
  
  
      
        
          Una Corda

          A Piano Tuner's Ear Mystery, Book Six

		      
          Abby Ferndale

        

        
          
          
        

      

    


  
  Copyright © 2026 Abby Ferndale 
All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the author, except for brief quotations in reviews.
This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Hagstone Island and its people do not exist. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.









  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        1.
        
        Priddock
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        2.
        
        St Michael's
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        3.
        
        The Clocks Go Back
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        4.
        
        Peggy
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        5.
        
        Blocked and Cleared
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        6.
        
        Evenin'
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        7.
        
        I Think
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        8.
        
        Strings Tuned Alike
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        9.
        
        Open Mic
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        10.
        
        Contaminated
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        11.
        
        Fifty Years
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        12.
        
        Plainly
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        13.
        
        Right as Rain
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        14.
        
        Livestream
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        15.
        
        The Cracked Treble
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        16.
        
        Rehearsed
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        17.
        
        Things Without Ears
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        18.
        
        A Fourth Time
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        19.
        
        Una Corda
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        20.
        
        Remembrance
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        21.
        
        Corroboration, the Hard Way
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        22.
        
        Clients
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        23.
        
        Equals
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        24.
        
        Every Line
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    
  


  
  Chapter 1
Priddock


My father drove me up to Priddock on the third Saturday in October with the heater on full and the radio off, because he said the Mendips in autumn should be listened to, not talked over. 
He was right. I wound my window down an inch at the bottom of the hill, and the car filled with it: wet beech leaves, woodsmoke, the sour green smell of a field just muck-spread, and the climb, the engine labouring and changing down as the lane went up and up between high hedges and drystone walls. Sheep somewhere, a long way off. A tractor. And as we came out at the top onto the open ridge, the wind, sudden and cold and enormous, coming at the car side-on across miles of nothing, and the quarry. You can hear Priddock quarry before you get to the village: a deep grinding hum from somewhere below the lip of the hill, and every so often a crash like a giant dropping a sack of crockery.
"Saturday shift," said my father. "They used to blast at noon. You could set your watch by it." A pause, and the car slowing. "St Michael's clock, you couldn't. Four minutes fast, that one. Has been for years."
"Can't you fix it?"
"I service it," said my father, with dignity. "Once a year. I used to set it right, and the churchwarden would put it back. He says four minutes is close enough for God." The indicator ticked. "Chapel's on the left. Up the bank. Mind, she'll be waiting."
She was waiting.

I heard her before the car door was shut: a voice from the top of a flight of steps, clear and carrying and absolutely certain, the voice of a woman who has been telling people what to do on Sunday mornings for forty years and has never once needed to raise it.
"Miss Bird. You're late."
"It's two minutes past ten, Miss Bagnell."
"Ten is ten," said Jane Bagnell. "Good morning, Mr Bird. You'll have a cup of tea. You'll have it in the schoolroom, because the vestry's for business." A pause, and the voice coming down the steps towards me, quick, firm, a stick tapping on the stone, though by the sound of her she didn't need it. "And this is the dog. Mags Penny said there'd be a dog. Does it bark?"
"No."
"Good," said Jane. "Neither do I." And she put out her hand, and I found it: thin and cold and dry, and a grip like a man's. She smelled of lavender water and wool and Imperial Leather soap and, faintly, of paraffin. "Come in. I'll show you the patients."

Priddock Methodist Chapel is a box of grey stone on the side of the hill above the quarry, built in 1926 by the men who worked in it, out of the stone they dug, with their own hands, on Saturday afternoons and summer evenings, Jane told me, in the voice of someone reciting a creed. Inside it smelled of damp hymn books and floor polish and cold, the deep particular cold of a stone building in the hills in October that no heating ever reaches. Our footsteps went up into a plain plaster ceiling and came back flat and close. A gallery ran round three sides; I could hear it above us, the way the sound changed under its edge. Pews, varnished, that creaked when Crotchet brushed past them. And at the front, behind the pulpit, the organ.
"Given in 1932," said Jane Bagnell. "In memory of the eleven men who died in the quarry fall of the year before. Their names are on the brass plate on the case. Feel." She took my hand and put it on cold brass, letters cut deep, a column of them. "Edwin Leaker. Arthur Rowe. Samuel Bagnell; that was my grandfather. William Odell." Her voice didn't change on her grandfather's name. "Every family on this hill lost somebody. The chapel built the organ so they'd hear them every Sunday."
"It's a pipe organ."
"It is. Two manuals and a pedalboard, built by a man from Bristol. And the bottom F on the pedals sticks on, and has done since Easter, and sounds like a cow in labour all the way through the sermon." A sniff. "You don't do organs, Mags says."
"I don't. It's a different trade. I'll find you someone who does; there's an organ builder in Taunton I trust." I put my hand flat on the case. Cold wood. Somewhere inside, the long slow breath of a reservoir that hadn't quite emptied. "But I'll listen to it, if you'll play it."
"I don't play," said Jane. "Graham plays. On Sundays. Graham's our lay preacher, and our organist when there's no one else, which is always. He'll be here at eleven." A tap of the stick. "Now. The harmonium."

The harmonium lived in the schoolroom, behind the chapel, through a door that stuck: a long low room with a wooden floor and a smell of mice and old Sunday school chalk and a gas fire with a meter. It was a reed organ from about 1900, a pedal harmonium of the sort that used to be in every chapel and cottage parlour in England, with two treadles you pump with your feet to work the bellows and a row of stops with ivory knobs, half of which came off in my hand.
I sat down at it and pumped, and it wheezed like an old man going up a hill, and I played a chord, and three of the notes didn't sound and one sounded twice, a little reedy echo, and something inside it went scritch, scritch, and was quiet.
"Mice," said Jane, with satisfaction. "I told you. They've eaten the bellows cloth. There's a nest in the bass end; Peggy Rowe heard them babies squeaking in July and wouldn't come to Sunday school for a month."
"I can fix the bellows. And evict the mice."
"Humanely?"
"As humanely as mice allow."
"Good," said Jane. "The Lord made mice. He didn't make them to live in my harmonium."

And then the vestry.
It's a small room off the side of the chapel, with a door from the chapel and another, outside door to the lane. It's where the minister robes, when there is a minister, which there usually isn't, and where the steward does the books, which Jane did, she said, every Saturday evening of her life at the desk under the window. It smelled of paper and old varnish and lavender water and gas.
The gas was the heater.
It was on the wall beside the desk: a big old flued gas fire, the kind that has a pipe going straight out through the wall behind it, fed from the big gas tank that sat in the field behind the chapel. Jane turned it on with a hiss and a click and a whumph that made Crotchet's ears go back, and then it settled, and roared.
I stood in the doorway and listened to it, the way I listen to everything.
My father has a gas stove in the back of his workshop on Sadler Street, the old-fashioned sort, and when I was small and he was teaching me the voices of things, he taught me the voice of a flame. Listen, love. That's a happy flame. Hear it? Blue. Steady. A good strong roar, like wind in a chimney. That's the gas getting all the air it wants. And then he'd half-close the little shutter at the bottom and the roar would change, go soft and fluttering and lazy, a sort of yellow murmur. Hear that? That's a hungry flame. Starved. Not getting its air. That's when it starts making the poison you can't smell. If a fire ever sounds like that, you get out and open a window and you ring me.
Jane Bagnell's vestry fire was a happy flame. Blue and steady, a good strong roar. It filled the little room with heat in about a minute, a dry, heavy heat, and the smell of the gas went and the smell of hot dust came instead.
And over the roar, every forty seconds or so, a chirp.
High, bright, very short. A single electronic peep, like a bird in a hedge, a hair under an F-sharp. I'd heard it from the chapel without knowing what it was. Now, in the vestry, it was right above my head.
"What's that?"
"That," said Jane, "is the carbon-monoxide alarm. The gas man put it up five years ago and it's been chirping since August." A sniff. "It wants a battery. Graham's going to do it."
Peep. Forty seconds. Peep.
"It's the low-battery warning," I said. "It'll go on doing that till the battery's changed. And when it does go flat, it won't do anything at all. With a gas fire like that in a little room—"
"I know what it's for, Miss Bird. I'm seventy-two, not seven." A tap of the stick, sharper. "Graham's going to do it. He said so last week. The piano's over here."

The vestry upright was a Challen, Jane said, bought new for the Coronation in 1953 so the Sunday school could sing Zadok the Priest in the schoolroom, and brought into the vestry in 1980 when somebody decided the schoolroom was damp. It sat against the wall about four feet from the gas fire, which was the worst possible place for it, and it had been tuned, according to the minutes of the trustees' meeting, in 1987.
I lifted the lid and played middle C, and the Challen made a noise like an aunt being woken from a deep sleep: a sort of disapproving groan, a whole semitone flat, with two of the three strings fighting each other in a slow sour wobble and the felt on the hammer gone so hard it clicked.
"Well?" said Jane.
"It's a pitch raise," I said. "A big one. And new felts, eventually. And it shouldn't be next to that fire." I took my hands off the keys. "It'll take two Saturdays. This one and next. Then it'll hold for the centenary if nobody moves it."
"Nobody moves anything in this chapel," said Jane Bagnell, "without my say-so."

Graham Tull came at eleven, as she'd said he would, through the outside door from the lane, and I knew at once he was the sort of man everybody likes.
It was in his voice. A deep, warm, careful voice, a preacher's voice, every word laid down where it was meant to go like a man laying stones in a wall. A Mendip voice under it, somewhere, very faint, the edges smoothed off by forty years of sermons. He smelled of cold air and diesel and something sweet and dusty, cattle cake, I thought, and he shook my hand gently, the way people do who have been told I'm blind and are afraid they'll break something.
"Miss Bird. Graham Tull. I farm Higher Batch, over the hill; Marian's farm, I should say, Jane will correct me if I don't." A small laugh, quiet. "And I preach here, when they'll have me. Welcome to Priddock."
"Graham," said Jane. "That alarm."
"I know, Jane. I know." The voice didn't change at all; it stayed warm and steady and patient. "I'll see to that battery. Next week. I've got one in the Land Rover. I keep forgetting to bring it in. I'm sorry. It must be driving you mad."
Peep.
"It is," said Jane Bagnell.
"Then next Saturday," said Graham Tull. "Without fail." And I heard him smile. "You can put it in the minutes."

He played the organ for me, so I could hear the cipher. He played well: a hymn tune, steady and plain, the kind of playing that serves the singing rather than showing off, and the little organ filled the stone box of the chapel with sound, round and old-fashioned and a bit wheezy in the reeds. And under everything, from the first chord to the last and on after he'd taken his hands off, the bottom F on the pedals went on sounding: a low, dull, grumbling note that wouldn't stop, exactly like Jane had said.
"Cow in labour," said Graham Tull, apologetically, and laughed again.
And it was then, with the cipher still grumbling and Graham laughing on the organ bench, that the outside door of the vestry banged open hard enough to hit the wall, and a younger man's voice came through the chapel at full volume.
"Miss Bagnell. I want a word."
Jane didn't turn round. I heard her not turn round.
"Liam Odell," she said. "You'll wipe your feet."
"I've wiped my feet. I've wiped them every week for three months." Footsteps across the vestry, quick, angry, trainers squeaking on the boards; then on the flagstones of the chapel, coming towards us. A young voice, mid-twenties, rough at the edges, with Bristol in it, the long city vowels and the dropped endings. He smelled of cigarettes and wet denim and the inside of a guitar case. "The centenary. I've finished it. The song. I want to sing it."
"You've asked me before," said Jane Bagnell. "The answer's the same. Not in my chapel."
"It's about the quarry fall. It's about them." I heard him stop by the organ; I heard him, I suppose, look at the brass plate. "William Odell. That's my great-great-grandad. Edwin Leaker. That's Nan's dad. It's about them, Miss Bagnell. It's about the eleven. It's for them."
"It's a song you play in pubs," said Jane, "with a guitar, about a tragedy that's sacred to this village, written by a boy who left it when he was three and came back when he'd run out of money." Her voice didn't rise. It went colder. "The centenary is a service of worship and remembrance. We will sing the hymns those men sang. We will hear the organ they gave. We will not have a folk song."
"It's not a folk song—"
"Liam," said Graham Tull, gently, from the organ bench. "Come on, son. Not now. Miss Bird's working."
There was a silence. The cipher grumbled on.
Then Liam Odell laughed. A short, bitter, bright laugh, two notes, up and then down, with a little catch of breath before it.
"Course," he said. "Course, Uncle Graham. Not now. Never now."
And Graham laughed too, gently, ruefully, at the same moment, almost as an answer: and it was the same laugh. Not like it; the same shape. Two notes, up and down, with the same small catch before it. One rough and young and bitter, one deep and warm and tired, and the same laugh underneath both, the way two strings tuned to the same note will ring with the same shape of sound even if one's thick and one's thin.
I noticed it the way I notice everything, and filed it: uncle and nephew; they laugh alike. Families do. I didn't think about it again.
Liam turned round and walked out. Through the chapel, through the vestry, out into the lane, and the outside door banged behind him, and the gas fire roared, and somewhere above my head the alarm chirped its flat F-sharp, and Graham Tull let out a long breath on the organ bench and said, to nobody in particular, "He means well, Jane. He's grieving. Mum only died in August."
"I know what he is," said Jane Bagnell.

I spent the rest of the morning on the Challen: the first pass of the pitch raise, a whole semitone, string by string, with the gas fire roaring four feet from my left shoulder and the alarm peeping every forty seconds above my head until I stopped hearing it, the way you stop hearing a clock. Graham went off at half past twelve to see to some sheep. My father drank three cups of tea in the schoolroom and fixed the stuck door and told Jane about St Michael's clock, and Jane told him the vicar was a fool, and my father agreed, which made her like him, he said afterwards, very nearly as much as she liked the dog.
At one, as I was packing up, she came and stood in the vestry doorway. She didn't say anything for a while. I heard her breathing, and the stick, set down on the floor, and the fire.
"Miss Bird," she said at last. And her voice was different. Lower. Not the Sunday-morning voice at all. "Mags Penny says you hear things. In people. That you can tell when someone's lying."
"Sometimes."
"Sometimes," said Jane Bagnell. "Well." A long pause. "There's something in this village I mean to put right. Before the centenary. Something I should have put right a long time ago." The stick lifted, and set down. "Come back on Saturday. Finish my piano." And then, very quietly, so quietly I almost didn't hear it over the roar of the gas: "I may want somebody to listen."






  
  Chapter 2
St Michael's


I went back up to Priddock on the Wednesday, which I hadn't meant to do, because Mags Penny rang on the Monday and said her piano had heard about the chapel's and was feeling neglected. 
"It's a Kemble," she said. "My mother's. It hasn't been touched since Charles and Diana. Jane says you're very good and very expensive, and I said I'd judge the second for myself."
So my father drove me up again, because he was going anyway. Every October, in the week before the clocks go back, he services the clock in the tower of St Michael's, Priddock's parish church, and he has done it for twenty-two years, ever since old Mr Pullin of Wells retired and the parochial church council looked in the Yellow Pages and found Bird's Clocks, Sadler Street. He goes up with his bag of oils and his brushes and his little brass hand-lamp, which he doesn't need in daylight but likes the weight of, and he comes down four hours later smelling of pigeons and machine oil and happiness.
"You'll come up," he said in the car. Not a question.
"Into the tower?"
"Into the clock room. Not the bell chamber; Roy won't have anyone in the bell chamber who isn't insured, and the dog definitely isn't." A pause, the car taking a bend. "I'd like you to hear the quarters. From inside. You've never heard a cracked bell from inside, love. It's an education."
Mags Penny's Kemble was in the front room of a cottage on the main street, and it was a perfectly nice little piano that had been badly frightened by forty years of central heating. I spent two hours on it while Mags sat on the sofa with Crotchet's head on her knee and told me everything that had happened in Priddock since about 1960.
I learned that the quarry had closed for blasting in 1998 and opened again for crushing in 2004, and that the noise was worse now than it had been, though nobody believed her. I learned that the Fox did a good Sunday lunch but the new landlord had stopped doing the faggots. I learned that the Priddock Dippers had been banned from the Academy pool, which I knew, because I'd been there, and that they had now taken to swimming in the reservoir at Chew, which was against the rules and also, Mags said, extremely cold. I learned that Dennis Moyle had got his job back and was very subdued.
And I learned about Jane Bagnell.
"She's a terror," said Mags Penny, comfortably. "Always has been. Fifty years I've known her, and she's never once been wrong, not in her own opinion. She runs that chapel like a battleship. She runs the hall committee. She runs the WI, though she's not a member, which takes some doing." A sip of tea. "But I'll tell you something, my love. When my Brian was in hospital in Bristol in 2011, it was Jane who drove me there every day for five weeks. Every day. Never said a word about it. Never let me pay for the petrol. That's Jane. She'll tell you your skirt's too short and then she'll sit up all night with you."
I took the treble up a careful fraction. "She's having a centenary."
"She is. And half the village wishes she wasn't." Mags shifted on the sofa, and Crotchet sighed the long-suffering sigh of a dog whose ears have been disturbed. "It's the quarry fall, you see. The organ's for the eleven men, and the centenary's on Remembrance Sunday, and Jane wants it all done properly: names read out, hymns they'd have known, a wreath. And there's people who say it's morbid. And there's people who say the Methodists don't own the quarry fall, the church lost men too. And there's that Odell boy wanting to sing his song, and Jane saying over her dead body, and the boy saying it's his family as much as anybody's." She sniffed. "Which it is. Edna Tull lost her father in that fall. She was four. And Edna only died in August, and that boy nursed her at the end, and nobody gives him credit."
"Liam."
"Liam Odell. Carol's boy. Carol was a Tull; married an Odell, whose people went to Bristol after the fall, and went off with him and never came back, only the boy's come back now, with his guitar and his long hair and his chip on his shoulder." Mags laughed. "I like him. He's rude to Jane. Nobody's been rude to Jane since 1983."
At half past twelve my father came for me and we walked down the main street to St Michael's.
It's an old church, much older than the chapel: a squat grey tower and a long low body, and a churchyard on a slope with the wind coming over it, and yew trees that hissed. At the bottom of the churchyard, where the path came out onto the lane, there was a lychgate. I knew it was a lychgate because my father told me, and because the sound changed under it: a little wooden roof, a short tunnel of quiet, the wind cut off for two steps and then back.
"And there," said my father, "is the kiosk."
"What kiosk?"
"A red telephone box. A proper one. A K6, the old cast-iron sort with the crown on top. Right by the lychgate, where it's always been." He took my hand and put it on cold, rough, painted iron, ridged and riveted, and the little glass panes in their iron frames, rattling very slightly in the wind. "One of the last ones in Somerset that still works. BT tried to take it out in 2008 and the village went to war. Jane, mostly. She wrote to the Prime Minister."
"Did the Prime Minister write back?"
"His office did. The phone stayed." My father laughed. "Takes coins and cards. Nobody uses it. There's no mobile signal at the bottom of the lane, though, behind the church, so the odd walker does. And the lads from the quarry, Friday nights, ringing their girlfriends."
I opened the door. It was heavy and stiff and it sighed shut behind me on its strap, and inside it was suddenly very quiet: the wind gone, the smell of cold iron and old cigarettes and, faintly, of rain, and the phone on the wall in front of me humming its dialling tone, a low steady chord that hadn't changed since I was a child. The inside of a phone box is a strange acoustic: small, hard, close, with all the sound coming back at you off glass. But it's not soundproof. Old glass in old frames. I could hear the yews hissing, faintly, and the rooks, and a car going up the lane.
I came out. Crotchet, who had declined to come in, gave me the look of a dog who has seen people go into small boxes before and has never seen the point.
Roy Hebditch, the churchwarden, met us in the porch. He was a big slow voice with a West Country burr so thick you could have stood a spoon in it, and he smelled of tobacco and Brasso, and he shook my hand and then shook Crotchet's paw, gravely, which Crotchet allowed.
"He'll stop wi' me," said Roy. "In the vestry. I got biscuits."
"He's not allowed—"
"Then I'll eat 'em in front of 'en," said Roy, "and he can watch." And he took the lead, and Crotchet went with him without a backward glance, which I tried not to take personally.
The tower stair was the narrow stone spiral kind that turns and turns in the dark, worn into dips in the middle by six hundred years of feet, with a rope for a handrail. My father went first and I followed with one hand on the rope and one on the cold curved wall. We passed a door into the ringing chamber (I could smell the bell ropes, old hemp and dust, and hear a draught moaning through a louvre somewhere) and went on up, and the air got colder and the stone got damper, and a pigeon went off somewhere above us like a burst paper bag.
And then, through a low door, the clock room.
You can hear a clock room before you're in it. A big turret clock doesn't tick like a mantel clock; it knocks. Slow and heavy, once every second and a quarter, a deep wooden tock that you feel in your feet as much as your ears, because the whole frame of it is bolted to beams that run into the walls of the tower. And under the knock, a faint iron whisper of wheels turning, and the swish of the pendulum going down through a slot in the floor, and the creak of the weight cables.
"Smell that?" said my father, with deep contentment.
I could. Oil, and iron, and wood, and pigeon, and stone. "It's lovely."
"It's eighteen eighty-four," said my father. "A flatbed movement, made in Bristol. Three trains: the going train, which drives the hands; the striking train, which does the hours; and the chiming train, which does the quarters. Feel." He took my hand and laid it on the frame: cold iron, a long flat bed, wheels standing up on it like a row of plates in a rack. "The going train runs the four dials through rods to every face of the tower. Every fifteen minutes, a pin on this wheel lifts a lever here, and that lets the chiming train go: it runs, it lifts the hammers on the bells above us, one after another, then it stops. On the hour, the striking train goes after it."
"Like the action of a piano."
"Exactly like the action of a piano," said my father, pleased. "Only it's twelve feet long and weighs a ton and a half and plays four notes."
He worked, and I sat on an upturned crate and listened.
My father at work is the best sound I know. He hums, under his breath, nothing in particular, and he talks to the clock in Welsh, which he only ever speaks to machinery and his mother's memory. He goes very slowly. He oils every pivot with a fine brush from a little pot, and he wipes, and he oils again, and every so often he says there or duw, look at that, and he never hurries, and he never breaks anything, and in the end everything runs a little sweeter than it did.
"Who else does this?" I said. "Tower clocks?"
"Round here? Nobody. There's a firm in Derby who'll come down for a fortune. There's a chap near Bridgwater who's older than me. There was Tom, for a bit." He said it lightly. Tom Feeney had been my father's Saturday boy for two years, and had rung the bells with him, and had gone to Durham in September on an organ scholarship, and my father had driven him to the station and come home and not said anything for two days.
"You should get an apprentice."
"I should," said my father. "I've been saying so for ten years." The brush stopped. "It's not as simple as it sounds, love. It's four years before they're any use to you and another four before they're any good. And they have to want it. Not want a job; want the clocks. You can't teach that. Tom wanted it. Tom wanted the organ more." The brush started again. "I'm sixty-one. My eyes aren't what they were for the little stuff. Another ten years, maybe. And then the clocks in this county will stop one by one, and nobody'll know how to start them, and that'll be that."
"That's cheerful."
"It's true," said my father. And then: "You could hear it, couldn't you? If a clock was wrong. You'd hear it before I would."
"I'd hear that it was wrong. I wouldn't know what to do about it."
"No," said my father. "But you'd know where to look." And he laughed, softly, and went on oiling, and I sat on my crate and thought about that.
At a quarter to one, the quarters went.
I'd been waiting for it; he'd told me to wait for it. But it still made me jump. It started with a click from the clock, a lever falling, then a whirr as the chiming train ran, and then, right over our heads, so close I could feel it in the boards, the bells.
Four small bells, hung dead. They don't swing like ringing bells; the clock lifts a hammer and lets it fall on the outside of the bell. The quarter-to was the long phrase, all four of them, three times round. And it should have been a simple, sweet descending tune, the kind you've heard on a thousand church towers without ever noticing: G-sharp, F-sharp, E, and the B below.
But the first bell, the treble, the G-sharp, buzzed.
It wasn't flat, exactly. It wasn't one note at all. It was two notes struck at once, a hair apart, a G-sharp and something sour just under it, beating against each other so fast they made a sort of rattle, a harsh shimmering jangle like a wasp in a jam jar. It came again in the second phrase, and again in the third. And the other three bells, sweet and clear and properly round, rang after it every time as if they were trying to apologise.
"There," said my father, and I could hear him smiling. "That's my favourite noise in Somerset."
"It's horrible."
"It is. It's cracked. Has been since the winter of eighty-seven, the big frost. It was ringing on the stroke of midnight on New Year's Eve and the hammer came down on cold metal and ping. A little hairline crack from the lip, about two inches up. You can feel it, if you're up there with a ladder." The brush was going again. "A crack does that to a bell. A sound bell rings in one piece; all its partials, all its overtones, move together. Crack it and it rings in two halves that don't quite agree. Two notes, beating. It'll never ring true again. They'd have to recast it, and that's twenty thousand pounds, and the PCC says the Lord can live with a buzz."
"Can he?"
"He has for thirty-nine years," said my father. "Listen, love. Remember it. There isn't another bell in the county makes that noise. I could pick St Michael's quarters out of a hundred. That cracked treble. You'd know it anywhere."
I remembered it. I sat on my crate with the knock of the clock in my feet and played it back in my head, the way I play back every sound I mean to keep: buzz — F-sharp — E — B.
"And the time," I said, "is wrong."
My father stopped.
"You noticed," he said.
"Of course I noticed."
"Because my phone said twelve thirty-seven when I sat down. And I've been sitting here four minutes, give or take. And the quarter's just gone."
There was a long pause, and then my father began to laugh: really laugh, the big Welsh laugh that makes Crotchet look embarrassed.
"Four minutes fast," he said. "Exactly. Four minutes fast, and it has been since I first came up here. And do you know why?"
"Because the clock gains?"
"Because the clock," said my father, with enormous satisfaction, "keeps very decent time. It's a lovely movement, it'll hold to ten seconds a week if you leave it alone. But on the first of every month, Roy Hebditch climbs up here and sets it by his wristwatch. And Roy Hebditch's wristwatch is four minutes fast. Has been since 1979. His late wife set it four minutes fast so he'd never be late for evensong, and he's never had the heart to change it."
"Can't you tell him?"
"I told him in 2004. He said four minutes was close enough for God." My father wiped his hands. "I used to set it right every October, and on the first of the month Roy would come up and put it back. I've stopped bothering. The whole village runs four minutes fast. They all know. The bus driver knows. It's only visitors who miss the bus." He chuckled again. "You'd better tell Jane Bagnell when you see her on Saturday. Not that she'd need telling. She sets her watch by the BBC pips and despises the church clock on principle."
We came down the spiral in the dark and found Crotchet in the vestry with his chin on Roy Hebditch's boot and an air of having been very, very good and very, very deprived.
"Never touched a crumb," said Roy, in tones of deep respect. "Never even looked."
"He looked," I said.
"He looked," Roy admitted. "But polite."
We were coming out through the lychgate when my phone rang, and it was Kit.
"Tav." My brother sounded the way he sounds when he's been up since six and has had four coffees and something has gone right for once. "It's registered. The society. I got the letter this morning from the FCA. We're real. Community benefit society, registered number and everything. Breckensford Hall for All. Fiona cried. Annabel rang and said 'about time'."
"Kit, that's—"
"And that's not even it. That's not even the good bit." I could hear him walking, fast, the Corn Exchange echoing behind him. "I went to see the county archivist. About the history of the building. For the share prospectus, you know, so people know what they're buying into. And she's given me access to the council's deeds room. The real archive, Tav. The basement at County Hall. Boxes and boxes. Nobody's looked at some of them since the war. The deeds for the Corn Exchange are in there somewhere. The original ones." He took a breath. "I'm going in on Monday. Priya says I'm a nerd."
"You are a nerd."
"I know," said Kit happily. "How's the chapel?"
"Old. Cold. Full of mice."
"Sounds like you'll be right at home," said my brother, and rang off.
My father had gone ahead to the car. I stood under the lychgate with the wind cut off for a moment and Crotchet leaning on my leg, and the red kiosk humming faintly beside me, and I heard someone come down the lane from the village, quick and heavy, with a shopping trolley rattling behind her.
"Octavia, my love," said Mags Penny. "You're not gone yet. Good." She stopped. The trolley wheels stopped. She was puffing. "I came to tell you. Before you hear it from anybody else."
"Hear what?"
"Jane," said Mags, "has upset the whole village again." She drew a breath. "She's put a notice up in the shop. For the centenary. The programme. And Liam's song isn't on it, and she's written at the bottom, in her own hand, 'No secular music will be performed.' Underlined. Twice. And Peggy Rowe went in for her paper and read it and walked straight out and up the lane to the chapel, and they've had words. In the porch. In front of the postman." Mags lowered her voice, which, with Mags, made very little difference. "Peggy hasn't spoken to Jane in a temper for years, my love. Not since the seventies. And whatever she said this morning, the postman went white."
Behind us, up in
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