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  Chapter 1
The Radiator Sings in E-flat


Mr Rahman's shop bell is a B-flat, a little sharp, and it has been a little sharp for the fourteen months I have lived above it. I mention this because it was the first thing I heard on the morning everything began, and because I have learned to distrust people who say they remember nothing about the ordinary minutes before a catastrophe. I remember all of them. It's an occupational hazard. 
"Good morning, Octavia. Good morning, Mr Crotchet."
"Morning, Mr Rahman. Whatever's in your hand, put it back."
"There is nothing in my hand."
There was a biscuit in his hand. I could hear the cellophane, and I could hear Crotchet hear the cellophane, which is a very particular sound: a black Labrador-retriever cross going perfectly still in harness, ears lifting, the leather of the handle tightening in my palm by the width of a hair. He is a qualified guide dog, a professional of three years' standing, a creature of discipline and dignity. He would have sold me to a passing tinker for a custard cream.
"He's working," I said. "He's not allowed. We've discussed this."
"We have discussed it," Mr Rahman agreed, with the serenity of a man who intends to go on discussing it until one of us dies. "Your post. A brown one, a bill, I think, and a white one with a window, also a bill. Nothing exciting. Are you at the Corn Exchange today?"
"All day."
"The big concert. My Samina wanted tickets. Sold out, they said." He sounded personally wounded, as though the Corn Exchange had done it to spite him. "You'll make the piano sound nice."
"I'll make it sound like itself," I said, which is the only promise a tuner can honestly make, and Crotchet and I went out into Pump Lane.
Breckensford in late September smells of wet stone and apples. The cider presses out at the farms have been running since the middle of the month, and on a still morning the sweet, slightly rotten breath of the orchards comes down off the Mendips and settles into the lanes like a fog you can taste. The water channels along Sadler Street were full and talkative after the night's rain. Somewhere above the rooftops the cathedral clock struck the quarter, and my father, three streets away in his shop, would have glanced at his own regulator and frowned, because the cathedral clock has run eleven seconds fast since 2009 and nobody but my father minds.
I counted the kerbs without thinking about them. Crotchet took me round a sandwich board outside the bakery, paused me at the crossing by the Market Cross, waited for the delivery van that was idling there with its exhaust coughing on every fourth stroke, and walked me on when it pulled away. People think a guide dog knows where you are going. He doesn't. He knows how to get you safely across the bit of the world directly in front of you, and you tell him the rest. It's a partnership. Like most partnerships, it involves a certain amount of private contempt on both sides.
"Left," I said, at the top of the Market Place, and Crotchet turned me left, and the pavement changed under my feet from tarmac to the worn flagstones that run along the front of the Corn Exchange.
The Corn Exchange is a Victorian market hall. They built it in the 1860s for farmers to sell grain in, and in 1911 the town converted it into a concert hall, which tells you everything about Breckensford's priorities. It has a stone front with columns, which I have touched, and a long hall inside with a high ceiling, which I have heard. An empty concert hall has a sound, the way an empty church has a sound: a held breath, a sort of attentive silence that takes every footstep and gives it back to you a moment later, polished. You can tell a great deal about a building from the way it returns your footsteps. The Corn Exchange returns them generously, with about two seconds of glow. It's a good hall. It deserves a good piano, and it has one, and from a quarter to four that afternoon the good piano would be mine.
We went round to the stage door, which is down an alley on the left side of the building, and I rang.
My brother answered on the fourth ring, and he was on the phone.
"No, it's fine. It's nothing. I'll call you back. No, Bristol's fine, I just can't talk now." The door swung open. "Tav. Hi. Morning. Hi, Crotchet."
"Who's in Bristol?"
"Nobody's in Bristol."
"You just said—"
"It's a mate. Come in, Fiona's already here, she's in a mood." Kit stepped back to let us past. He smelled of the bar: stale lager on his sleeves and the sharp lemony stuff they use to clean the pumps. He was twenty-two and had been working the bar and box office for two years and was, in the considered opinion of our mother, drifting. He was also talking too fast. My brother talks too fast when he has something to hide and too slowly when he is hurt, and in between, when he is simply happy, he hums. He wasn't humming.
"Rehearsal room first?" he said.
"Rehearsal room first. Then I'll get out of everyone's way until a quarter to four."
"Rupert's been in asking about it. He wants it nice for the pianist to warm up on."
"It's a Blüthner from before the war and someone's put a coffee cup on it so often there's a ring in the lacquer you can feel with your finger. It will never be nice. It will be in tune."
"That's the spirit," said Kit, and I knew from his voice that he was grinning, and I knew from the speed at which he walked away that he was glad to have got rid of me.
The rehearsal room is at stage level, off the backstage corridor, about halfway between the stage door and the bottom of the iron staircase that goes up to the offices. The corridor floor is painted concrete and rings under Crotchet's claws. The room itself is a surprise every time. You go in through an ordinary fire door and suddenly the ceiling goes up and up: it was some kind of grain store once, and the Victorians gave it plaster walls and a tall sash window and a cast-iron radiator under the window that clanks like a dropped saucepan for the first ten minutes after the heating comes on. Voices hang in it. If you clap, the clap runs up the walls and comes back down a long time later, thinned out and silvery. It's the wrong sort of room to practise in, because it flatters everything, which is perhaps why the pianists like it.
I unclipped Crotchet's harness, which is our agreement that he is off duty, and he did his customary inspection of the room's corners, nails clicking, then lay down under the window with a groan of a dog who has been worked to the bone by a ten-minute walk.
The Blüthner was where it always is, against the inside wall. I lifted the lid, took off the top and the front board, and laid my hands on the keys. Then I played, not anything in particular, just the scale up and down, a few chords, a few octaves, to hear what the summer had done.
People ask me how I tune a piano without seeing it, and the honest answer is that seeing it wouldn't help. Tuning is listening. A piano has about two hundred and thirty strings. Most notes have three strings each, tuned to the same pitch, and when two strings are nearly but not quite in tune with each other, they make a pulse: a soft, regular wah-wah-wah, like a heartbeat in the sound. Tuners call it beating. You turn the pin with your lever until the beating slows, and slows, and stops, and the three strings ring together as one note, clean and still. That is a unison. Do it two hundred and thirty times, setting each note in exactly the right relationship to its neighbours, and you have tuned a piano.
What I have that most tuners don't is absolute pitch: I hear a note and I know what it is, the way you see a colour and know it's red. Middle A is 440 vibrations a second, the international standard, and I hear 440 the way other people see a traffic light. It's less useful in my trade than you might think, because you don't tune by absolute pitch; you tune by beats. But it does mean that when I sit down at an instrument, I know before I have touched a pin how far the whole thing has wandered.
The Blüthner had wandered a little flat, as old uprights do in a damp summer. Nothing dreadful. I got out my lever and my felt mutes and began.
It was down in the bass, an hour in, when I heard the radiator.
I had struck the E-flat below the bass stave, the low, round, cello-ish E-flat, and as the note bloomed into the room, something under the window answered it. A thin, papery buzz, like a bee caught in a jam jar. It lasted as long as the note lasted, and stopped when I damped the string.
Crotchet lifted his head.
I played it again. Bzzzz. Played the D next to it, and the E above it: nothing. E-flat: the bee in the jar.
"Well, hello," I said.
You get this in old buildings. Every object has a note it likes to sing at: a loose window pane, a lampshade, the lid of a teapot. If you play its note, it sings along. Usually it doesn't matter. But a buzz that comes in on one particular note will drive a pianist demented, because it sounds as though it's coming from inside the instrument, and they will blame the piano, and then they will blame the tuner. I got up, followed the sound to the window, and found it with my fingers: the radiator's valve, the little brass head at the end, was loose on its thread. When I struck E-flat with one hand and pinched the valve with the other, the buzz stopped dead. When I let go, it came back.
I didn't have a spanner that size. I made a note in my phone, and it said back to me, in its brisk synthetic voice, Rehearsal room radiator valve loose, buzzes on E-flat two, and I carried on.
At a little after ten, heels came down the corridor. Fiona Swifte walks as though she is late for something even when she's early, a hard, quick click on the concrete, a slight drag on the left foot as if her shoe is too big. She stopped in the doorway.
"Everything all right in here?"
"Nearly finished. Fiona, the radiator valve under the window is loose. It buzzes when anyone plays the low E-flat."
"The radiator."
"The valve. It sings along. It needs about a quarter-turn with a spanner."
There was a pause in which I could hear Fiona deciding whether this was a real problem or the sort of thing tuners invent to make themselves sound indispensable. Fiona and I were in the third week of what she called my trial season. Ivor, my old master, had tuned for the Corn Exchange for thirty years, and when he handed his round over to me in the spring, Fiona had said, in my hearing, that she would be "keeping an eye on things". I don't think she meant it as a joke. I'm not sure Fiona has ever made a joke.
"I'll mention it to maintenance," she said, meaning she wouldn't. "The Steinway's at a quarter to four. The stage is yours until five fifteen and then I need it clear for the lighting check. Dóra Fekete arrives at six and she's particular. This is the opening night of the season, Octavia. I don't want to hear about radiators."
"You won't," I said. "That's rather the point."
The heels went away.
I was setting the last of the top octave when Rupert Lisle came in.
You don't hear Rupert coming. He wears soft suede brogues with thick crêpe soles, the kind that make no sound on concrete, and the first I knew of him was the door and his voice.
"May I say hello to the gentleman?"
Rupert is the only person in Breckensford, apart from my father, who asks permission before he talks to Crotchet. Everyone else just plunges in with who's a good boy, and Crotchet, who is on duty in harness and has been trained to ignore it, endures them like a bishop enduring a hen party. Off duty, as he was then, he could do as he liked.
"He's off the clock," I said. "Go ahead."
Rupert crossed the room. His shoes gave one tiny squeak on the polished boards near the window, a mouse noise, and then there was the thump-thump-thump of Crotchet's tail on the floor and Rupert's low laugh.
"There's my man. There's my handsome man. Is she working you to death?" He came back to the piano and leaned on the side of it; I felt the case move a fraction under his weight, and his voice came from somewhere well above my head. Rupert is tall, people tell me, and stoops over pianos as if apologising to them. "How's the old girl?"
"The Blüthner? Better than she deserves. Somebody has been leaving coffee on her."
"Guilty. It's a dreadful habit. You can tell me off." His voice is warm and slightly husky, a light baritone, the voice of a man who has spent twenty years talking to nervous children over a keyboard and making them believe they can do it. Rupert accompanies at the Corn Exchange, turns pages for the visiting soloists, and teaches half the young pianists in the district. "Is she ready for Madame Fekete?"
"She'll do for a warm-up. I'd tell Madame Fekete not to play too much low E-flat, though."
"Why on earth not?"
I played it for him. The bee woke up in its jar under the window.
"Good grief," said Rupert. "Is that the piano?"
"The radiator. It sings along."
"I've been teaching in here all summer and I never noticed that."
"Most people don't. They hear it as part of the note." I damped the string. "I've told Fiona."
"Then it'll be fixed by about 2040." He played a soft little run in the treble, a few notes of something, and stopped. "Mm. Lovely. That's very clean, Octavia. Ivor would be proud of you, though he'd die before admitting it."
"Ivor's still alive. He's admitting nothing."
"How is my own poor instrument, while I've got you? Still flat as a pancake and still with that wobble on the F you couldn't cure?"
I laughed. "It isn't flat. It's at old pitch. You won't let anyone raise it."
"Old strings, old piano, poor nervous owner." I could hear him smiling. "I'm terrified of the top end snapping like a row of guitar strings. Ivor told me in 2010 that if I let anyone pull it up to modern pitch he wouldn't answer for the consequences, and I believed him. I still believe him. I believe everything Ivor says."
I had tuned Rupert's piano in July, as part of Ivor's old round. It's a Broadwood upright, made a few years before the First World War, and it lives in his cottage out at Charlton Ferris, in a low sitting room with beams and a carpet so deep it eats the sound like a sponge. Most pianos today are tuned so that the A above middle C sounds at 440 vibrations a second. Rupert's sits at about 435. You wouldn't notice it on its own: it's a shade under a fifth of a semitone. But anyone with my sort of ear notices it from the first chord, the way you'd notice someone had moved all the furniture in a room two inches to the left. The whole instrument sounds as though it has sat down.
"And the F?" I said.
"The F," Rupert agreed, "is a tragedy."
The F an octave and a half above middle C, right in the middle of everything a pianist's right hand ever does, has a false beat. I explained it to Rupert in July and he made a show of being fascinated, though I suspect he was just being kind.
A false beat isn't the ordinary beating between two strings. It's a wobble inside a single string, a string beating against itself. You mute the other two strings of the note so only one can sound, you play it, and instead of a clean, steady tone you get a slow little wah-wah, a tremble in the voice, like an old singer's vibrato. It usually means the string has a kink in it, or it isn't sitting properly where it crosses the bridge. Sometimes you can cure it by tapping the string down at the bridge with a brass punch. Rupert's I couldn't cure. I tried for twenty minutes, and in the end I told him the only fix was a new string, which he declined on the grounds that it cost money and the old one had been perfectly happy wobbling since the Asquith government.
"It's got character," Rupert said now. "Like me."
"It's got a fault. Like you."
"Ouch." He laughed. "I'll have you know my Friday girl has learned to play round it. She's doing the E-flat Nocturne, the Chopin, and she says the F sounds 'sad'. Which it is. It sounds like a sad old man in a cardigan."
"Your Friday girl comes all the way out to Charlton Ferris?"
"Oh, no, no, she's online, half five till quarter past six. All my evening ones are online now, it saves their poor mothers the petrol. The Hallett girl. Maisie. You do their piano, don't you?"
"Next week, I think."
"Then you can tell me if she's practising. Her mother records every single lesson so Maisie can play them back. It's terribly flattering and slightly terrifying." He pushed himself off the side of the Blüthner. "Right. I'm turning pages for Madame Fekete tonight, so I'm off to my poor cottage to teach and change and panic, in that order. Lovely work, Octavia. Truly."
"Thanks, Rupert."
He was halfway to the door when it opened again and someone else came in: a man's tread, measured, deliberate, good leather soles that struck the boards like a metronome set slow. He carried with him a smell of shaving soap and the waxy, peppery smell of cello rosin.
"Ah, Lisle. Good. Ms Bird." Malcolm Tredgold, chairman of the Corn Exchange Trust, always called me Ms Bird, pronouncing the Ms with a faint buzz of disapproval, as if it were a modern spelling he was tolerating out of courtesy. "And the dog."
"Crotchet," I said.
"Indeed." He paused. Mr Tredgold was a retired property solicitor, a widower, a keen amateur cellist, a stickler, a reader of minutes, and a man who had once written to the Breckensford Gazette to complain about the misuse of the semicolon in its parking notices. He was not popular with the hall staff. He was, I had gathered from Kit, considered an interfering old so-and-so who counted the bar receipts personally. But he had always been courteous to me, in his starched way, and he had once given Crotchet the crust of a sandwich when he thought I wasn't listening, which I counted in his favour.
"I won't keep you," he said. "Lisle, you'll be here early tonight, I hope?"
"Six-ish, Malcolm. To meet Madame from her taxi."
"Good. And tomorrow, the trustees at ten. You'll come." It wasn't a question.
"Of course." Rupert's voice had changed, very slightly. It was still warm, but there was less of it, the way a room gets quieter when someone closes a window. "Wouldn't miss it."
"I'm afraid there's rather an unpleasant item on the agenda," said Mr Tredgold, "but it can't be helped. Things have to be put before the trustees, however disagreeable. That's what trustees are for. Ms Bird, I shall look forward to the instrument this evening."
"I'll do my best."
"I'm sure you will. Your Mr Penhallow always did." The metronome tread went away down the corridor, and, a moment later, began to climb the iron stair at the end. I could hear each step ring, iron on leather, dwindling upward. Fourteen steps, then the gallery.
Rupert stood in the doorway a moment longer.
"Unpleasant item," he said lightly. "That'll be the bar takings again. Your poor brother."
"Kit hasn't done anything to the bar takings."
"Of course not. Nobody thinks he has." He sighed. "Malcolm counts everything, Octavia. Everything. One day he'll count the stars and send a memo to God about the shortfall." And then he was gone, too, silent on his crêpe soles, and the only proof he'd been there at all was the tiny squeak his shoe had made by the window, and the faint warmth on the side of the piano where he'd leaned.
I finished the Blüthner at twenty to eleven. I played it through once, properly, a bit of Bach, a bit of Schubert, and it sounded the way an old upright should: honest, a little tired, singing in tune into that tall flattering room. I didn't play the low E-flat.
Crotchet heard me lift his harness from the chair and stood, shook himself, and offered his head, and I buckled him in. In harness, he changes; I feel it through the handle, a sort of straightening of the attention, as if he has put on a uniform.
Kit was in the corridor, on his phone again. He rang off as soon as he heard us.
"All done?"
"For now. Back at quarter to four for the Steinway."
"I'll let you in."
"Kit." I stopped. "Is everything all right?"
"Course it is. Why wouldn't it be?"
"Because Mr Tredgold's just told Rupert there's an unpleasant item on the trustees' agenda tomorrow, and Rupert thinks it's the bar takings."
The silence lasted half a beat too long.
"Then Rupert can mind his own business," said my brother, "and so can Tredgold, and so can you." And then, in a different voice, the hurt slow voice: "Sorry. Sorry, Tav. It's just a lot today. Big night."
"I know."
"Fiona's going spare about everything."
"I know that too. I met her."
He laughed, not much. "Go on. Go and do your old ladies. Quarter to four."
"Quarter to four," I said, and Crotchet took me out into the bright cold morning, past the bins and the scenery dock, back to the Market Place, where the cathedral was striking eleven a few seconds early and the delivery van with the cough had come back for something it had forgotten.
I had two tunings before lunch: an old Bechstein in a farmhouse at Wooton Batch and a child's practice upright on Silver Street. I did them both well. I remember them both. I remember that the Bechstein's owner gave me a slice of lemon drizzle and Crotchet a look of deep suspicion, and that on Silver Street a seven-year-old asked me whether I could see in the dark, and I said yes, and she said cool.
And I remember that in the back of my mind, the whole of that bright ordinary morning, there was a small buzzing thing, like a bee in a jar. I thought at the time it was the radiator.






  
  Chapter 2
Fourteen Hundred Pins


Kit rang me at ten past one, while I was eating a cheese sandwich on the bench outside the library with Crotchet's chin on my knee in a posture of studied tragedy. 
"You missed a show."
"What sort of show?"
"Fiona and Tredgold. In the foyer. Twelve-fifteen, give or take, right in front of the box office, with me and Jade behind the bar trying to look like furniture." My brother's voice had the gleeful tremor of someone who has been bored all morning and has finally been given something to talk about. "He's cutting the schools programme. All of it. Fiona found out from the budget papers, and she went for him."
"Went for him how?"
"Verbally. Mostly. She said he was gutting the place to save the price of a new boiler. He said the trust had obligations and he would not be lectured on fiscal prudence by a woman who'd overspent the marketing budget two years running. She said, I quote, you'll be lucky if there's a hall left to be chairman of. Then he said something about the trustees deciding tomorrow, and she said something I won't repeat in front of Crotchet, and then she went upstairs and slammed the door so hard the posters fell off the wall in the stairwell. Jade nearly cried. It was brilliant."
"It doesn't sound brilliant. It sounds horrible."
"It was a bit horrible," Kit conceded. "But also brilliant. Anyway. Fiona's on the warpath, so be nice to her when you come in."
"I'm always nice to her."
"You told her a radiator was singing."
"It was singing."
"Quarter to four," said my brother, and rang off.
I finished my sandwich. Crotchet watched each mouthful go with the expression of a dog watching a ship depart for the colonies, and when it was gone he sighed, a long, gusty, theatrical sigh, and put his chin back on my knee as if to say that he had given his best years to this partnership and been repaid in crusts.
The Steinway at the Corn Exchange is a Model D, the big one, nine feet long, the concert grand. Steinway built it in Hamburg in 1987 and the trust bought it second-hand in 1994 after a fundraising campaign that is still talked about at the Crown & Cushion with the misty reverence other towns reserve for their wartime evacuations. Ivor tuned it for thirty years. He used to say it had the best treble in the West Country and a temper to match: bright, hard and quick, so that a pianist who hits it too hard gets a slap back, and a pianist who knows what they're doing gets a voice like a bell.
I was not frightened of it. I want to be clear about that, because later people said things about my nerves that weren't true. I had tuned it four times with Ivor at my elbow and twice on my own since he'd retired. But it's a different thing to tune a concert instrument on the afternoon of a recital, with a soloist from Budapest arriving at six and a sold-out hall at half past seven, and the manager who is "keeping an eye on things" sitting upstairs in her office with her temper up. I was not frightened. I was paying attention, which is what fear turns into if you're lucky.
Kit let me in at a quarter to four. The stage was lit by a single working light hanging above the piano. I know because I felt the heat of it on the top of my head when I sat down, a dry, bulbous warmth, and because Kit said, "I've left you the work light, not that you need it," which is a joke he has been making since he was nine.
"Where do you want the beast?"
"Wing. Stage left. On his blanket."
Crotchet went off into the wing with Kit, and I heard him circle three times and drop with a thud and a groan onto the old tartan blanket I bring for him. From there he can hear me and smell me and nobody can tread on him. He settles well, Crotchet. Some guide dogs fret when you leave them; he simply goes to sleep on principle, as a protest against the unreasonable demands of the modern workplace.
"I'll be in the bar if you need anything," Kit said. "Shout. Or text. Or get the dog to bark twice."
"He only barks at the cathedral cat."
"Then I'll get the cathedral cat," said Kit, and his trainers squeaked off across the stage and through the pass door, and I was alone with the Steinway.
There are about two hundred and forty strings in a concert grand, and each string winds round a steel tuning pin set in a block of laminated hardwood, and if you count the pins and the strings and the hitch pins at the other end and the agraffes and the bearing points and the little brass studs on the bridge that every string has to cross on its way, you get to something over fourteen hundred places where an instrument can go wrong. Ivor taught me that number on my first day as his apprentice. "Fourteen hundred places to be a fool, maid," he said. "Pick one and start." Maid is what Cornishmen of Ivor's age call any girl they're fond of. He's called me it since I was nineteen, and I've stopped minding.
You start in the middle.
I set the temperament first, which is the octave or so around middle C, from which everything else is built. I took the A from memory. I have no need of a fork, though I carry my grandfather's old steel A440 in my top pocket because I like the weight of it. I tuned the A, then built outwards by fourths and fifths, listening to the beats. This is the odd secret of the modern piano: almost nothing on it, is perfectly in tune. A pure fifth, the most consonant interval after the octave, would, if you tuned every fifth pure, leave you hopelessly out by the time you got round the circle. So you tune every fifth a hair narrow, so that it beats very slowly, about once every second or so in the middle of the keyboard, and every fourth a hair wide, beating a little faster, and the thirds faster still, a quick shimmer like a moth's wing. You spread the error evenly over all twelve notes, so that no key is perfectly sweet and no key is sour. It's called equal temperament, and it's the great compromise that lets a pianist play in every key in one evening. Every chord you've ever heard on a piano is very slightly out of tune. You just can't hear it. I can, but I've learned to love it, the way you love a face for its asymmetry.
Then the unisons, the three strings of each note brought together until they ring as one. Then out, octave by octave, into the bass and the treble. The octaves are stretched a little wide as you go up, because the thick, stiff strings of a piano don't vibrate in the pure ratios of a textbook. A note's overtones run sharp, and if you tune the octaves pure, the top of the piano sounds flat and dull. You stretch it, as though you were pulling the keyboard gently at both ends until it sings. How much you stretch is a matter of ear and taste. It's one of the ways tuners can recognise each other's work, the way you might recognise someone's handwriting.
The Steinway had held well since my last visit. A little drift in the middle, a few unisons gone sour in the treble where the stage lights had dried it out over the summer, the bass a shade dull. I worked. The lever clicked on the pins. The strings sang their single notes, and the hall took each note and turned it over and handed it back to me, polished, two seconds later.
Somewhere in the middle of the bass, the radiator in the rehearsal room sang along with my E-flat, faint and far off down the corridor, like a bee in another room. I smiled and ignored it.
At about twenty past four I heard Fiona.
The trustees' office is directly above the stage-left wing: a high room with bare oak floorboards and a big table in the middle where the trustees meet. I know it well, because I have sat in it while they discussed whether to renew Ivor's contract, and its floor creaks under the chairs like a ship's deck. There is a ventilation grille in the ceiling of the wing, an old square iron thing from when they tried to air the building in the 1930s, and sound comes down through it, softened, as if through a blanket.
Heels crossed the floor above me. Click, click, a slight drag on the left, click: Fiona, quick and annoyed. A door. Mr Tredgold's voice, the lawyer's measured murmur. Fiona's voice, higher, clipped, the consonants sanded off by the grille so that I could hear its music but not its words, and then more heels, click-click-click, back across the boards, and the door again, hard.
Round two, I thought. Then I put my head back down into the treble, because I had sixty unisons still to do and no business listening.
But I did listen, a little. I can't help it. Tuners are furniture: we kneel inside other people's instruments in other people's houses while life goes on around us, and people forget we're there, and they argue and weep and propose marriage and ring their solicitors while we're sitting three yards away with a lever in our hands. A blind tuner is furniture twice over. People think that because you can't see them, you can't quite hear them either. I have learned more about the private lives of Breckensford in four years of tuning than any vicar. I keep it to myself. I don't go looking. But I can't close my ears, any more than you can close your eyes in a lit room and stop the light coming in pink through your eyelids.
I was in the top octave, setting the very highest unisons, the little tinkling ones that sound like glass, when the second conversation started.
It was perhaps ten past five. I know that because I had looked at the time, by which I mean my watch had said five oh seven into my earbud when I squeezed it a minute or two before, and I had thought, eight minutes, plenty.
Mr Tredgold's voice came down through the grille, raised. Not shouting. Mr Tredgold was not a man who shouted. But raised, with that hard edge a reasonable man's voice gets when he has been reasonable for some time and has decided to stop. Most of what he said was blanket and wool, but one sentence came down clean, because he was standing, I suppose, close to the grille and speaking very deliberately:
"...tomorrow at ten, and I'll put all of it before them."
Then another voice. Lower. Soft and quick and muffled, the words all gone, only the rise and fall of it. Pleading, perhaps; or arguing; or simply explaining. I couldn't tell. It went on for a few seconds. Then Mr Tredgold again, short and final, two or three words I didn't catch, and silence.
I sat with my lever on a pin and listened to the silence, and thought: poor Fiona. Because I had heard her up there twenty minutes before, and I had heard what Kit said about the foyer, and it seemed obvious. Tomorrow at ten. The trustees. The schools programme. She'd gone back up for round three and lost.
I don't remember hearing anyone come into that room, or leave it. I was deep in the treble, and the treble is a jealous mistress. Somewhere off in the wing, the old iron staircase ticked once or twice, the way iron does when the heating comes on or goes off, little settling noises like someone cracking their knuckles. I didn't think about it. Why would I?
I finished the last unison at twelve minutes past five.
Then I played.
You always play at the end, to hear the whole instrument as a pianist will hear it. I played some Debussy, the first of the Arabesques, because it runs up and down the whole keyboard like water and it shows you every unevenness at once, and then a few bars of the slow movement of the Schubert B-flat sonata because I wanted to, because the hall was empty and the piano was beautiful and in a couple of hours a famous woman from Budapest would be playing it for four hundred and fifty people and I would be at home with a mug of tea, a dog and a bill from the water company. The Steinway sang. The bass was round and warm, the middle clear as spring water, the treble bright as a bell. I put my hands in my lap and sat for a moment and let the last chord die away into the hall's long, generous glow.
From the wing came a thump-thump-thump: Crotchet's tail on the floor. Applause, of a kind.
"Thank you," I told him. "You're very kind. You have no taste, but you're very kind."
Fiona didn't come down to hear it. Nobody did. At five fifteen precisely the stage door banged and a cheerful voice shouted "Lights!" from the corridor, and I said "All yours!" and packed up my tools: lever, mutes, felt strips, the little brass punch for seating strings, the grandfather's fork in my top pocket. I closed the lid of the Steinway softly, the way you'd close a door on a sleeping child, and went to get my dog.
I went out through the front, because the stage door was full of lighting men and coils of cable, and because it was easier: through the pass door, up the side aisle of the hall, which ran past the rows of seats, out through the auditorium doors into the foyer.
The foyer of the Corn Exchange is all hard surfaces: a stone floor, the box office counter, the brass rail of the bar, the big glass doors to the street. Sound skitters around it like a dropped coin. It was empty at twenty past five. Kit wasn't at the bar; I could hear the bar's fridge humming to itself, a slightly flat B, but no one moving behind the counter. Somewhere above me, faint, the radiator in the box office was ticking.
And someone was whistling.
Not far away. To my right, by the stairs that go up to the gallery and the front offices. A man, whistling under his breath the way people do when they think they're alone, a jaunty
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