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Chapter 1: Beyond the Fifth Verse
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The song had five verses until the people beside the piano kept singing.

Della Quade had already lowered her sheet. Around her, folding chairs gave their small complaints as the audience prepared to applaud, then thought better of it. The singers continued with the confidence of people who had been practicing while everybody else was doing something less useful.

“Past the shelter, silver-bright,” they sang, “bring the chairs into the light.”

Della raised her sheet again. Nothing followed the fifth verse except a generous margin and a small gray mark where somebody had put a cup on the original. She turned it over. Blank.

Hugh Bexley leaned toward her. “Have you lost your place?”

“I seem to have lost an entire verse.”

He showed her the back of his own page. Equally unhelpful.

The first group reached the door, made room for another voice, and finished with considerable satisfaction. This time the applause arrived together. A man in the front row tapped his closed program against his palm, beating out a little extra approval after the others had stopped.

Della liked the addition. It had the comfortably local quality of a direction given by someone who expected you to know where you were going. The hall was warm despite its open windows, and the image of carrying chairs into the light suited the afternoon. Three real chairs waited beside the door for anyone who wanted to move farther from the piano.

She had come to listen. Her Monday program had ended at ten fifty, the handoff was done, and lunch had been eaten sitting down. At twenty past one she had walked the fifteen minutes from the station and arrived with time to choose a seat. Nothing needed recording. Hugh, whose work had finished earlier, had joined her without bringing a case of cables.

Now he was applauding a little longer than she was.

“You enjoyed that,” she said.

“Yes.”

“Even the part we didn't have?”

“Particularly that. I wasn't trying to keep up.”

The second group gathered near the piano. Their coordinator waited for a woman to find her glasses, then for the woman beside her to relinquish the glasses she had accidentally found first. A soft run of notes settled them. Della recognized the opening of the town song and sat back, prepared to enjoy hearing familiar words in different voices.

The group made a lighter sound than the first. One singer watched the coordinator so closely that she nearly missed a page turn. Another sang toward the back of the room, plainly determined to include people who had not committed to joining in. Della found herself smiling at him.

Five verses passed. The coordinator's hand stayed raised.

“Past the shelter, silver-bright,” the singers began.

Della glanced at Hugh. His eyebrows lifted.

The chairs went into the light again. Then the ending changed. There was still a place beside the door, but the newcomer did something different with it, and the last word was no longer the word Della expected.

A woman from the first group drew breath to comment. Her neighbor touched her elbow, and she saved the observation until the applause.

“That isn't how ours ends,” she said then.

“It is how ours ends,” the second coordinator replied.

The room laughed. There was no sharpness in it yet. People liked being present when something required sorting out, especially when there was lemonade waiting afterward.

“Shall we hear the others?” someone suggested.

The third group had been sitting along the window wall, their sheets folded lengthwise. They rose with a certain readiness. Della suspected they had spent the last minute checking their own final lines.

“Is this going to be the deciding vote?” Hugh asked quietly.

“I don't think music works that way.”

“Good. I'm often on the losing side.”

The piano began again. This group was smaller, but the singers leaned into one another's sound and carried the familiar tune easily. Della stopped watching their pages. For a little while she enjoyed the voices filling the space above the folding chairs, the tiny pause before an entrance, the accompanist's foot returning to the pedal.

At the sixth verse, the silver shelter appeared for the third time. The chairs followed. The final two lines moved smoothly toward a voice not heard before.

This ending sounded right to Della. That was her first thought, immediate and unwarranted enough to make her sit a little straighter.

She had now heard three endings, and every group had sung as if the other two were the unexpected additions.
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“COULD YOU DO JUST THE last part again?” the first coordinator asked the third.

They obliged. A few people joined in, then stopped when their words diverged. The pianist lifted both hands from the keys and waited, smiling down at them as though they belonged to somebody else.

Della went over with Hugh. At close range, the sheets were a thicket of folded corners and penciled reminders. The singers kept them in their hands. One man laid his page against his chest while explaining that he had practiced the ending at home and was not prepared to be told he had imagined it.

“Nobody thinks you imagined it,” Della said. “We heard you.”

“Exactly.”

“What we don't know is why there are three.”

That gained her a small space beside the piano.

She knew two of the coordinators by sight and all three from community-hall notices. They were people who collected keys, checked chair numbers, and knew which members needed a larger page. Today they had the additional distinction of possessing incompatible song endings.

“Who wrote the extra verse?” she asked.

The first coordinator looked toward the second. The second looked down at her page. The third said, “Cressida gave us ours.”

“Us too,” said the first. “We tried it with her.”

“And ours.”

That ought to have made the next question simple. Della found herself hoping for something more interesting anyway.

“Did she say where she'd found it?”

“She didn't say she'd found it,” the second coordinator replied. “It was workshop material. We were trying an addition.”

“An anonymous one,” the first said. “At the first hearing, at least.”

“Did she write it herself?” Hugh asked.

“I didn't ask that.” The third coordinator rubbed a faint pencil mark with her thumb. “She changed things while we sang. I know that much. Whether she started with somebody's words, I couldn't tell you.”

The others could tell Della much the same thing: Cressida Tully had brought the material, listened, tried changes, and supplied rehearsal sheets. None could securely name the writer of the common beginning. Their certainty concerned the version they had practiced, not the origin of every word.

“Where is Cressida this afternoon?” Della asked.

“Teaching. A paid lesson she booked before this singalong was arranged. She said we'd manage without her.”

“We have managed,” the first coordinator said.

The pianist looked at the three piles of paper and gave a small cough.

“We've sung,” the coordinator amended.

Della took her phone from her pocket. She wrote Cressida a brief message asking whether they could talk the next day about the sixth verse and its three endings. Before sending it, she removed the word discovered. It seemed fair to let Cressida choose her own verb.

“I'd like to compare the actual words,” Della said. “Would that be all right?”

“Of course. I have to take these home afterward.” The first coordinator gathered two loose sheets. “Several people will need them again.”

“You keep them. I'll write down what you read me.”

The second coordinator checked the time and agreed to stay a little longer. The third had a lift to catch but could meet Della later in the week. There was no reason to detain her while the others argued about a word she was already certain of.

A singer who had joined the first group that afternoon said she had received her copy from a neighbor. Della turned toward her.

“So you weren't at the workshop?”

“No. I was at the dentist.”

“That seems a poor exchange.”

“It was. This was better.”

Another singer had practiced with people outside the original rehearsal group. Della looked around the room more carefully. These were not three sealed sets of witnesses. People had come because they liked singing; some had brought pages somebody else had given them. The tidy arrangement she had imagined was already acquiring untidy edges.

Hugh helped a man fold a reluctant chair. When he returned, Della said, “They all begin in exactly the same place.”

“The same words got to them somehow.”

“But the ending traveled less well.”

“Or traveled three ways.”

She watched the departing coordinator tuck her sheet into a bag. “You think all three were meant?”

“I think I'd like to see what they were given before blaming their memories.”

Della could hear the last group's smooth finish again. It had sounded settled, as if many years had worn away the awkward parts. She wanted to know which of the others had wandered from it.

The first coordinator pointed toward the smaller rehearsal room. “We can read ours there once people have had something to drink.”

“Thank you,” Della said. “I won't need the piano.”

The pianist gave her a look of such immediate gratitude that she almost apologized.

***
[image: ]


AT THE REFRESHMENT table, the lemonade had acquired a floating lemon slice large enough to make pouring a matter of negotiation. Della held the jug at an angle while an organizer kept two cups beneath it. They achieved one full cup and one damp saucer.

“I ought to have used a smaller slice,” the organizer said.

“It looks very hospitable.”

“It has had more lemonade than anybody else.”

The organizer set down the jug and drew a folded page from beneath a box of napkins. “This is why I hoped you might help.”

It was a provisional leaflet layout. Della recognized the shape of the familiar five verses, reduced to blocks for now, with an empty rectangle below. A small note beside it proposed space for an addition. Nothing had been printed for distribution.

“We'd like something usable for the summer concert,” the organizer said. “Then, if it works, for the anniversary collection. But we can't put three different endings in and tell everybody to choose one at the door.”

“The fortieth is next May, isn't it?”

“May seventh. We have time to get it right. Less time to get Sunday's singing right in August.”

Della smoothed the fold with a finger. A recovered verse would make a lovely anniversary item: familiar music, a forgotten piece restored, the radio station bringing the town's own words back to it. She could almost hear the introduction.

“Has anybody asked Rosamund?”

“Somebody has already told Rosamund she wrote it.”

Rosamund Quilter, arriving with a cup of her own, said, “Which was a surprise.”

Della moved the damp saucer aside to make room for her. The retired music teacher wore an expression Della had seen directed at an imprecise program note: polite, attentive, and unlikely to let it remain imprecise.

“Have you recognized any of it?” Della asked.

“I haven't identified these words as mine. I wrote short local pieces, yes. That doesn't make every unclaimed line a late return from my filing cabinet.”

“Of course not.”

“Cressida was my pupil. That seems to have helped the story along.” Rosamund tasted the lemonade. “People remember the connection more readily than the music.”

“Would you be willing to look at the versions?”

“Yes. And at what I actually kept.”

The organizer brought the layout nearer. “We need a name, a date if there is one, and words we can print. The singers need to know what they're rehearsing.”

“First we should establish the authentic ending,” Della said. “Then we can decide how to present it.”

Rosamund's hand paused above the napkins. “The one its writer wants to use?”

“The original, if we can find it.”

“That may be a different thing.”

Della acknowledged the distinction with a nod, though she was still looking at the empty rectangle. There would be room for a small account of the rediscovery as well as the verse. Not a long one. A few well-chosen sentences could make people see the familiar song afresh.

The organizer folded the layout again. “Will you talk to us once you've asked Cressida?”

“Yes,” Della said. “Let's find out what belongs there.”

She returned her cup to the tray and reached for the notebook in her bag. On a clean page she wrote Sixth verse, then beneath it the question that seemed most useful.

Which ending came first?
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Chapter 2: The Workshop Invitation
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The Piano Room was the first door on the left from the hall entrance, a fact its sign established more successfully than its contents. The upright piano stood behind two stacks of folding tables and a chair draped with a cardigan. Della moved the cardigan to the next chair, sat down, and discovered that the table beside her was just the right height for writing and just the wrong height for her knees.

The two coordinators arranged themselves opposite her. The first wore a blue cardigan; the second carried a canvas folder decorated with a treble clef whose cheerful face Della found difficult to trust.

“Shall we start with what you both have?” Della asked.

The woman in blue read from her own sheet. “Past the shelter, silver-bright.”

Della wrote it down.

“Bring the chairs into the light.”

“Same,” said the other coordinator.

Della read the couplet back, preserving the little pause after shelter. They agreed on every word. She wrote a large 1 beside the space underneath.

“Our ending,” the first coordinator said, “is ‘Leave a little room beside the door / for another voice to join once more.’”

She read it a second time while Della wrote, then listened to the words being read back. Della corrected little, which she had almost omitted. The small word made a difference to the amount of room on her line.

“Does it have to be that little?” Della asked, touching her cramped handwriting.

“In the verse or in your book?”

“Both, apparently.”

The coordinator laughed. “We had rather a lot to get in.”

Della marked a 2 below it and looked toward the canvas folder.

“Leave a place beside the door,” its owner read. “For the newcomer to sing.”

Della copied the ending. There was more space around it, though she had begun no farther from the margin. She read it back twice: once from her own page, once while the coordinator followed the held sheet. They agreed again.

“So the beginning stays exactly the same,” Della said. “Past the shelter, silver-bright. Bring the chairs into the light. Then either a little room for another voice to join once more, or a place for the newcomer to sing.”

“If you're writing it for people, keep our exact words,” the first coordinator said.

“I will.” Della drew a line beneath both versions. “That was me checking the difference, not improving you.”

“We've had quite a bit of improvement today.”

The woman with the canvas folder smiled but did not offer an apology on behalf of her ending. She folded her page inward and held it against the folder while Della looked over what she had written.

“Which did Cressida give you first?” Della asked.

“First out of these two?”

“Yes. Which is older?”

“I only know when we tried ours. Is that what you need?”

“It may help us find the original.”

A singer who had stayed to collect the room key leaned against the doorway. “I'd sooner know which one we're meant to sing on Thursday.”

Della turned. The woman was not smiling now, though she did not look angry. She held a folded page between two fingers, lightly enough that Della could see how little affection she had left for the dispute.

“Which one do you prefer?” Della asked.

“The one we've practiced. Unless there's a reason to change it.”

“There might be an earlier version.”

“Would that make it easier?”

“No,” Della admitted.

The singer nodded, as if that was the information she had been trying to obtain. “Then please don't change it just for being earlier. Some of us have only got one evening.”

Della put her pen down. She had been imagining a page in an anniversary collection. The woman was imagining Thursday after work, a chair, a few familiar people, and a tune she wanted to sing without repeatedly starting again.

“I'll ask Cressida what you should use,” Della said. “She can answer that before I finish comparing all of this.”

“Thank you.”

The singer stepped farther into the room to move the music stand away from the stacked tables. As its base turned, Della noticed a triangular pad beneath one foot, darker than the other two. The stand settled without rocking.

“That one's the donated one?” the blue-cardigan coordinator asked.

“Yes. We're keeping it here.” The singer pointed to the piano, as though the instrument had finally justified the room's name. “It reaches the right height without slowly becoming shorter.”

The second coordinator gathered her folder. The women still had their own sheets; Della had two carefully checked endings and a third space waiting. She had not inspected the pages' printing, but their words were no longer dependent on her memory of the afternoon.

She wrote Thursday use beside her question about the oldest ending. It was a smaller question, and somebody needed the answer sooner.

***
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AT THE ENTRANCE NOTICEBOARD, the hall volunteer was attempting to remove a drawing pin without releasing the other notices it supported. Della held the top sheet while the woman worked the pin loose.

“That's the invitation,” the volunteer said. “The workshop one. Are you looking for it?”

“I am now.”

It was dated June 25. Beneath a straightforward heading, the notice invited current additions to the town song for a summer workshop. First hearings would be without the writers' names. Della read that part twice. Current additions. An unnamed hearing was a way of listening, not a claim about when the words had been made.

“Was this up before people rehearsed?”

“Yes. We put it here and sent copies to the groups. Cressida asked us to keep the wording together. People were to bring ideas, not turn up expecting her to supply finished songs for them.”

Della copied the date and the two relevant phrases. Behind her, someone in the entrance was telling a departing singer that the new verse had been rediscovered.

“From the founding days, apparently.”

“Who said?” the singer asked.

“I heard it in there.”

He pointed toward the hall. Della looked through the open doorway, where the lemonade jug and a scatter of cups offered little support for a historical claim.

At the other side of the board, a woman said, “I liked it better with five verses. This modern intrusion makes it too long.”

Her companion answered that the extra verse had lasted less time than the discussion of it. They went out together, still talking.

The volunteer pushed the pin home. “There. You can read it without having to hold it.”

“Could I take a picture of the notice?”

“Of course.”

A second sheet beside it held room bookings. Della noticed that the first entry was not necessarily for the Piano Room.

“Are those in room order?”

“Booking order. When they were entered.” The volunteer ran a finger down the page. “The room names are here. Piano Room nearest the entrance. Garden Room beyond it. You'd think names would do the job, but people still ask for the first room.”

“First from the door?”

“Usually. Unless they're looking at this.”

The volunteer shifted the booking list into its own clear space, uncovering the Garden Room sign's small arrow. Della watched a visitor use it successfully and leave without asking either of them a question.

“Do the rooms ever swap names?” Della asked.

“No. The garden is still outside that one, and we haven't moved the piano. We did move a table once. Someone continued requesting the room with the table for nearly a year.”

Della glanced back toward the Piano Room, where the stacked tables seemed ready to complicate that description further. The volunteer followed her glance and shrugged.

“I say the name now. Even if they don't.”

Her phone vibrated. Cressida had replied: she could meet at half past eleven tomorrow between lessons. Della thanked her and said an organizer would join them. Then she added that the workshop's age was already being described in incompatible ways.

The organizer appeared carrying the last stack of cups. “Did you get anywhere?”

“Two exact endings and tomorrow's conversation. The invitation says current additions.”

“I'll keep this layout to myself until we've spoken.”

“Good.”

Della put her notebook away. It was half past four. She still had to walk back to the station for her things, go home, and decide what an adult who was losing at games ought to bring to a birthday evening.

On the way out, she heard the word rediscovered once more. It was undeniably the more attractive description. She kept walking without repeating it.

***
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MINA HAD CHOSEN GAMES, a small supper, and no singing of any kind.

“I have spent thirty-five years acquiring the right to decide that,” she told Della at the apartment door.

“I brought something that can be eaten in silence.”

“That sounds ideal.”

Mina took the dish and called to Levon that Della had arrived. Behind her, a plant on the windowsill leaned vigorously toward a healthier neighbor. Game boxes occupied the table in a stack too purposeful to be decorative. Hugh was already there, investigating a bowl of small wooden pieces with the respectful uncertainty he generally reserved for other people's equipment.

“Do you know what those are?” Della asked him.

“Resources.”

“What sort?”

“Apparently that becomes clear when we start spending them.”

Levon came from the kitchen carrying plates. He wore the expression of a man who had prepared an excellent question and was now trying not to disclose his pleasure before asking it.

“Quiz first,” Mina said. “Then the game. I want everyone confident before we take their confidence away.”

Della sat beside Hugh. The table held supper, pencils, a little pot of erasers, and four sheets ruled for answers. Levon explained the scoring with the calm care he brought to ordinary conversation. He was an adult-literacy tutor by profession and a formidable opponent by inclination; Della knew better than to mistake his patience for a willingness to let her win.

His first questions went well. Della knew a book opening and recognized a badly drawn kitchen implement. Hugh identified an object from its silhouette and then ruined his advantage by naming a bird that existed only in his hopeful reconstruction of the picture.

“It has a beak,” he said.

“So do several other birds,” Mina replied.

“Not like the one I imagined.”

Della laughed and reached for her pencil as Levon announced a question involving the number of letters in a written phrase. She answered immediately. Mina bent over her sheet and counted.

“Too easy,” Della said.

“For whom?” Hugh asked.

When the answers came, Della was one letter short. She had counted the phrase she expected rather than the phrase in front of her.

“I object to the wording,” she said.

“Which word?” Levon asked.

“The one I overlooked.”

“Objection recorded.” He drew a neat line through her point.

Mina won the quiz by a margin she considered insufficiently celebrated. Hugh applauded with great solemnity. Levon presented her with the first choice of game pieces, and she selected a small green figure that appeared to have no competitive advantage except being hers.

The next game involved building more than Della could afford and discovering that Levon had quietly acquired something she needed. Mina accused him of looking harmless. He said he had made no such representation.

Between turns they ate. Hugh liked the crisp edges of the dish Della had brought; Mina defended the middle. Della transferred a particularly good corner to his plate and felt the pleasure of doing something small for him without needing to explain it.

For a moment she considered mentioning the verse. Mina would have a useful question about the three copies, and the day's singing was still circling in Della's head. Then Mina put the green figure squarely in the space Della had been planning to occupy.

“Oh, you wouldn't,” Della said.

“I already have.”

Della examined the board. “You invited us here.”

“Yes. That was the first part of my plan.”

The game ended with Mina narrowly losing to Levon, which she received with an elaborate inspection of the rules. He helped her find the relevant paragraph and then offered her the last portion of supper. She accepted both the explanation and the food, though not in that order.

At a quarter to nine Della stood to leave, as they had agreed. Hugh collected his jacket too. Mina was already choosing a second game for the two of them, and Levon was making room on the table rather than clearing it.

“Good birthday?” Della asked.

“Very.” Mina lifted the green figure. “Except for its disappointing performance.”

Outside, Hugh asked whether Della intended to challenge the quiz result on appeal.

“Tomorrow,” she said. “Tonight I'm going home before I lose anything else.”

He smiled, and they stood together for a moment before separating for their journeys home. Della could still hear Mina laughing through the open window. The question in her notebook would wait until morning.
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Chapter 3: Cressida’s Working Folder

[image: ]


“Yes,” Cressida Tully said. “I wrote it.”

Della had managed to ask the question before sitting down. Cressida's answer left her holding the back of a chair, with no introductory conversation to finish.

“The whole extra verse?”

“The workshop text. The beginning and the three endings you've been hearing. I tried them with different groups.” Cressida moved her folder from the piano stool. “Please sit. I have until quarter past twelve.”

Della sat. The leaflet organizer took the chair beside her and put yesterday's layout on her knees.

The fifteen-minute walk from the station had given Della time to consider several possible openings. She had left at ten past eleven, after the morning show and handoff, and arrived five minutes early. None of her imagined exchanges had been as short as the actual one.

“Thank you,” she said. “That helps.”

“It ought to.” Cressida glanced at the layout. “But I gather somebody has made it old.”

“Somebody was calling it a rediscovered founding verse yesterday.”

“It isn't. There was no historical date on what I supplied.”

“The invitation says current additions,” the organizer said.

“Yes. That's what I was doing.” Cressida sat on the stool, not quite facing the piano. “I wanted a first hearing without my name attached. I didn't want people deciding in advance that it would be a sensible exercise with an educational purpose.”

Della looked at the worn corner of the folder. “Would they?”

“They sometimes do. I spend a lot of time helping people learn things. Apparently everything I write must also be good for them.”

She said it lightly, but her hand had gone still on the folder.

“Where did the idea come from?” Della asked.

“The station's old workshop sampler. The welcoming passage. Somebody arriving and being allowed to join in. I liked that.”

“So there is an older source.”

“For the idea. Not a lost lyric.”

Della heard the correction and made herself record both halves. Cressida watched her pen.

“When you say you wrote it,” Della began, “would you call it an adaptation of—”

“I'd call it a new verse with an influence.” Cressida's voice remained level. “You can compare them. I'd like the leaflet to be accurate. But I have answered the question you asked.”

“Yes. You have.” Della closed the space between the two notes on her page. “I don't want to make your answer sound like something it isn't. We need to describe what belongs to the old song, what belongs to the new verse, and what came from the sampler.”

“That I can help with.”

The organizer unfolded the layout. Beside the empty space she had penciled possible recovered verse. She rubbed out recovered, then possible, leaving a gray area wider than the words had occupied.

“I haven't given this to anyone,” she said.

“Good.” Cressida took out her phone. “I'll tell the group coordinators now. They shouldn't be trying to explain a historical claim I never made.”

Della waited while she wrote. The message was brief: the verse was current workshop work; Cressida had written it and was testing endings; it was not recovered from the founding period. She asked the coordinators to pass that correction to people who had received their copies.

“I can tell the room this afternoon as well,” Cressida said, setting the phone down. “I won't know everyone who got a copy at the weekend.”

“How many did you give out?”

“I supplied the three groups. I know what I gave them. Beyond that, I'll need their help.”

“Did you mean all three to be performed yesterday?”

“No. I thought people understood that we were trying things. Evidently I didn't make the working status plain enough when the sheets went farther.” She looked at the organizer. “For Thursday's practice, I'll send a clear instruction. Nobody needs to spend an evening arguing over which ending Della thinks is oldest.”

Della smiled ruefully. “That was my question, wasn't it?”

“It seems to have traveled too.”

They had forty minutes, and Cressida used some of them to explain the workshop's ordinary shape: listening before attaching a name, trying words in a group, finding places where an attractive line did not work as well in a mouth as it did on paper. Della could ask for the sheets and the groups' own notes. Cressida would bring the relevant working pages when there was time to compare them properly.

“Can you give me the exact order from memory?” Della asked.

“The meetings, yes. Every word I tried at each one, I'd rather check. Sometimes I wrote over an idea before going home.”

“And the three endings?”

“I remember those. People are singing them at me.”

The organizer laughed. Cressida's shoulders eased.

Della turned to a clean part of her page. She wrote Cressida says she composed current verse, then stopped. It looked colder on the page than the conversation had felt, but she needed a record that did not pretend the comparison was already complete.

“May I say tomorrow that you've told us this?”

“Yes. Say it plainly. Don't make it sound as though I'm still deciding whether to answer.”

“I won't.”

When Cressida turned back toward the piano, Della saw how readily her hands found a comfortable position above the keys. The folder was an ordinary working folder. For the first time since the singalong, Della imagined its owner making something rather than uncovering it.

***
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ROSAMUND HAD SPREAD a small selection of older pages on a Garden Room table. The originals were held in clear sleeves; a separate pair of copies waited beside them. She moved her cup well away before letting Della sit.

“I brought the pieces people are most likely to mean when they say I wrote local songs,” she said. “Not everything I've ever misplaced.”

Della looked at the pages. There were short stretches of handwritten music, words fitted beneath them, and alterations that made their maker's choices visible without making them immediately intelligible to her. One sheet had been folded into quarters and flattened again so often that its creases formed pale roads through the writing.

“May I come back and compare the complete passages?” Della asked.

“Certainly. These copies are for you. I'll keep the originals.”

Cressida had followed them down the corridor to collect a chair for her next lesson. Rosamund looked up at her.

“I heard the last ending yesterday. You might ease the approach to the final phrase.”

Cressida stopped with one hand on the chair.

“Before you've heard me do it?”

“Before I've heard you do it,” Rosamund acknowledged. “That was premature.”

Della watched Cressida's fingers tighten, then relax.

“I'll play it for you when we've chosen what we're doing,” Cressida said.

“I'd like that.” After a moment Rosamund added, “The thought of an unheard voice is a good one.”

Cressida nodded. She took the chair and left for her lesson.

Della looked back at the older pages. Rosamund's history made a substantial adaptation a reasonable question. The handwriting alone could not tell Della how much, if anything, the new words owed to these pieces. Rosamund did not claim them, but Della would need more than a disclaimer if the leaflet was to distinguish actual contributions.

A singer from yesterday's first group appeared at the door and pointed across the room.

“There it is. They've got our stand again.”

Della followed her finger. A metal music stand stood near the Garden Room window, much like the one she had seen beside the piano.

“The donated one?”

“Yes. We put it in the Piano Room. The other group keeps deciding it belongs here.”

The hall volunteer, coming in behind her, shook her head. “Keaton has the donated one. He borrowed it this morning for his video session. We agreed it last week.”

“Then what's that?”

Della went to look. Near the central screw was a conspicuous repair, with a newer piece set against the older metal. She crouched far enough to see the feet. None had the triangular pad she had noticed the previous day.

“This is another stand,” she said. “The donated one has a triangular foot pad. This has a repaired central screw.”

The singer came beside her. “They look the same at the top.”

“They do.”

“And we both use them,” the volunteer said. “Keaton's loan runs through Friday. July thirteenth to the sixteenth. It's on the booking.”

Della stood and brushed her knee. “Then this sighting doesn't show that anybody moved the donated one. There are two.”

The singer looked toward the window again, less aggrieved now than inconvenienced by having begun with the wrong objection.

“I still need one in the Piano Room on Thursday.”

“We can move this one for your booking,” the volunteer replied. “That's what shared means.”

She said it without triumph and went to check the time. Della wrote down the two distinguishing details and the dates of Keaton's permitted loan.

Rosamund had returned one older page to its sleeve. “Would you like a copy of that repair too?”

“Not yet,” Della said. “I think I can remember one screw.”

“Ambitious.”

They arranged the fuller music comparison. Della left with the agreed copies, an ordinary equipment explanation, and the awareness that a name attached to a thing could be less dependable than looking at it.

***
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AT TWO, MINA WAS EATING a late lunch in the station kitchen while marking the next day's running order. Della, back after lunch and the fifteen-minute walk from the hall, waited until Mina had swallowed before saying, “Cressida says she wrote it.”

“Good. What do you still need?”

“The scope of the older influence. The actual changes. How all three versions reached people outside her groups. Which one goes in the leaflet.”

Mina put four short headings on the back of the running order: author, age, text, routes.

“That,” she said. “Not an invitation for everybody to nominate a songwriter.”

Della pulled out her notebook. “She is correcting the groups today. We should say it tomorrow.”

“I've left a brief space at ten oh eight. Friday can be progress.”

“Within eight minutes.”

“You do remember.”

“I occasionally retain things that disappoint me.”

Mina smiled and moved her plate before it could acquire an editorial annotation. They agreed what needed checking and what was already safe to correct. Cressida's name would not be kept back for a more dramatic Friday. Nor would her statement be made to carry all the evidence the leaflet would eventually need.

Hugh came through from Studio B, putting his small notebook into his pocket. His shift was finished. He rinsed his cup and asked whether Della had enjoyed the previous evening despite the disputed quiz point.

“I have decided to let it go,” she said.

“Levon will be relieved.”

“Temporarily.”

Hugh laughed and went to the courtyard door. Della followed him, carrying nothing that needed his attention.

“Are you free for supper on Thursday?” she asked.

He stopped with one hand on the door. “Yes.”

“With me?”

“That was the interpretation I was hoping for.”

Della felt herself smile. “A date. Without a scorecard this time.”

“I enjoyed the scorecard.”

“You won at miniature golf. That may have influenced you.”

“I enjoyed the company more.”

For a moment she could not think of a reply that would improve on being pleased. She let that show instead.

They chose half past six and a modest restaurant both knew. Hugh checked his own calendar, Della hers. She began to say that she could bring the song sheets if he wanted, caught the beginning of the sentence, and changed it.

“I'll make the reservation.”

“Thank you. I'll see you there.”

He left through the courtyard. Della returned to the kitchen, where Mina had drawn a firm line beneath the four headings.

“How did that go?” Mina asked.

“Thursday at six thirty.”

“I meant the route list.”

Della looked at her. Mina's expression gave way first.

“The route list,” Della said, “is still incomplete.”

She opened her notebook beside the running order. There was
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