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Chapter 1: Three People Remember
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The woman in the green coat began selling furniture before Saffron had taken her hands off the piano.

“Room for all your days,” she sang, with the emphatic pleasure of someone finding the right key in a crowded drawer.

“Bread,” said the man beside her.

Della moved the plate of biscuits out of reach of his elbow.

“Just a moment. Let her finish.”

“That was the finish.” The woman smiled. “Then they told you where the shop was. I can’t sing the directions.”

“You wouldn’t need to,” said Saffron. “The tune’s quite short.”

She had brought three pages of music to Studio B, none of them agreeing about which corner ought to be uppermost. A pencil lay across the open score. Beside it, a rubber band secured a packet of pages that appeared to be doing their best to escape. Della had expected a small, orderly meeting. She had even put out only six cups.

Now all three invited listeners were leaning forward.

“It was bread,” the man said again. “Fresh bread for the way home. Millpond Bread. I used to hear it and realize I hadn’t bought any.”

“The tune didn’t belong to a bakery,” the third listener said. She had kept her handbag on her lap, both hands folded over its clasp, until the piano started. “Handspan Repairs. Put it right and carry on.”

She sang it, too, rather softly. Saffron’s pencil stopped moving.

Through the closed door came a brief laugh from the corridor, then the familiar soft bump of somebody carrying something too wide past reception. The station’s Monday continued around them. At Ten had finished at ten-fifty; the operator on duty had the output, Mina had put this meeting in the calendar, and nobody in Studio B needed to race back to a live microphone. Della could give the woman time to reach the last word.

“I took my sewing machine there,” she added. “They had a bell that sounded as if something much larger was about to arrive.”

“Alder and Spoke had an upstairs room,” said the woman in green. “All those chairs. You could sit in fourteen before admitting you couldn’t afford the fifteenth.”

“That doesn’t tell us who had the tune first,” the man said.

“No,” Della agreed. “But it does tell us what you remember.”

She pulled three small slips from her notebook and gave each memory a page of its own. The furniture shop acquired its ampersand after a brief consultation. The bakery needed no correction. Handspan was one word; the woman with the sewing machine was certain of that because she had looked at it on a receipt for a disappointing amount of money.

In December, a glimpse of Saffron’s proposed anniversary music had brought these incompatible recollections tumbling out. Today they had come deliberately, in daylight, with chairs and time to compare them. Della had thought that might soften their certainty. Instead, each person’s remembered errand seemed to have furnished the tune with a shopfront, a season and an incontrovertible place in the world.

“Do you remember when?” she asked.

The woman in green drew breath, reconsidered, and said, “Before we replaced the dining table.”

“Was that—”

“No. Don’t put that down. We looked for years.”

The bakery customer began with an account of a job he had held, then stopped to work out whether he had already changed jobs when the bread wrapper changed color. Della left the date blank. By the time they reached Handspan, the third listener was shaking her head.

“I know the machine came back working. I won’t swear to a year.”

“Good,” Mina said. “We don’t need a year invented to fill a box.”

She sat with her notebook balanced on one knee, wearing the expression Della recognized from production meetings: interested, but prepared to prevent enthusiasm from making a promise the afternoon couldn’t keep.

Saffron played the little phrase again. No one sang this time. It rose and settled, leaving Della with the irritating feeling that a familiar object had been moved a few inches to the left. She could now hear each set of words trying to occupy it.

“Which words did you have?” she asked Saffron.

“None.”

“That must have been peaceful.”

“It was.” Saffron lifted the top page of her score. Beneath it were several bars Della couldn’t read and a vigorous diagonal line. “I was working out what should follow it.”

Hugh, sitting near the door, smiled into his cup.

“Have I missed something?” Della asked him.

“Only that Saffron came with some music.”

“And has been given three businesses,” Saffron said.

The listeners laughed. Della did, too, although she had already begun to imagine an anniversary feature built around the answer. A piece of music passing through the town unrecognized, then returned at last to its proper name. There was an opening in that. There was a satisfying final sentence.

First they would need the name.

“Would any of you have a recording?” she asked.

The question produced three different forms of hesitation. Possibly a cassette at home. Possibly nothing. Possibly an old advertisement someone had kept for reasons unrelated to its music. Della wrote down what each person was willing to look for and resisted turning a possibility into an appointment.

“We’ll compare what we can actually find,” she said. “You needn’t dismantle your houses.”

“My husband will be relieved,” said the woman in green. “He remembers the chairs differently.”

Saffron pinned the three slips to the board beside her working page. They looked absurdly tidy there, each business in Della’s handwriting, each claim complete within its little rectangle.

“I’d like to know who composed it before we decide what to call the anniversary theme,” Della said.

“So would I.” Saffron turned back to the piano. “And I’d like there to be some theme left after that bit.”

***
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AT A QUARTER PAST TWELVE, Hugh extracted a slice of pickle from Della’s sandwich and placed it on the edge of her plate.

“I was going to eat that.”

“You still can. It was making a bid for the floor.”

“The floor would have enjoyed it.”

They had taken their lunch into the courtyard, where a narrow patch of sun reached the table and very little else. Della kept her coat on. Hugh had found two folded cushions inside and was using one to compensate for a chair that seemed designed to encourage short visits.

His sandwich lay square and manageable on its paper. Hers had acquired height rather than structural integrity.

“You could have asked for less filling,” he said.

“I’ve turned fifty-nine. I don’t intend to celebrate by asking for less lunch.”

“Friday has made you reckless.”

“Friday made me fifty-nine. This was a preexisting condition.”

He put a hand around his cup. Della ate the rescued pickle, then considered the cheese now protruding from the opposite side. She could see the kitchen window behind Hugh, its lower corner misted from somebody’s washing-up. A coat hung from the back of a chair inside. For once, neither of them had to finish a conversation standing in a doorway.

“I know what I’d like,” she said.

“For your birthday?”

“For Saturday. Used travel books. Somewhere with shelves that don’t arrange the whole world according to how recently it was published. Then lunch.”

Hugh looked pleased. “Any particular country?”

“Several. Preferably contradictory.”

“Do you want to go somewhere, or read about somebody else regretting it?”

“I’ll decide when I see the books.”

“Lunch might help.”

“It usually does.”

He asked whether she wanted to leave early. Della nearly said that depended on what came back from the listeners, whether there was someone they could call on, whether a short visit might fit neatly before—

She stopped with the sandwich halfway to her mouth.

Hugh waited.

“Eleven-thirty,” she said. “From eleven-thirty onward. I may need to do something briefly in the morning, but it will be finished well before then.”

“Do you want me to collect you?”

“Yes.”

“Then I will.”

She liked the ease of that answer. There had been years when arranging a pleasant afternoon seemed to require an explanation for wanting one. Hugh was already deciding whether they would need a bag for the books.

“One bag,” she said.

“Each?”

“You see why I asked you.”

He laughed, and she leaned across the table to touch his hand. His fingers turned under hers for a moment. Then he reclaimed them to stop his napkin from blowing into the empty chair.

“I reserve the right to look at maps,” he said.

“Of course. I reserve the right to buy a book for a journey I have no intention of taking.”

“That may require a second bag.”

They ate. Della told him about a travel writer who had devoted what felt like six pages to a particularly uncooperative hotel window. Hugh said windows were often more memorable than museums, which led to an argument about whether he meant that sincerely or merely knew she disagreed. By the time they went inside, her sandwich was gone and his paper was folded into a neat, accusing square.

At the kitchen sink she brushed a crumb from his sleeve. He kissed her, briefly, before taking the cups.

“I’m here until three-thirty,” he said. “If you need the room moved around for the music comparison, tell me before I start the other job.”

“I will.”

Saturday stayed where she had put it.

***
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AT FIVE PAST ONE, SAFFRON arrived at the production desk carrying her folder under one arm and the pencil in her hand. Mina had opened a fresh document. Della had made a heading on paper.

“Composer,” Mina read.

“With the name here.” Della indicated the long blank line beneath it. “And the other details below. Where people heard it, the businesses, the different words.”

“Whose arrangement?”

“That too.”

“Whose words?”

“We don’t know yet.”

“I mean where would you put them?”

Della looked at the space she had left. It was not generous.

Saffron laid her folder down and drew out a page. “Before we decide where to put anyone, this is where I got the fragment.”

The label identified it as part of the anniversary collection supplied for her work. Della bent closer. The lettering had been printed, not added in Saffron’s restless pencil.

“I was allowed to use the collection to develop ideas,” Saffron said. “I wasn’t told I was looking at a complete history of everything in it. This caught my ear.”

“Not something you remembered from an advertisement?”

“No. I worked from what I was given.”

She said it without injury, simply moving a fact into reach. Della was grateful. The morning could too easily have made Saffron feel that everyone else had arrived to explain her own work to her.

“Do you have the message that came with it?” Mina asked.

“I can look it out. Not in this folder.”

“Please do. And keep the page with your working material. I want us to be able to follow the source back, not just recognize the tune.”

Saffron tucked it into a clear sleeve rather than leaving it loose among the music. Della wrote a reminder to ask for the accompanying message. It would be useful to know what the collection actually said, and what it didn’t.

“We can listen to things for comparison,” Mina said. “That doesn’t mean everything somebody brings us can go on air. We’ll decide what we want to use when we know what it is, then check the permissions for that use.”

“No advertisements masquerading as a birthday party,” Della said.

“And no promise that we’ll play somebody’s whole cassette because they’ve found it in a cupboard.”

Della amended her note to the listeners. Beside recording, she added for comparison. Mina watched, satisfied, then turned the paper with the proposed heading toward herself.

“I need these separate.” She drew three small boxes below the long composer line. “Arrangement. Words. Source. We can leave them empty.”

“It will look rather unfinished.”

“It is unfinished.”

Saffron set her pencil across the page. “And somewhere for the music I’m writing now.”

Della shifted her notebook to make room. “Yes. Of course.”

Mina added that field on the screen. She had another production job at twenty to two, and they used the remaining minutes to agree who would ask for what. The listeners would search only for the things they had offered. Saffron would retrieve the accompanying message. They would compare the remembered versions that afternoon while Hugh was still booked, without pretending that memories were recordings.

When Mina went back to her other work, Della carried her paper to the board in Studio B. She pinned it above the slips, straightened the bakery by a fraction, and stepped back.

Alder & Spoke Furnishings. Millpond Bread. Handspan Repairs.

Three people had remembered the tune. Each had brought it home to a different place.

Above them, the line for its composer was still empty.
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Chapter 2: After the Third Note
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Saffron put seven pencil marks on a sheet of paper and handed it to Della.

“That,” she said, “is the part we can start with.”

Della looked at the marks. “I could have written those.”

“You can write the next lot.”

At two o’clock, Studio B had lost its audience and most of its cups. Hugh brought the last empty chair away from the piano so that Della could sit where she could see Saffron’s hands. The three business slips remained on the board, but Saffron had turned her own developing music facedown.

“This afternoon we’re comparing what we heard people sing,” she said. “Not the advertisements they heard.”

“Understood.”

“I want that on the paper.”

Della wrote it above the seven marks. Saffron’s mouth twitched.

“Now play it,” Della said, “before you give me homework.”

The first three notes came evenly. Saffron paused, played a note that rose from the third, repeated that higher note twice, then let the last one fall and remain sounding.

In the morning, Della had heard a piece of music small enough to tuck into a pocket. Slowed down, it had rooms. There was space in the middle where she wanted something to happen, and a final note that lingered after she had expected to move on.

“Again?”

Saffron played it again.

Della followed the marks with her pencil. At the pause she moved to the next mark, then had to move back.

“That isn’t another note,” Saffron said.

“I know. My pencil didn’t.”

“Leave it some room.”

Della copied the seven marks underneath, this time putting a gap after the third. The page began to look less like a fence and more like a fence somebody could get through.

“Three notes,” she said. “A wait.”

“A pause.”

“A pause. Then up.”

“One step up from the third note.” Saffron demonstrated just those two sounds. “That’s the fourth note we hear. Not a leap of a fourth.”

Della glanced at Hugh.

“Heard you,” he said. “No translation required.”

“I was checking.”

“You were looking for support.”

“Those can be the same thing.”

Saffron played the little rise again, then the three repeated higher sounds in their place after the pause. Her hands were economical, nothing wasted in the movement. Della could hear how much more exact the phrase became when someone refused to wave a hand over the difficult bit and call it familiar.

“So the fourth is higher,” she said. “The fifth and sixth stay there. The seventh comes down and lasts longer.”

“Yes.”

“Seven sounded notes.”

“Seven.”

“And the pause after three.”

Saffron nodded, then played the furniture customer’s version as she had taken it down that morning. She followed it with the bakery customer’s, and then the repair customer’s. At this pace Della could feel the temptation to fill the silence for them. Their remembered words wanted to hurry her onward, while the little opening held its ground.

“Close,” Hugh said.

“Very,” said Della.

“Close is what I can offer today,” Saffron said. “They weren’t giving polished performances. People sing what they remember, and they adjust it while they’re doing it.”

“But you heard that gap in all three?”

“Yes. And that rise, and the falling end. That’s why I want the whole phrase, not just the beginning.”

She played the first few notes of something else, then stopped. Della’s mouth had already prepared to supply more.

“Don’t,” Saffron said, laughing. “That was the point. A few notes can send you somewhere you know. It doesn’t mean we’ve arrived.”

Hugh shifted his chair a little so that his knee no longer rested against the piano. “Keep the end in the comparison.”

“And the silence,” Della said.

“Especially the silence.”

She wrote the description beneath her marks. Three even notes. Pause. Fourth up one step. Fifth and sixth repeat it. Seventh falls and holds. It wasn’t elegant, but she could point to each part while Saffron played, and nothing in the description required a listener to know which way a stem ought to face on a staff.

“May I try?” Della asked.

Saffron moved along the bench. “The pencil, or the piano?”

“The pencil. You’ve had enough shocks.”

She tapped the first three marks with the blunt end, waited, then tapped the remaining four. Her last tap was no longer than any of the others.

“That’s the trouble with tapping,” Hugh said. “You can’t leave it sounding.”

Della held the pencil down on the final mark. Saffron played underneath the gesture. This time Della felt the shape of the whole thing without trying to pack a remembered shop into it.

She could see an explanation taking form: a phrase anyone could follow, a handful of ordinary words, someone sitting at this piano to show what stayed and what changed. It would be far better than asking people to believe a computer had drawn a convincing picture.

“Not a name yet,” Saffron said.

Della looked up.

“You have your opening voice.”

“My what?”

“The voice you use when you’ve begun presenting something in your head.”

Hugh looked down, too late to disguise his expression.

“I’m entitled to think about how we tell it,” Della said.

“Certainly. I just haven’t told you who wrote it.”

“No,” Della admitted. “You haven’t.”

Saffron let her hands rest in her lap. The final vibration had gone. Della looked at the seven marks and the blank interval among them. A small piece of music could have been made by almost anyone. Three people could recognize it and still leave her with that.

She put a box around her description, not around any of the business names.

***
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MINA READ THE PROPOSED question aloud.

“Who wrote the same song?”

“Too loose?” Della asked.

“Which song?”

They had returned to the production desk after putting Studio B back in order. Hugh had a little over half an hour left before his booked finish, and Della had promised him this would take less than that. Mina had finished one item, sent another for checking and cleared a space beside her keyboard.

“The tune all three people recognized,” Della said.

“Then why say song?”

“To keep it simple.”

Mina turned the paper so that the seven marks faced her. “Are you asking who wrote the music? Or the words the furniture customer sang?”

“The music first.”

“Then we should ask that.”

Della crossed out same song. The phrase had looked so useful until Mina required it to mean something.

“Shared phrase,” she wrote instead.

“Better,” Hugh said.

“And when we’ve found out who made it, we can put the other uses around that answer.”

Mina didn’t reply immediately. She leaned back to look at the paper from a little farther away.

“Which part of it belongs to that name?” she asked.

“The original part.”

“We don’t have an original yet.”

“No. That is why we’re looking.”

“I mean we don’t know what we’ll be naming. Someone could make a melody. Someone else could choose the speed, or put different instruments under it. Someone could write those words. I need a question that leaves me room to tell those things if they matter.”

Della glanced at her first heading. She had wanted an invitation, not a form with expandable fields. Yet Mina would be the one trying to make the final piece clear, and there was no use offering her a clean sentence that broke as soon as anyone answered it.

“Who made which parts,” she said slowly.

“And how did they get from one place to another?” Mina asked.

Hugh nodded. “That would give you something to find.”

“It gives me several things to find.”

“Still an improvement over assuming we’ve found one.”

Della made a face at him. He was immune.

“What about the age of the sound?” she asked. “Suppose one of these recordings turns out to sound much older than the others.”

“Then we’ll have a recording that sounds older.”

“And you won’t tell me a year?”

“Not from that. People can make a new recording sound old. An old recording can have a very good new copy. I’d want to know where it came from.”

He said it lightly enough, but Della wrote it down. She had heard too many listeners use an old-fashioned voice as if it were a date stamped into metal. She could readily imagine doing the same herself if the voice fitted the story she wanted to tell.

Mina tried the revised question aloud. It survived being spoken, which Della considered the first useful test of anything intended for radio. They took out a spare word, put it back, and settled on the shorter version.

“Who made the different parts of this phrase, and how did it travel?”

Della could say that without pausing to explain herself. She still hoped the answer would lead them back to one person at the beginning, someone they could put in the chair and thank properly.

Hugh gathered his things. “Leave me the actual sources when they arrive. Not your best guess at what they ought to be.”

“We’ll label the guesses,” Mina said.

“Separately,” Della added before either of them could.

***
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AT HOME THAT EVENING, Della found that the last portion of soup was a little less generous than she remembered. She made toast to accompany it and then another slice because she liked the first.

The kitchen was quiet except for the spoon against the pan. She ate at the table, looking out at the darkened window until it became less a view than a reflection of her own lamp. There were things she could have written down before she forgot them. They would still be things in the morning.

Her book waited beside the unfinished jigsaw.

Someone had photographed a coastline in a light that made all the difficult bits look inviting. Della had spent twenty minutes on a small blue piece the previous evening and had come to suspect it belonged to the sky rather than the sea. Tonight she tried it once against the place she had already rejected, found the same unyielding difference, and laid it down.

The book was more accommodating, although its spine preferred an earlier chapter. She opened to her bookmark and watched the pages spring back.

“Oh, don’t start.”

She held it open with her wrist while she carried her plate to the sink, an arrangement that required her to come back and begin again. At last she took the book to the comfortable chair and settled it across her knees.

The bookmark was uneven at one end. She liked that about it. A perfectly square piece would have done the job just as well and given her less pleasure every time she found it.

In the chapter she was reading, a traveler had arrived somewhere with a magnificent view and immediately needed to find a shop that sold socks. Della sympathized. Practical discomfort was often the part omitted from an account until one had bought the ticket. She turned a page, then went back to enjoy a sentence she had skimmed too quickly.

On Saturday she could look for more books like this, and others quite unlike it. She hoped Hugh would find a map with an unnecessary fold. He liked a map he could spread out; she liked a book she could carry away. Between them, they might manage to leave the shop before lunch became an early dinner.

The traveler had a poor opinion of the local buses, although by Della’s reckoning he had only caught one. She turned back to check. He had missed the other two, which she thought ought to count against him rather than the buses.

She smiled into her cup. It was a pleasure to disagree with someone who couldn’t insist on answering immediately. She would keep the book, she decided, even if the remainder became entirely sensible. There was room on the shelf if she moved the gardening books together, and she had never been persuaded that a row of books ought to end exactly at the edge of the wood.

The shelf could wait until she had finished reading.

She tucked the blanket over her feet.

For a moment the afternoon’s little tune returned, uninvited. Della tried to attach the bakery words to it, then caught herself supplying the furniture words instead. The pause stayed where Saffron had left it. Everything that tried to fill the phrase seemed less obedient.

She let it go and turned the page.
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Chapter 3: A Useful Name
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Rosamund answered the arranged call with an apology to someone who was not Della.

“Not you,” she said into the receiver. “I’ve just moved a plant. It took exception.”

“Shall I call back?”

“No. It will have to manage.”

Della settled in the station’s interview corner, where the chair was comfortable so long as she remembered not to lean against the arm with the loose cushion. It was a quarter past eleven on Tuesday. Mina had handed her the number, confirmed that Rosamund was expecting the call, and gone to check an item for later in the day. No recorder was running.

“I have three versions of the phrase now,” Della said. “Or three people remembering it with different words. Saffron’s been helping us compare them.”

“I wondered what would come of that.”

Della described the three even notes, the pause, the little rise and the held falling end. Then, at Rosamund’s request, she hummed it. The last note wavered. She tried again.

“I’m not auditioning,” she said.

“Then you can breathe.”

Rosamund hummed something back. Della recognized enough to sit forward, but the ending wasn’t quite what Saffron had played.

“That sounds close.”

“There were several. They were exercises for coming in together—listening, counting, leaving the other person their space. I used them for cue work as well.”

“Yours?”

“Yes. I made them. But I wouldn’t tell you which one you’ve got from your humming, particularly when you’re describing what someone else remembers.”

Della glanced toward Mina, who had returned to collect a folder from the small table. She held up one finger, then wrote Rosamund—exercises on her pad.

“Were they meant to be performed?” Della asked.

“They were meant to be played. That isn’t always the same ambition. Sometimes you write something because a roomful of people need to learn to come in after a cue instead of all coming in when they feel ready.”

“Did it work?”

“On good days.”

Della could hear Rosamund smiling now. It made the old exercises seem less like exhibits and more like pages someone had actually used, with people turning them the wrong way around and asking whether they could begin again.

“Could we see them?”

“I have a music folder. At least, I have the folder I think you want. Some of those pages moved around with lessons. The divider says ‘Count and enter.’ It won’t all be station material.”

“That’s all right.”

“And you ought to speak to Ansel Peverell.”

Della wrote the name carefully. “Why Ansel?”

“He arranged music for commercial work. He used some of those exercises later, with permission. He’ll remember his work better than I do.”

“Did he change them?”

“I should hope he did. There’s not much point employing an arranger to leave everything alone.”

Della smiled. Rosamund’s impatience was usually most useful when it fell on a careless question rather than on the person asking it.

“Would he have written anything that could be mistaken for yours?”

“He wrote and arranged all sorts of things. Ask him what he used. I remember the family of exercises; I’m not going to supply the whole family tree over the telephone.”

A useful name was one thing. Here were two, and neither came with the tidy certainty Della had felt beginning to gather around the first.

They agreed on Friday at Rosamund’s music room. Della checked the journey time in her calendar rather than trusting herself to remember it at the end of a show. There would be time to get there without hurrying the end of the show.

“One other thing,” she said. “Could you look for any welcome sheets or session material with those exercises? The old recorded welcome is still not attached to a particular reader.”

“I can look. I have a separate folder for the launch work.”

“Anything showing what was read, or in what order, would help.”

“I know. I won’t substitute a memory for a page.”

“Thank you.”

“Nor will I promise the page is there.”

After the call, Mina leaned against the table long enough to read the two names.

“Promising?” she asked.

“Very.”

“Certain?”

“Rosamund has a folder.”

“That sounds better.”

Della put a small square beside Friday’s appointment and left the names without ticks. Beyond the interview corner, someone was trying to persuade the reception stapler to accept a fresh strip. It objected twice, then yielded. Della found herself hoping the folder would be as obliging.

***
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SAFFRON’S PAGE HAD a crooked arrow pointing away from the fragment.

“The arrow isn’t part of the music,” she told Della.

“I had worked that out.”

“You were staring at it.”

“It has conviction.”

“It needs it. That passage has moved three times.”

They were back in Studio B at noon. Saffron had brought the material she had promised, and Mina stood at the table with the accompanying message open beside the collection item. Della recognized the label from Monday. This time she could see it in the context in which Saffron had received it, rather than as a page carried separately to a meeting.

“This one,” Saffron said, indicating the item. “That’s what I consulted. Here’s where I copied the fragment into my working page.”

She laid the two alongside each other. Della could follow the physical correspondence even where she couldn’t read the music: the short cluster at the beginning of Saffron’s page, the space after it, the pencil developing something farther along.

“The collection was supplied for the anniversary work,” Mina said, reading. “This is the relevant receipt. May I keep a copy of this part with our notes?”

“Yes. Please leave out the other work in the message.”

“Of course.”

Mina selected the part they needed. Della turned the current music page slightly, careful to keep her hands away from the loose stack beneath it.

“And this is what follows?”

“It will be, if I can make it behave.” Saffron touched the new line with the blunt end of her pencil. “The old fragment stops. This answers it. Or that’s what I’m trying to do.”

“Would you play it?”

“Not yet.”

Della looked up.

“Not because it’s secret. Because you’ll hear me do it once and start imagining that version in a running order. I haven’t decided whether I like it.”

Mina made a small approving sound.

“I am being very fairly described today,” Della said.

Saffron laughed. “You can hear it when it’s ready to be heard.”

She returned to the table, not to the piano. Della appreciated the distinction, even as she wished for a few notes. There was music in front of her that did not exist anywhere else yet. It seemed a shame to have the conversation occupied entirely by what had existed before.

“What do you want the new part to do?” she asked.

“Give us somewhere to go. The fragment is an entrance, not a whole room.”

“For another instrument?”

“Possibly. Or another person. I’m working on it.”

Della told her about Rosamund’s exercises and Ansel’s name. Saffron took the news with interest rather than the relief Della had half expected.

“That should help with the old part,” she said.

“You weren’t worried about the three businesses?”

“I wanted to know why they recognized it. I still do. But I knew which material I’d used.”

Della looked again at the receipt. It showed how this particular item had reached Saffron. It did not reach backward through every hand that might have carried the phrase before the collection existed.

“So this answers where you looked,” she said. “Not who made everything you found there.”

“Exactly.”

Mina placed the permitted copy with the collection item and kept Saffron’s present page separate. No one needed to surrender a developing piece of music to Della’s filing system. Saffron gathered it up, put the crooked arrow uppermost and slipped the pencil through the folder’s elastic.

“Tell Rosamund I’d like to hear the others,” she said. “Not just the one that might be useful to us.”

“I will.”

It was an unexpectedly generous request. Della had been picturing the folder as a place from which to extract an answer. Saffron seemed to expect there might also be something worth hearing.

***
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BY TWO, DELLA HAD EATEN lunch, answered two ordinary messages and resisted the temptation to call Ansel Peverell before the agreed time. She reached him at the first ring.

“Rosamund said you might,” he told her.

“I hope she gave you some idea why.”

“A short tune and several long memories.”

“That’s a fair summary.”

“Which businesses?”

Della named them. There was a pause, then the faint scrape of something moving across a desk at his end.

“Yes,” he said. “Those are names I know. Don’t ask me to give you every date off the top of my head.”

“I won’t. What did you do for them?”

“Arrangements and production. Different jobs. I licensed material where I used it; I didn’t collect tunes by helping myself.”

“I wasn’t suggesting you did.”

“No, I know. It’s a distinction I’m fond of.”

His voice had a dry, brisk quality Della liked. She explained the anniversary fragment and the listeners’ recollections. Ansel asked her to repeat the repair words, then said that if they wanted to compare versions, they should ask the businesses for the full items, not simply ask people to sing them.

“That’s the plan.”

“Good. Ask for the paperwork with them. The words and the music won’t necessarily be described on the same page.”

“Do you have copies?”

“I have retained signed papers and references from my side. I can get those out. The client files are where you want to look for their complete campaign packages.”

Della drew a line down a page. On one side she put the businesses; on the other, Ansel’s music-source papers.

“Rosamund thinks you used some of her cue exercises.”

“I did. She wrote a useful small piece. You can do a surprising amount with a useful small piece.”

“Would you recognize which one from the words?”

“I’d prefer to recognize it from the music.”

Della laughed. “Everyone is being very reasonable.”

“Disappointing for you?”

“A little inconvenient.”

He chuckled, then described how they could arrange to see his retained papers. Della wrote down the offer and checked the best way to send the three specific requests. Ansel was clear about what he could show himself and what would have to come from a holder. He remembered his part in the work. He did not pretend the clients’ shelves were extensions of his own.

Before hanging up, he asked whether she intended to call the anniversary piece a jingle.

“Not necessarily.”

“Wise. People sometimes use the word to mean anything too short to respect.”

Della looked at Saffron’s empty chair. “We’re trying not to.”

When she reached reception a few minutes later, Errol had just come in from the print shop. His coat carried a scatter of damp spots, and he was unbuttoning it with the deliberate irritation of a man who had been promised merely a possibility of rain.

“Twelve minutes,” he said. “It chose the middle four.”

Della took the papers he had brought and made room on the counter. He saw the business names at the top of her notebook.

“You’re still after that little tune?”

“We’ve begun properly.”

“I remember people playing something like it. Not just the advertisements.”

“Live?”

“Yes. Locally. I wouldn’t attach those shop words to the occasion, though. It’s the playing I remember.”

She asked what he could place with confidence. Errol considered, gave her the limited recollection, and refused to make it tidier merely because she had a pencil ready. She noted that
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