plastic was clouded with old wear. The paper insert had been trimmed a little unevenly. Nothing about it suggested that its owner had expected it to become an exhibit.

Errol unfolded the note. Della read the whole thing.

Saturday, May 7, 1988. Recorded from the radio at home. Ternwick opening, then piano. Side A begins before the piano.

The handwriting leaned slightly uphill. The last sentence had been fitted below the others, its final word crowded toward the edge.

“Your note?” she asked.

“Yes. It stayed with the music. I wanted to know where the piece started without having to listen to everything before it.”

“So the beginning was an inconvenience.”

“A perfectly respectable beginning. But sometimes I wanted piano.”

Mina pulled a clean sheet toward her. “And this is the note that was kept with this cassette, not something you've written for us now?”

“Yes. I haven't improved the spelling or made myself more methodical.”

He opened the narrow folder far enough for Della to see other notes about recordings. Some gave pieces and dates; others contained short directions that would have meant little to anyone except the person who had written them. One said simply that the second side was better.

“Was it?” Della asked.

“I hope so. I was quite definite.”

The folder gave the little note a home. It was one of the things Errol had used to find and play music, not a certificate prepared for a historical argument. Della could see that much without deciding what the date proved.

“Has the cassette stayed in your collection?” she asked.

“Yes. With those recordings. I've moved them around, and I've listened to some more than others. I can't give you an account of every time I opened a case.”

“I wouldn't trust one if you could.”

“I can account for last Thursday. I had them across the dining table, and then I needed the dining table.”

He explained where the music materials had been kept, how the notes and cases had traveled together when he rearranged them, and which details he remembered from using them. Della wrote his answers without turning the gaps into accusations. He remembered recording from a receiver at home. The note was more exact about the particular day than his unaided memory was.

Mina asked about a working copy. Errol agreed that they could make one for examination, keep the original secure while they compared it, and discuss any public use separately.

“I'd like the tape back after the anniversary,” he said. “Not because I expect to need the piano urgently.”

“Monday the eighth?” Mina asked.

“That would do.”

She wrote the return date on the source sheet and passed it to him. Della watched him check it before adding his name. The note would go back with the cassette. The station's permitted copy would remain clearly described as a copy.

Errol tapped the music label. “It seems a great deal of attention for something I used to put on while deciding what to have for supper.”

“What did you decide?” Della asked.

“That wasn't in the catalog.”

Hugh appeared in the doorway with the expression of a man who had heard the last sentence and was deciding whether it required professional involvement. Della smiled at him.

“We've reached the limits of the paperwork,” she said.

“Then perhaps we should hear the tape.”
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STUDIO B HELD FOUR people comfortably if nobody insisted on spreading all their belongings across the table.

Della moved her bag to the floor. Errol kept the case beside his elbow, and Mina placed the note where all of them could read it without passing it repeatedly from hand to hand. Hugh inspected the cassette and checked the playback arrangement before he put it in the machine.

“Just the opening?” Errol asked.

“The whole relevant passage,” Hugh said. “Through the opening and into the music you kept it for. Then we can decide what needs comparing.”

Della opened her notebook. At the top she wrote Errol's domestic cassette. Under it she left space for the sequence.

The first sound was a slight, steady softness, the sort a room could acquire when heard through something else. Then a woman said, “You can start from here. Your turn. We can hear you.”

Della knew the words. She did not have to guess from the voice or imagine how a woman of seventy-seven had sounded forty years earlier. They were Oleta's welcome, the one the named session record and workshop sampler had already placed together.

The music followed. Three evenly spaced notes; a small pause; the fourth rose a step. The fifth and sixth repeated the raised pitch. The last note fell and held, with enough room in its length for Della to count three quietly against her fingers.

Seven notes, complete.

A small click sounded across the continuing recording. It reminded her of a cup touching a saucer. Something moved with a brief wooden scrape. Before she could decide whether to write those down, Rosamund's voice began.

“Good afternoon. It’s Saturday, May seventh, 1988, and this is the opening program of Ternwick Community Radio. I’m Rosamund Quilter.”

Della wrote Rosamund, date, opening program.

“The spring plant exchange opens at the community hall at two this afternoon.”

The notice was followed by the beginning of the piano music. Hugh let the phrase continue far enough for Errol to lift one finger in recognition.

“That's it,” Errol said. “That's why.”

Hugh stopped the machine after the phrase had settled.

For a moment, Della heard the present room instead: Mina moving her pen, a door closing in reception, the ordinary quiet of people who had expected an interesting object and found an interesting question.

“Oleta, cue, Rosamund,” Della said. “Then the plant exchange. Then the piano.”

“On this cassette,” Hugh said.

“Yes. On this cassette.”

She added the words to the top of her page. They made a difference. The note said it had been recorded at home on the opening day. The voice gave the opening date. Those were useful things, but old words could be played more than once.

Mina looked from the note to Della's sequence. “The anniversary production copy doesn't put it that way round.”

Della had heard the familiar arrangement used to introduce the station's beginning. Rosamund spoke first in it. The welcome and music came afterward, comfortably placed as part of the material surrounding the launch. She could still imagine that order opening their own anniversary feature. It had a shape a listener could enter without effort.

This cassette began somewhere less grand.

“What exactly is the other object?” she asked.

“The station's rehearsal compilation,” Mina said. “The cassette is already in the anniversary list. I'll bring the case as well as the working copy.”

“Please do.”

Errol looked at the pencil across Della's notebook. “Does mine change the booklet?”

“It changes the question I need to ask before we finish the booklet.”

She turned the page and drew two short horizontal lines, one for each order. The domestic recording's line was filled. The other remained empty until they could hear the actual source again, with its own description in front of them.

Hugh glanced at her. “You look pleased.”

“I am.”

“Even though you can't write the caption?”

“Especially then.”

Della set her pencil beside the empty line. The music catalog had brought them a beginning. Now she wanted to know what kind.
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Chapter 2: Two Openings
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Mina returned with a second cassette case and a sheet from the anniversary collection list. She put them on the table with enough space between this case and Errol's that Della could not accidentally rest one notebook across both.

The label read, Launch rehearsal sequence / May 1988.

“Station-owned,” Mina said. “This is the one whose working copy we've used for the old opening. The list calls it a production compilation.”

Errol leaned forward to read the label. “I didn't make that copy.”

“No,” Mina said. “Yours stays on this side.”

Della copied the label onto her second order line. The word rehearsal was useful, but she did not want to make it do the work of the listening. A person could put the wrong label on an object. More often, a correct label could be ignored by someone using the contents for a different purpose.

Hugh selected the identified working copy. The old sound began differently from the domestic cassette's: closer, with less of the soft distance around it. Rosamund spoke.

“Good afternoon. It’s Saturday, May seventh, 1988, and this is the opening program of Ternwick Community Radio. I’m Rosamund Quilter.”

The words were the same as the ones Della had just written from Errol's recording. The delivery was not exactly the same. Rosamund gave her own name a slightly different weight, as though she had tried where to put it.

The background changed. Della heard the end of one little space and the beginning of another.

“You can start from here. Your turn. We can hear you.”

Oleta's welcome was followed by the cue: three even notes, a pause, a rise, two repetitions of the higher note, then the falling note held to its end. Hugh let the full short sequence finish before stopping it.

On the second line, Della wrote Rosamund practice introduction; Oleta welcome; complete cue.

On the first, she had written Oleta welcome; complete cue; Rosamund introduction; plant exchange; piano.

They looked like two sensible ways of arranging a small number of things. That was part of the difficulty.

“The date appears in both,” Errol said.

“Yes.” Della drew a small bracket under the dated introductions. “Saying the day doesn't tell us when either recording was made.”

“People practice what they're going to say,” Mina said. “Including the date.”

Hugh pointed to Della's second line. “That change before the welcome is an assembly point. We can compare it properly. For now, it's enough to hear that the source sound changes there.”

“And the first sentence is another take?”

“A separate reading of the introduction. Listen to the name at the end when we compare the passages. We don't need to keep running the originals backward and forward.”

Della turned to Errol. “Yours goes on to the notice and the piano. This one puts the prepared pieces together in a rehearsal order.”

“Doesn't the label settle that?”

“It helps us understand this object. It doesn't by itself settle what somebody heard on the radio.”

She found the distinction pleasant to say. It gave them something to do beyond choosing which old object they liked better.

The workshop sampler they had used in the previous inquiry was another source again. It contained the matching welcome and cue, but it had not pretended to be the full opening received in a house. Della wrote its description in a small separate box rather than draw a third competing beginning.

Mina glanced at the clock. “We've got the two orders. We should save the comparison notes before somebody decides to call both files ‘old opening.’”

“Would anyone do that?” Errol asked.

“Anyone who expected to remember which one they meant.”

He looked at the piano label on his own case. “I feel that was directed at all of us.”

Della wrote the source names again beneath the two lines. This time, neither looked like a caption waiting for a winner.
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HUGH'S LUNCH HAD SURVIVED the morning in a square container. Della's had survived in a paper bag that was now proving less competent than the container.

Mina passed her a plate without comment. Della caught the escaping edge of her sandwich and decided not to claim she had intended to take it apart.

“Before you go,” she said to Hugh, “I want to get the questions straight.”

“I've got until one.”

“Then we can eat while we do it.”

The kitchen window looked into the shared courtyard. A light breeze moved a corner of the notice pinned to the outside board. The station's anniversary poster was not up yet; ordinary requests still had most of the space.

Della laid the two order lines beside her plate, far enough away from the sandwich to preserve their usefulness.

“First possibility: Errol recorded the opening as it went out.”

Hugh nodded.

“Second: he recorded a later play of something old. It would still sound like 1988 because that's what the recording said.”

“And the note needs examining in its own context,” Mina said. “We've read it. We haven't checked every connection it makes.”

“Third: one of these is preparation that later got treated as the public beginning.”

“We already know the production object was described as rehearsal,” Hugh said. “The question is how far its sequence can be used beyond that job.”

Mina turned the booklet proof over so the photograph was out of sight. “What would you call the question if we didn't already have that caption?”

“Who spoke first.”

“First doing what?”

Della began to answer, then stopped. Someone must have tested equipment. Someone might have spoken an identification before a program. She had no reason to turn either possibility into a claim about this particular day, but she had even less reason to pretend they were the same question as the welcome.

“The first welcoming voice in the inaugural public program,” she said. “Not the first person who ever made a sound at the station.”

“And not necessarily the founder,” Hugh said.

“No. Nor the person who wrote the music.”

The cue's composition was already Rosamund's established work. It did not become somebody else's because the words around it were arranged differently. Della wrote a smaller, more useful question above the two lines. It was longer than the booklet caption and less likely to be mistaken for an account of everything.

Della took a bite before she attempted the fourth possibility. It gave her time to make it shorter.

“We could have the right welcome but put it in the wrong place when we tell the story.”

“That's one way to do it,” he said.

“A tape can tell you what it kept. You still have to ask what it was keeping.”

He said it while fitting the lid beneath his container, and Della found the unceremonious delivery helpful. It was a practical distinction, not a pronouncement that required her to admire it.

She looked at the familiar production order. Rosamund's introduction gave a listener the station's name, the day and the occasion immediately. Oleta's modest invitation made a different kind of beginning. Della liked it, but she could already hear herself explaining it before the audience knew where they were.

“For our feature,” she said, “we could begin with the familiar production introduction. Label it properly, of course. Establish the occasion, then show what the domestic recording changes.”

Mina rested her fork on the edge of her plate. “You mean an introduction to the comparison, not the opening as it went out.”

“Yes. I'm not saying it proves anything. I'm saying it gives people a place to stand.”

“Provided they hear that distinction.”

“They will if I make it clear.”

Mina did not disagree. She took the pencil Della offered and wrote trial feature order above a fresh line. Then she put the production introduction first and left the rest unfinished.

“Not a final running order,” she said.

“Not remotely.”

Della felt the pleasure of having found a shape before the facts were entirely assembled. She knew the danger of choosing an answer too early. Choosing a way to introduce the question seemed a different matter.

Hugh finished his lunch. “Who are you asking first?”

“Oleta and Rosamund this afternoon. Fergus tomorrow, if he has time. Nobody needs to wait until we've made a theory attractive.”

“And Errol?”

“We've asked him what he knows. I'll ask again if something specific needs checking.”

Hugh stood and carried his container to the sink. “Good. I don't think memory improves because four people look hopeful at it.”

Della folded her empty bag into a neat rectangle. “It might improve my sandwich-making.”

“No. That requires a different investigation.”

He touched her shoulder as he passed, briefly and familiarly. She tilted her face toward him for a kiss, then returned the pencil to Mina. His afternoon belonged to other work. Hers had two calls in it and, now, a tentative opening she was rather pleased with.

***
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OLETA ANSWERED AT THE time they had agreed, with the sound of something being set down beside the telephone.

“If this is about an invitation,” she said, “you should know I haven't lost the one you sent. It's under the blue cloth.”

“It isn't about whether you're coming,” Della said. “It's about a recording Errol brought us.”

She described the domestic cassette, the note and the two orders. She gave Oleta the exact welcome before saying what they were trying to establish.

“I know you read those words. What I don't know yet is whether this is the original received opening. Do you remember hearing your welcome go out before Rosamund?”

“No.”

Oleta's answer came without discomfort. Della appreciated it.

“I remember doing the reading,” Oleta continued. “I remember there being more than one way of doing things, because there always is when somebody has organized a recording. I don't remember listening at home to the opening and recognizing myself. If I told you I did, I would be making you a nice story.”

“Please don't. I've got enough material to sort already.”

“What does the other recording say?”

“The practice introduction first, then your welcome and the cue.”

“Then somebody had a reason to put it that way.”

“That's what I want to understand.”

Oleta asked whether the finding, if they made one, would require her to sit beside a photograph of her younger self all afternoon. Della said it would not.

“I don't mind being thanked for something I did,” Oleta said. “I mind having to keep doing it.”

“We'll talk about what you actually want to take part in. I'll bring the finding to you before I suggest public wording.”

“Bring the wording too. Sometimes a finding is quite small until somebody introduces it.”

Della wrote that promise beneath the call time. She arranged a short visit for the next day, when Twyla would also be at the workshop, and let Oleta return to the blue cloth.

Rosamund's call followed. Della gave her the same factual description, without borrowing Oleta's response to make the question easier.

“I made the live presentation,” Rosamund said.

“Yes. Nothing we've heard takes that away.”

“Then I would prefer not to have it explained as though I've been caught with somebody else's microphone.”

Della looked at the booklet proof. Its sentence had been convenient long before she had put a pencil across it.

“I won't explain it that way. We're asking whether a prepared welcome was played before the formal live introduction.”

“That is a different question.”

“Did you hear the prepared material as it went out?”

“I was occupied with what I was about to do. I remember my own beginning. I wouldn't swear to every sound before it.”

She said it crisply, without inviting Della to turn a reasonable limit into an emotional revelation. The source packet from their earlier work was still available. If they needed to check the named session entries against the original, they could arrange it. Rosamund did not suggest that the pages had suddenly become private because the question had become awkward.

Della thanked her and promised the same thing she had promised Oleta: findings and proposed wording before publication.

After the call, she put both notes beside the two sequences. The women had each answered the question she could reasonably ask. Neither had supplied a missing forty years simply because an anniversary was approaching.

She lifted the booklet proof. The first voice looked increasingly like the start of a sentence that had never been finished properly.

For now, Della wrote one question in the margin.

First in what?
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Chapter 3: A Useful Afternoon
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Fergus Ibbot had chosen the courtyard chair whose leg no longer wobbled. He demonstrated this when Della came outside by leaning back a fraction and setting all four feet down again.

“Much improved,” he said.

“Did you mend it?”

“No. I noticed it had been mended. A less demanding contribution.”

Della sat opposite him. The morning program had finished twenty-five minutes earlier, and the courtyard had acquired the particular peace of a place where people could hear voices through an open window without being expected to answer them. Fergus had half an hour before he needed to leave. She put her notebook on her knee rather than the little table, where somebody had left a damp ring.

She described the two recordings. He listened through the whole account, asking once which one contained the piano.

“Errol's,” she said. “The one with the welcome before Rosamund.”

“That sounds like something he'd keep.”

“Do you remember loading a recorded welcome before the live presentation?”

“I remember putting on a prepared reel. We had things ready to use before Rosamund began.”

Della wrote that down. She had already known the working sequence called for a recorded welcome before the live presentation. Fergus could tell her about doing a job within that plan.

“Do you remember whose voice was on it?”

“No.”

“Or the exact words?”

“No. I knew what I was supposed to put on. That doesn't mean I was listening to every word as though somebody would ask me about it forty years later.”

He smiled at her, leaving her room to smile back.

“I wish I could offer you that degree of foresight,” he said. “It would improve my account of several more recent afternoons.”

“Knowing which task you remember is useful.”

“It was a practical one. Put the prepared material where it needed to be. Make sure the next person could do their part.”

He rubbed a thumb over a small rough patch in the chair arm. Della watched the gesture while she considered the distinction. It would have been easy to put a voice into his memory for him. She could quote Oleta's sentence, describe the cue and ask whether that was what he meant. If he agreed out of recognition now, she would have an answer shaped by her question rather than a stronger account of the past.

Instead she read back what she had written.

“You remember loading a prepared reel before the advertised live presentation. You don't remember being able to identify the reader from hearing that reel.”

“That's right.”

“And you wouldn't use your memory to settle which of these two surviving sequences a listener heard.”

“I'd rather you listened to them.”

“We have. We'll keep checking what they are.”

Fergus nodded toward the reception window. “There used to be much less glass between somebody doing a job and somebody asking about it.”

“The old showroom.”

“Yes. You know that part better than I could describe it now. I'm liable to put something where it stood years afterward.”

Della made a small note to keep the old layout beside the source descriptions when it became relevant. They had a record for that; they did not need Fergus to draw a perfect floor plan from his chair.

“What are you doing for the anniversary?” she asked.

“Whatever I've agreed to when somebody writes it down. Twyla has a much firmer idea of what she isn't doing.”

“I'm seeing her in a little while.”

“Then you'll hear it directly.”

Before he left, Fergus asked whether the old equipment would be displayed. Della said they were still deciding what helped explain the story and what merely occupied a table.

“Good distinction,” he said. “Some of it could do both.”

She closed the notebook at the end of their half hour. She had a useful account of a practical task, and it was still the account Fergus had brought with him.

***
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OLETA'S WORKSHOP SMELLED faintly of warm fabric. Della had walked over from the station with enough time to spare that she stopped outside to straighten the twisted strap of her bag before going in.

Twyla was holding a strip of cloth against a curtain while Oleta regarded it with concentrated dislike.

“It's nearly the same,” Twyla said.

“That's the trouble.”

Della waited beside the doorway until Oleta waved her toward a clear chair. The room contained many chairs, but only this one appeared to have been intended recently for sitting.

“If it were properly different, I could decide to use it,” Oleta said. “Nearly the same looks like I failed to notice.”

Twyla lowered the strip. “Then use the darker one.”

“I might.”

“You said you wouldn't.”

“I have now been shown something worse.”

Della laughed. Oleta looked pleased for a moment, then returned to the curtain. There was a damaged stretch along one edge. It had already been unpicked neatly, leaving a line of old stitches that marked where the repair had to work with what remained.

“Is this for the display?” Della asked.

“This is for a window,” Oleta said. “The display can have something smaller.”

Twyla set down the rejected cloth. “Something finished, preferably. I'm not promising to spend the night before sewing whatever occurs to somebody that afternoon.”

“Nobody has asked you to.”

“I'm putting it into circulation early.”

Della took out the small page on which she had written Oleta's preference during yesterday's call. She did not open the case notebook. Oleta noticed the difference and pulled the darker fabric toward her.

“If we can establish the received order,” Della said, “I'd like to thank you accurately. I'd also like you to enjoy the day.”

“The second part is more likely if the first doesn't last very long.”

“How short?”

“You say what the recording shows. You can say I read the welcome. Then we can do something else.”

“Would you answer a question about something you're making now?”

“That depends on the question.”

“A reasonable objection.”

“People ask how long something took when they ought to ask whether it works.”

Della considered the curtain. “Does this one work?”

“It keeps the neighbors from seeing the table.”

Twyla looked around the crowded room. “A public service.”

The three of them laughed, and the proposed anniversary conversation became easier to imagine. Oleta could talk about a current repair because she had opinions about it, not because Della needed a pleasing ending to a historical story.

They agreed that any acknowledgment would be brief, with one present-day question settled beforehand. Oleta did not want an open invitation for visitors to ask her about the old recording throughout the reception. Twyla could discuss a selected textile piece later, provided its scale and timing were agreed.

Della wrote those preferences in ordinary words. She left the historical claim conditional. A conversation about participation could happen now without pretending the source question had already been answered.

Oleta laid the darker strip against the curtain. This time she left it there.

“That looks deliberate,” Della said.

“It will when I've done it.”

She showed Della the edge she intended to preserve and the small section that would need support beneath the new cloth. Della knew little about the method, but she could see why cutting away everything worn would leave an entirely different curtain.

She asked one practical question and received a detailed answer that had nothing to do with radio. For several minutes, Oleta was simply someone explaining a choice she cared about. Della liked listening to her in that capacity.

At a quarter to one, she put her page away. She had time to return to the station, eat the lunch waiting there, and reach the print shop for the appointment she had arranged with Errol. She did not need to turn a good visit into a late one.

Twyla caught her eye as she stood. “Smaller,” she reminded her.

“I've written it down.”

“Excellent. I trust paper more when I've watched someone write it.”

***
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THE PRINT SHOP'S PROOF table was less crowded than Errol's accounts of his dining table had led Della to expect.

He had cleared a space for the anniversary booklet. Beside it stood a miniature door with a frame no higher than Della's hand. The door was painted green. Its handle was a tiny bright loop.

“Is that for us?” she asked.

“Only if the station has become much smaller since yesterday.”

He turned it gently so she could see the hinge. It belonged to a little stage set he was making, and he was dissatisfied with the way it opened.

“It opens,” Della said.

“It opens like a door being pushed by a giant.”

“Isn't that unavoidable?”

“I try not to use that word until I've tried the unreasonable alternatives.”

She watched him ease it backward. The painted panel moved more slowly this time, revealing a dark rectangle behind it. He had made the wall around the frame just uneven enough to look inhabited.

Della resisted asking whether he could make something similar for the display. He had shown her something he enjoyed. That did not make it an offer of extra work.

Errol set the little door aside and spread out the proof. The caption beneath Rosamund's photograph was still there, with Della's pencil line beside it.

“Where did the wording come from?” she asked.

“It has been a convenient description. The formal opening is the bit people recognize. The production copy gives you that immediately.”

“Then the welcome and cue.”

“Yes. When somebody wants a short piece of the beginning, that arrangement is easy to use.”

Della could hear it again, as she had at lunch the day before: occasion, name, welcome, music. She understood its appeal. A rehearsal sequence could be useful long after the rehearsal, without anyone setting out to make a historical claim its arrangement did not justify.

“Do you know who first shortened the description to this?”

“No. I wouldn't attach a name to it just because I've printed the words.”

“Fair enough.”

She put the two source orders beside the proof. Errol read them, then moved the domestic line closer to him.

“If your investigation establishes this one, what do you want here?”

Della had an immediate temptation to write The welcome before the opening. It had rhythm. It also risked confusing the very distinction she was trying to make.

“I don't have the replacement yet.”

“Then I won't set one.”

“How late can we leave it?”

“Late enough to get it right. I need an agreed proof before I print the page. That doesn't mean the world ends if the proof changes.”

He showed her which parts could be finished independently: the current contributors, the event times once confirmed, the basic station information. The historical caption occupied a small space. It did not have to hold the whole booklet hostage, and the booklet did not have to compel a premature answer.

They chose a later proof check. Della marked the sentence review after source comparison rather than cross out Rosamund's name.

Errol fetched a different pencil, one with a point fine enough to make a mark beside the smallest type without obscuring it. Della accepted it with the slight embarrassment of a person whose own pencil had become a blunt instrument.

“You could sharpen yours,” he said.

“I was hoping the questions would get larger.”

“Usually it's the qualifications.”

She made the mark neatly. The caption was no longer treated as settled, but Rosamund had not been replaced by a more appealing certainty. There would be time to tell both women what the evidence supported before she asked them to approve words beneath their photographs.

When Della handed back the pencil, Errol had the miniature door between his fingers again.

“What happens behind it?” she asked.

“In the scene? An argument about a dinner invitation.”

“Does the door help?”

“It gives someone a way to leave.”

“Useful.”

He opened it slowly enough that the little green panel now seemed to possess its own weight
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