
  
  
      
        
          Equal Temperament

          A Piano Tuner's Ear Mystery, Book Seven

		      
          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.
        
        Every Key Equally Wrong
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        2.
        
        Pancake Eve
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        3.
        
        Shrove Tuesday
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        4.
        
        Unexplained
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        5.
        
        Doorbell
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        6.
        
        Consultancy
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        7.
        
        The Nave Choir
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        8.
        
        Valentine's Day
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        9.
        
        Precentor
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        10.
        
        Quorum
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        11.
        
        Any Price
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        12.
        
        Twenty Years
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        13.
        
        Radiator
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        14.
        
        Leaflet
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        15.
        
        Equal Temperament
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        16.
        
        Independent
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        17.
        
        Things That Log
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        18.
        
        Wednesday
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        19.
        
        Chapter House
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        20.
        
        The Vote
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        21.
        
        Moratorium
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        22.
        
        Expert Opinion
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        23.
        
        Tanyard Lane
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        24.
        
        Street Pianos
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    
  


  
  Chapter 1
Every Key Equally Wrong


"Just tune," said Hazel Kerne on the Friday night, on the telephone, in the voice she uses for warnings and the price of new strings. "I mean it, darling. Councillor Perrin is the swing vote. Half this town wants to shake her by the hand and the other half wants to shake her by the neck. You go in, you tune her piano, you say what a lovely Danemann, and you come out. You do not mention the Corn Exchange. You do not mention your brother. You do not mention anything."
"I don't mention anything to anybody, Hazel. I'm a piano tuner."
"You're a piano tuner who's been on the front of the Gazette five times in eighteen months," said Hazel. "Ten o'clock. Lower Silver Street. Number fourteen. And wear the navy, not the green. The green makes you look like a campaigner."
I asked her what a campaigner looked like. She said, like your brother, darling, only cleaner, and rang off.

So on the first Saturday in February I walked down to Lower Silver Street in the navy, with Crotchet in harness and my case in my other hand, through a Breckensford that was brittle with frost. You can hear frost. People don't believe that, but you can. It takes the softness out of a city. Footsteps ring instead of thudding. The water channels along the streets, which chatter all winter, go quiet at the edges where the ice has crept in. A car door shuts three streets away and you hear it as if it were in the next room. Even the cathedral bells, striking ten as I turned off the Market Place, came through the air with a hard bright edge on them, like a glass rim struck with a spoon.
Lower Silver Street runs downhill from the back of the Market Place towards the mill leat: a street of tall old houses built by wool merchants when Breckensford had money, with steps up to the front doors and iron railings that ring a little when the dog's lead brushes them. Number fourteen had five steps and a boot scraper and a brass knocker shaped, I found with my fingers, like a fox. It also had a doorbell, which I rang, because I've never quite got used to knocking on a stranger's door with a fox.
The door opened before the bell had finished.
"You're the tuner," said a woman's voice. "And this is the famous dog. Come in, come in, you'll freeze. I'm Diana. Mind the step; it's not where you think it is; nothing in this house is."

Diana Perrin was sixty, she told me within the first minute, and a retired midwife, she told me within the second. "Thirty years bringing Breckensford into the world," she said, taking my coat, "and now I sit on committees deciding what to do with it. Which is very much harder and less rewarding, and nobody ever brings you chocolates afterwards." She had a quick warm voice, a little husky, with the kind of laugh at the bottom of it that comes from a lifetime of saying cheerful things to people in pain. Her hands, when she took mine, were small and dry and very strong. A midwife's hands. She smelled of coffee and Pears soap and, faintly, of the cathedral, that cold stone-and-candlewax smell that gets into the clothes of people who spend time there.
"The piano's in the garden room," she said. "Through here, down three steps. It's the warmest room in the house, which isn't saying much. Roger! The tuner's here!"
From somewhere above us a man's voice said, "Coming," and didn't come.
The garden room was at the back of the house, half a floor down, and I knew the moment I stepped into it that it was a good room for a piano. A room tells you about itself when you walk in. This one was long rather than wide, with a high ceiling and a wooden floor, and the floor was mostly covered by a rug so thick that my feet went quiet on it, a deep soft silence that swallowed the sound of my shoes and made the whole room warm-voiced, damped, close. Crotchet stepped onto it and stopped and made the small pleased noise he makes when the ground under his feet is softer than he expected.
"Persian," said Diana. "Roger's mother's. He says it's worth more than the house. I say it's worth more than Roger. Your dog's welcome to lie on it. Everybody does."
Crotchet, who has never needed telling twice, lay down on it with a groan.
I stood still for a moment and listened. To my left, along the long wall, the soft crackle of a fire in a grate: a real coal fire, the smell of it sharp and sulphury and comfortable. A chimney breast, by the sound of the fire's echo, standing out into the room. To my right, at the far end, a great cold presence: glass. I could feel it on my face before I could hear it, the way you feel a window in winter, a breath of chill coming off it. And under the window, ticking as it warmed, something big and metal.
"French windows," said Diana, following my head. "Onto the terrace. Then the garden goes down in steps, three lots of them, to the lawn and the leat. Lovely in summer. In February it's a ski slope. And that's the radiator, the old cast-iron monster. It's the only one in the house that works properly, so naturally it's in the room we use least."
"And the piano?"
"Here." She took my hand and put it on cool walnut. "On the long wall, between the chimney breast and the far corner. It's been here since we moved in."

It was a Danemann, a 1960s upright in walnut veneer, square and plain and honest, the kind of piano that was in half the school halls and front rooms of England when my mother was a girl. The lid was smooth under my hand, polished so often the veneer had gone silky. I ran my fingers along the cheeks, the flat wooden ends of the keyboard, and the keybed, the shelf the keys sit on, which had good square corners, sharp enough that I've caught my knuckles on corners like them a thousand times. The fall, the lid over the keys, was down. When I lifted it, the keys had the faint cold smell of old ivorine and somebody's hand cream.
I played middle C. Then an A.
There's a half-second, these days, before I trust a note. There didn't used to be. Since November there has been, every time, at the start of every job: a tiny hesitation in which I listen to my own listening and ask myself whether I'm sure. It passes. The A is always an A. This one was an A that had wandered six cents flat over the winter, with a slow lazy beat in its unison, and the half-second passed, and I knew where I was.
"Well?" said Diana.
"It's healthy," I said. "Flat, and a bit uneven in the treble, but healthy. A good piano. Somebody's looked after it."
"I've looked after it," said Diana, pleased. "I play it every day. Badly. Schubert, mostly, and hymns. I sing in the Nave Choir at the cathedral, you know, Monday nights, and I practise my parts on it and drive Roger mad." She laughed. "He says I sing like a woman calling the cows in."
"Do you?"
"I sing like a woman who's enjoying herself," said Diana Perrin, "which is a much rarer thing."

Before I start any piano I like to know where it's standing, exactly, and what's behind it, so I asked if I could roll it out an inch from the wall. Diana said of course. I put my hands on the cheeks and leaned, and the Danemann came towards me as smoothly as a drawer: its castors, the four little brass wheels underneath, gliding across the rug without a squeak or a murmur. That surprised me a little. Old castors usually complain. These had been oiled, or had never been asked to do much.
Behind it, the wall was cool but not cold; an inside wall, the chimney side. To the right, at the treble end, I reached out and found, about a metre away, the edge of the French window's frame, and below it the top of the radiator, warm now and getting warmer, with the heat coming off it in a slow wave I could feel on the back of my hand.
I rolled the piano back. The castors made no sound at all.
"This is a good place for it," I said. "Mostly. Inside wall, away from the fire, off the floor on a good rug. The only thing I'd say—"
"Here it comes," said Diana.
"—is that radiator. Don't ever let anyone push it up against that radiator, or next to the window. Not even for a day."
"Why not?"
So I told her. I can never resist, and she'd asked, and she listened the way good listeners do, with her breath held a little. A piano, I said, is a wooden box full of steel under enormous tension, about twenty tonnes of it, all of it balanced. Heat on one side upsets the balance. The strings nearest the heat stretch and slacken. The soundboard on that side dries out, and loses its crown, the slight arch that pushes up against the strings, and the strings sink with it. So the notes nearest the heat go flat, and not evenly: the ones closest go flattest, and within each note the three strings drift by different amounts, so they stop agreeing with each other. "A day against that radiator," I said, "and your top octave would sag like a washing line in the rain. And when you moved it away again it wouldn't come back where it was. It'd come back somewhere else. Pianos don't forget."
"How extraordinary," said Diana. "I'll tell Roger."
"Tell Roger what?" said a man's voice from the doorway.

Roger Perrin came down the three steps into the garden room as if he were measuring them. That was my first thought, and I never had a reason to change it. His tread was even and precise: the same weight on every step, the same length of stride, a man who knows how far it is from one place to another and has never been surprised by a step in his life. He smelled of shaving soap and wool and, faintly, of bicycle oil.
"Roger, this is Miss Bird. Miss Bird, my husband, Roger. He was a chartered surveyor for forty years and now he surveys me."
"How do you do," said Roger, and shook my hand: a dry cool brief grip, exactly firm enough. His voice was pleasant and level, a good educated voice with no particular accent and no particular warmth. "Tell Roger what?"
"Miss Bird says the piano must never go near the radiator," said Diana. "Not even for a day. It'll go flat and sulk."
"Ah," said Roger. There was something dry in it. "Well. That's me told." And to me, politely: "I've wanted it moved to that end for twenty years. Out of the way, by the window. It sticks out into the room where it is. One walks round it. It's in the way of my chair by the fire."
"It's not in the way of anything," said Diana. "It's in the way of you squaring the room."
"A room should be squared," said Roger, mildly. "That's all I've ever said."
"For twenty years," said Diana.
"For twenty years," Roger agreed, and I heard him smile, a small thin smile, the kind that's been worn smooth by use. Then he said, "I'll leave you to it," and went back up the three steps, exactly as he'd come down.

I tuned.
It was a lovely morning's work. The Danemann wanted bringing up six cents and evening out, nothing more; the pins were tight and the strings were good and the hammers had plenty of life in them. Diana sat in a chair by the fire with a cup of coffee and didn't talk while I set the temperament, which is rarer than you'd think, and only started asking questions when I'd moved out into the octaves.
"What is it you're doing?" she said. "Exactly? It sounds like you're making it worse before you make it better."
"I'm making it equally wrong."
"I beg your pardon?"
So I explained equal temperament, which is the thing I love best to explain and the thing hardly anybody asks about. How you can't tune a piano perfectly. How if you tune all the fifths pure, the sweet ringing fifths that sound like bells, you go round the circle of twelve keys and come back to where you started, and you've missed by a little: a quarter of a semitone, near enough. And that little has to go somewhere. In the old days tuners hid it in the keys nobody used, so that C major sounded heavenly and F-sharp major sounded like a cat in a dustbin. Now we share it out. Every fifth is narrowed by the same tiny amount, about two cents, too small to hear unless you know what to listen for. Every key is equally wrong, so that no key is unbearable.
"So nothing's ever quite in tune," said Diana.
"Nothing's ever perfectly in tune. Everything's acceptably in tune. That's the deal."
She was quiet for a moment.
"That's politics," she said. "That's exactly what politics is. You can't make everyone happy. You share out the unhappiness so evenly that nobody's miserable enough to burn the town hall down." She laughed, but not very much. "I've been trying to explain that to people for nine months."
I didn't say anything about the Corn Exchange. I'd promised Hazel.
"And marriages," said Diana, after a moment, very lightly, to her coffee. "Marriages too. You just never play the keys that would show it."
I went on tuning. A G-sharp, a C, an E-flat. I didn't say anything about that, either.

At twenty to twelve the doorbell rang.
Diana went up. I heard the front door open, and the cold come in, and a voice I knew: a woman's, crisp and fast and tired, with Bristol in it from a long way back, a voice I've heard shouting at caterers and soothing pianists and, once, crying in an empty concert hall at midnight.
Fiona Swifte. Manager of the Corn Exchange. Who runs my best contract and my brother's job and most of my brother's waking hours.
I stopped tuning. I didn't decide to. My hands just went still.
I couldn't hear all of it. The garden room was half a floor down and the front door was at the end of a hall, and the rug soaked up a great deal. But I heard enough. I heard Diana say Fiona, I've told you, I'm not discussing it on my doorstep, and Fiona say then where am I supposed to discuss it, you won't answer my emails. I heard the consultation, and five hundred and thirty letters, and a deed, Diana, a covenant, the barrister will say. I heard Diana say, quite sharply, I'll read the barrister's opinion when there is one, and I'll vote on the merits, and I'll thank you not to come to my house. And I heard Fiona's voice go up, crack, and come out hard on the other side.
"If you vote for that sale," said Fiona Swifte, "you'll be killing this town."
There was a silence. Then the front door shut. Not slammed; shut, quite firmly, the way a door is shut by someone who has decided not to slam it. And Diana's footsteps came back down the hall, quick and light, and stopped at the top of the three steps.
"I'm sorry about that," she said. Her voice was perfectly steady. "Your Miss Swifte has strong feelings."
"She's not my Miss Swifte," I said. "She's my brother's boss. And mine, on Tuesdays."
"I know who she is," said Diana. "I know who you are, too. I know whose sister you are." A pause; she came down the steps. "It's all right, Octavia. May I call you Octavia? Hazel Kerne told me you'd been told not to say a word, and you haven't, and I'm grateful. I've had people say words at me for three months. On doorsteps, in the street, in the queue at the butcher's. I've had letters I wouldn't show my mother. I had a man spit at my feet in the Market Place on Thursday." She sat down in her chair by the fire. "It's quite restful, having a tuner who just tunes."
"I'm sorry," I said.
"Don't be. It's democracy. It's meant to be uncomfortable." She drank some coffee, and it had gone cold, I could tell by the little sound she made. "I'll vote with my conscience on Tuesday. On the merits. Whatever the merits turn out to be. And then on Wednesday—" She stopped.
I waited.
"On Wednesday," said Diana Perrin, "I mean to do something braver."

I finished at half past twelve. Unisons, octaves, the last fine adjustments up in the top octave where the strings are short and the hammers are small and everything happens very fast. Then I played the Danemann through, the way I always do at the end, a few bars of everything: a hymn, a scale, a bit of Schubert for her, the G-flat impromptu, which suited it. It sounded warm and round and quite young, in that damped soft room, on that thick rug.
Diana stood by the piano with her hand on the lid.
"Oh," she said. "Oh, that's lovely. That's how it sounded when we bought it." She was quiet a moment. "Thank you."
Roger came down while I was packing my case, and stood in the doorway, and listened to Diana play a few bars of the impromptu, badly and happily, and didn't say anything. When she stopped he said, "Very nice," in his level voice. And then, to me: "You'll want to mind the steps going out. The front ones are icy. I'll grit them before you go."
"He grits everything," said Diana. "Every night, when there's a frost. The front steps and the terrace path and all three lots of garden steps. Out he goes at ten o'clock with his little shovel and his bucket, like a man defending a fort."
"Somebody has to," said Roger.
"Somebody has to," Diana agreed. And then, more softly, to nobody in particular: "He's very good at keeping things from falling down."

She saw me to the door herself. Roger had gone out before us, and I could hear him on the front steps in the cold, the scrape of the shovel and the hiss of grit thrown in a wide even arc, precisely, every step covered.
On the doorstep Diana put her hand on my arm.
"You've been very patient," she said. "Two and a half hours. The last time I had anybody in that room for so long was the girl who took the photographs for my election leaflet, last April. She had me at the piano for an hour, turning this way and that, and moved Roger's chair, and he sulked for a week."
"That'll have been Sharde," I said. "Sharde Okoye. She's my best friend."
"Is she? Small world." Diana laughed. "Tell her the leaflet won me the seat. Everybody said I looked approachable. I've never been approachable in my life."
Then she said, "Come back in the spring. For the next tuning. When the radiators go off and it all goes sharp again. I'll want it done for the summer."
"I'd like that."
"So would I." She laughed, the husky midwife's laugh. "If I'm still here."
I thought she meant the council. Or the house; people say things like that, when they're thinking of moving. I didn't think anything else.
I went down the five steps, gritted and crunching under my shoes, with the dog steady at my side and my case in my hand, into the hard bright frost of Lower Silver Street. Behind me I heard the door close. Somewhere in the house, faintly, somebody began to play the Schubert again, and stopped after two bars, and didn't start again.






  
  Chapter 2
Pancake Eve


The barrister's opinion arrived at the Corn Exchange at twenty past ten on Monday morning, while I was lying under the Steinway. 
I was there for the pedal lyre, which had developed a squeak on the sustain that a visiting pianist had described on Saturday night as "like a mouse being sat on, very slowly, all through the Brahms". It's a job you do on your back, on the stage, with your head under the keybed and your torch in your teeth, although I don't need the torch and keep it in my teeth out of habit, because Ivor did. Crotchet was lying beside me with his chin on my shin. The hall was empty and cold and very large around us, the way a concert hall is in the morning: a great held breath of a room, every small sound going up into the roof and coming back changed.
So when the door at the back of the stalls banged open and Kit came down the aisle at a run, I heard him from the moment he touched the handle.
"Tav. Tav. It's here."
"What's here?"
"The opinion. From the barrister. Counsel's opinion on the Pethick deed. Twelve pages." He arrived at the edge of the stage, breathless. My brother is twenty-three and runs everywhere, as if the world might change its mind before he gets there. "Fiona's printing it. Come up. Come and hear it."
"I'm under a piano, Kit."
"Then come out from under it," said my brother, and went back up the aisle at a run.

Fiona's office is up a flight of stairs at the back of the Corn Exchange, a small room that smells of coffee and toner and the radiator's dust, with a window that rattles when the buses go past. Fiona was at her desk. Kit was standing, because Kit always stands when he's excited, and walks about, and knocks things. Annabel Fenwick was on speakerphone from Combe Avery, breathing heavily, which she does when she's listening hard.
"Read it," said Annabel's voice from the speaker. "Not all of it. The bit that matters."
Fiona read it. She has a good reading voice, clear and fast, and she read the way she reads contracts, which is to say as if she were looking for the trap.
The deed was a conveyance of 1911, by which Josiah Pethick, who had made his money in boots in Street, gave the old Corn Exchange to the city of Breckensford after paying to have it turned from a market hall into a concert hall. Seven pages of vellum. And on page five, a clause, which the barrister quoted in full and Fiona read slowly, every word:
"…upon trust that the said building shall be kept and used for ever for the music, lectures and recreation of the people of Breckensford, and for no other purpose whatsoever…"
"For ever," said Kit. "For ever."
"Shush," said Fiona. And she read the barrister's view, which came down, after eleven pages of history and law I didn't follow, to two sentences. In counsel's opinion the clause was arguably a restrictive covenant capable of binding a purchaser of the land. But it was wholly unclear, on present information, who now had the benefit of it and could enforce it: Pethick's heirs, if any could be traced; the trustees of a Pethick charity wound up in 1958; or nobody at all.
"Arguably," said Annabel's voice from Combe Avery, with enormous disgust. "I pay a man in Bristol nine hundred pounds and he tells me arguably."
"It's a good arguably," said Fiona. "It's the best arguably I've ever heard. If a developer's lawyer reads this, they'll want to know who might stand up in court and say you can't build flats here, it's for the music of the people of Breckensford for ever. And nobody knows. And developers hate not knowing." She put the pages down. "It won't stop a sale. But it might make Halbrook think twice about the price. And it might make a councillor think twice about voting for it."
"A councillor," said Kit.
Nobody said anything for a moment.
"The vote's tomorrow night," said Fiona, quietly. "Seven o'clock. The full council. It's twelve to twelve, as near as anybody can count, and Diana Perrin hasn't said which way she'll go." She paused. "And I made a fool of myself on her doorstep on Saturday, so I'm not the person to take her this."
I sat very still on the hard chair by the door.
"You what?" said Kit.
"I went round. Saturday morning. I'd had three emails go unanswered and I lost my temper." Fiona's voice was flat with embarrassment. "I said something I shouldn't have. On her doorstep. In front of the street." She didn't look at me; I could hear her not look at me. "Octavia was there. Tuning. She'll have heard every word."
"I heard some of them," I said.
"Then you heard the worst of them," said Fiona, "and I'm sorry you did."

Kit wrote a summary. Two pages, plain English, no legal words he couldn't explain, the clause quoted in full at the top in bold. He wrote it at Fiona's desk while Fiona and Annabel argued about whether a summary was lobbying, and Annabel said everything was lobbying, darling, breathing was lobbying, and Fiona said that was exactly what she was afraid of.
"I'll email it to every councillor," said Kit. "All twenty-five. Neutral. Just the facts."
"Good," said Fiona.
"And I'll take Councillor Perrin's round by hand. Tonight."
There was a pause.
"Why?" said Fiona.
"Because she's the one who matters," said Kit. "And because emailing her feels cowardly. After Saturday." He was quiet a moment. "I'm not going to say anything. I'll put it through the door. With a note. Councillor Perrin, this arrived today, I thought you should have it before tomorrow, Kit Bird. That's all."
"Kit," I said.
"What?"
"Hazel says—"
"Hazel says just tune," said my brother. "I'm not a tuner, Tav. I'm the campaign." And he went off downstairs to print it, and Fiona sighed the sigh of a woman who manages a concert hall and a twenty-three-year-old, and I went back to the pedal lyre, and lay under the Steinway with my torch in my teeth, and thought about a doorstep in Lower Silver Street, and Diana's voice saying I'll thank you not to come to my house.
The squeak was a dry pivot in the lyre's trapwork, and a drop of oil fixed it. Most things aren't as complicated as they sound.

In the afternoon I went to Bird's Clocks.
It was a Monday, so Jake wasn't there; Jake comes on Saturdays, and spends most of them, my father says, with his hand flat on the side of a longcase case, learning the words for things he already knows. But Rosa was. Rosa Hendy has been at the bench in the back room since the second week of January, full time, and in a month, my father says, she has broken nothing, said almost nothing, and heard everything.
She was cleaning a carriage clock movement when I came in. I could hear the little brush and the click of the tweezers, and her breathing, which goes very slow when she's concentrating, so slow you'd think she'd stopped.
"Hello, Rosa."
"Hello," said Rosa Hendy. And then, after a long moment, as if she'd been working up to it: "The regulator's running slow. By the door. I think it's the radiator. They put the heating up on Friday."
My father, at the other end of the bench, made a noise of pure delight.
"She's right," he said. "Four seconds a day since Friday. I've had that regulator on that wall eleven years and it's never lost a second till they turned the radiator up. I'd never have noticed till the end of the week." He was beaming; I could hear it. "She heard it from here. Over thirty-nine other clocks."
"It just sounded tired," said Rosa, very quietly. "Sorry."
"Don't be sorry," I said. "Never be sorry for hearing something."
Rosa didn't say anything to that. But I heard her breathing change, very slightly, and I think she was pleased.

Sharde rang while I was walking home, from London, from the flat above the bakery in Hackney that Halcyon have given her for February and March. She sounded tired and wired and full of it: she'd spent the day photographing a harpist's hands for the book, the calluses on the fingertips and the way the left hand curls, and the harpist had cried at the end because nobody had ever looked at her hands before.
"And they've asked me," said Sharde. "Halcyon. Properly. A job. Staff. Head of stills for the whole company, starting in the summer. London. Salary, Tav. A pension. A desk with my name on it."
I stopped on the corner of Sadler Street with the dog.
"That's wonderful," I said. And it was. I meant it. I also meant the other thing, the thing under it, which was a small cold space opening up somewhere in my chest where Sharde had always been.
"I haven't said yes," said Sharde.
"You should think about it."
"I am thinking about it. That's all I'm doing. I'm thinking about it on the Overground and in the bath and in the middle of harpists. I'll tell you when I know."
"That's the right answer," I said, and she laughed, because it's mine, from November, and she knew I knew she'd stolen it.

Supper was at Chamberlain Street, and it was pancakes, because my mother has a governors' meeting on Shrove Tuesday and refuses on principle to let the governors take her pancakes away from her. So Pancake Eve, in our family, is the Monday. It has been since I was eleven.
It was a good evening. It was the kind of evening I'd stopped expecting, these last few months, after Priddock: the five of us round the kitchen table, my mother and father and Kit and Priya and me, with Crotchet under the table on everybody's feet in turn and the gas hissing under the pan and the clocks ticking all through the house. My mother tossed. My father caught, mostly, on a plate, and said duw when he didn't. Priya, who'd never done it before, tossed a pancake straight up into the extractor hood, where it stuck, and Kit laughed so hard he had to sit on the floor.
And my mother, at the end, with lemon juice on her fingers, said, "I had the letter today. From the Trust. The contract. It's official. Head teacher of Breckensford Academy, from the first day of the summer term." She paused. "Permanently."
We'd known since December. She'd rung me from the car park after the interview, laughing and crying at once, and said I talked about listening, about the quiet ones, and Gerald Ashby actually took his glasses off. But a contract is different. A contract is paper. My father got up and went to the cupboard and came back with a bottle of something Welsh and dreadful that he keeps for occasions, and poured five very small glasses, and we drank to my mother, who said oh, stop it, and went pink, and didn't stop us.

At a quarter to nine Kit stood up.
"I'm going to take it round," he said. "The summary. To Councillor Perrin."
"Now?" said my mother.
"She's at choir till nine. Tav said. Monday nights. I'll put it through the door and come straight back. Ten minutes." He was already putting his coat on. "I'm not going to knock. I'm not going to say anything. I'm just going to put it through the door."
"Kit," said my father.
"I know, Dad."
"Take a torch," said my father. "The pavements are like glass."
He went. I heard the front door, and his feet on the frosty steps, quick and careful, and then the gate. The kitchen was quiet for a moment. Priya started washing up. My mother sat with her little glass of dreadful Welsh spirit and her contract on the table in front of her, and didn't say anything, and I could hear her thinking about Kit, and the vote, and the town, and the man who'd spat at Diana Perrin's feet in the Market Place on Thursday.
He was back at twenty-five past nine. He came in stamping and blowing on his hands.
"Done," he said. "Nobody in. All dark at the front. Through the letterbox, note on top." He sat down. "There's a camera across the road, on the house opposite, one of those doorbell ones. It lit up when I went past. I waved at it." He laughed. "So that's me on somebody's phone. Waving at a doorbell."
Nobody laughed with him. I don't know why. It wasn't a sinister thing. It was just a doorbell.

I went home at ten. My father walked me back to Pump Lane, because of the ice, and because he likes to. The fog had come down while we were eating pancakes: a freezing fog, thick and wet and very cold, that hung in the streets and soaked into my coat and made every sound close and muffled and strange. Our footsteps on the pavement were soft and dead. A car went past on the Market Place and its tyres hissed on the wet road as if it were frying. Somewhere a dog barked, twice, and the fog swallowed it.
"Freezing drizzle later," said my father. "That's what they said on the radio. Rain that freezes when it lands. Everything'll be glass by morning."
"Kit was right to take it round," I said.
"Kit was brave to take it round," said my father. "Whether he was right, we'll find out tomorrow night at seven." He saw me to the door at the bottom of my stairs, and kissed the top of my head, which he still does, and went off into the fog.
I went to bed. I didn't sleep straight away. I lay in the dark with Crotchet breathing on the floor beside the bed and listened to the fog, which is a sound like nothing: the absence of every sound beyond about fifty feet, a soft grey wall all round the house. Then, some time after eleven, a new sound: a fine faint ticking on the skylight in the bathroom, so fine you'd have to be lying very still to hear it. The freezing drizzle, coming down out of the fog, landing on the glass, and freezing where it landed.
At midnight the cathedral bell struck the hour. It came through the ice and the fog like nothing I've ever heard: hard, bright, ringing, every stroke with a strange glassy edge to it, as if the whole city had been glazed over and the bell was striking the glaze. Twelve strokes. I counted them. And after the twelfth, a long, long hum, the bell's own voice dying away into the fog, going on and on until I couldn't tell any more whether I was hearing it or remembering it.
I fell asleep somewhere in that hum. And somewhere across the city, in Lower Silver Street, while I slept, a garden was turning to glass.
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