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            ‘Jeremy Cooper’s Discord is as nakedly truthful a novel as you could ever hope to read. Its characters are completely and utterly convincing and their interactions with one another are filled with all of the loveliness and foolishness and tenderness of real life.’

            — Aidan Cottrell-Boyce, author of The End of Nightwork

            ‘Quietly, irresistibly compelling. Jeremy Cooper’s interior worlds fill you up, become the air around you, conduct the sounds of every day – while you are reading, and while the book waits for you to pick it up again. Discord is an enthralling human melody.’

            — Ben Pester, author of The Expansion Project

            ‘It’s very hard indeed to write fiction about music but Jeremy Cooper does so with triumphant aplomb. Discord is a tremendous, quietly enthralling achievement.’

            — William Boyd, author of The Predicament

            Praise for Brian

            ‘Easily the best novel I’ve read this decade.’

            — Olivia Laing, Guardian

            ‘Brian is affecting, funny and, at 184 pages, a skilfully compressed chronicle of one man’s life and the cornucopia of film that enriches it.’

            — Max Liu, Financial Times

            ‘After having published his luminous Ash Before Oak, Jeremy Cooper now brings us Brian, equally a work of mysterious interiority and poetry. It confirms that however solitary life might be, art enriches both our imaginations and our realities. This is a very tender book.’

            — Xiaolu Guo, author of A Lover’s Discourse 4

            ‘Cooper does a superb job of inhabiting this singular character’s point of view, and of deftly weaving into the narrative Brian’s thoughts and feelings about the films he sees. I was delighted by the book’s gentle humor and lucid prose style, and I can think of no finer exploration of what can happen when a person is fully open and attentive to art, and how a shared passion for art can connect people to one another.’

            — Sigrid Nunez, New Yorker

            ‘What makes Jeremy Cooper’s seventh novel appealing and convincing is the author’s serene prose and tender, understated empathy…. This is an affectionate, thoughtful portrait of a gentle soul.’

            — David Collard, Times Literary Supplement

            Praise for Bolt from the Blue

            ‘There’s a strange magic to Jeremy Cooper’s writing. The way he puts words together creates an incantatory effect. Reading him is to be spellbound, then. I have no idea how he does it, only that I am seduced.’

            — Ben Myers, author of The Offing

            ‘For a book that has the word “love” on almost every page, Bolt from the Blue is endlessly inventive in showing us how love is often hidden, rationed, coded and disguised. It is an epistolary dialogue between a life of possibilities – as shown through the maturing vision of an artist – and one of disappointments, expressed through the wise and seasoned scepticism of the artist’s mother. Jeremy Cooper is a deft and sensitive writer who understands how to entrust his book to his characters.’

            — Rónán Hession, author of Leonard and Hungry Paul 5

            ‘[A] work of great depth and quiet power. Over three decades, a mother and her artist daughter communicate only by letters, excavating their relationship as it evolves with melancholic, astute precision. At times spellbinding and mesmerizing, the work also proves provocative and inspirational. As much a love letter to the lost art of letter-writing as it is a thirty-year-long dialogue of familial love, Cooper has produced an understated book that nonetheless resonates powerfully. This book is deeply sensitive to the ebb and flow of relationships over time and the way love is disguised, expressed and experienced, and it achieves that elusive dream of all authors and finds new meaning in the recording of life.’

            — Helen Cullen, Irish Times

            Praise for Ash before Oak

            ‘Low-key and understated, this beautiful book … is a civilized and melancholy document that slowly progresses towards a sense of enduring, going onwards, and even new life. It feels like a healing experience.’

            — Phil Baker, Sunday Times

            ‘A disarming and gorgeously rendered portrait of interiority… The novel’s genius lies in what goes unsaid, and in the gaps between entries – what the narrator keeps from readers is the most haunting plot of all. This meandering novel is one of quiet beauty, and brief flashes of joy among seasons of despair. A study in how writing can give lives meaning, and in how it can fail to be enough to keep one afloat, this is a rare, delicate book, teeming with the stuff of real life.’

            — Publishers Weekly, starred review6
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            QUEEN’S PARK (I)

         

         Rebekah was travelling by train from her home in Devon up to London for a week’s work at the Horticultural Society in Peckham. Possibly longer, depending on the outcome of a meeting the next day in Queen’s Park, on the other side of town.

         Front-facing window seat a necessity, booked by telephone to be certain of no mistake. Her trust, in others as in herself, had always been tenuous, the years of consequent unease registered in lines across the bridge of her nose and thinning head of once-dense auburn hair. A sigh of relief to find the adjacent seat unoccupied, her canvas holdall placed beside her to discourage use by another traveller. Though she disapproved of this antisocial act, her guilty conscience was a price worth paying to prevent proximity. In the course of her professional life as a musician, Rebekah had developed an amplified sensitivity to sound and by now, at the age of almost fifty, she found close to intolerable the noises made by the mildest fellow passenger. Gratuitous little coughs, the munching on a sandwich, a lick of the fingers to turn the page of a glossy magazine. The silk chafe of thighs crossed and uncrossed. Not long ago, on a crowded train travelling from Paddington to Penzance via Tiverton Parkway, her stop, she had been forced to move seats to escape the breath-beats at her side of a snoozing accountant – as she had reckoned he must be, from the tombstone briefcase at his feet. Even without these human intrusions, actual silence did not of course exist, least of all on the railways. It was just that Rebekah found it harder under certain circumstances than others to cut from consciousness extraneous noise. Paradoxically, in solitary time she sought out sound, listened with obsessive attention to 10the clamour of nature, to variations in the wind’s whisper through the leaves of diverse trees and to the calls of the ewes on her husband’s Exmoor farm, the notes and pitches of which she transcribed in the notebook she carried with her everywhere. Learning to listen and to hear was her forte, she felt, prominent in her mission to compose memorable music.

         As she settled into the familiar rhythms of the train journey up from the West Country, taken countless times, Rebekah gave some thought to the hopes for this second visit to the Peckham Horticultural Society. Inspiration tended in her case to surface from unexpected directions, instinctively convincing and at the same time hooded in bewilderment as to how it might practicably be possible to harness the revealed material. The purpose of her initial visit to the Society a month ago, arranged when they eventually opened their doors post-pandemic, was to study a series of nature diaries she had read about online, kept during the war by a widowed mother of three, recording life on her allotment in a fenced-off corner of nearby Peckham Rye. The diaries were unillustrated, non-literary, devoted to numerical detail of annual variations in the date her extensive crop of vegetables and fruit – berry bushes, mostly – reached maturity and the quantities produced over the documented period. Rebekah found herself captured by the idea, which she knew was farfetched and had mentioned to no one, that the seasonal notes taken meticulously throughout the later years of the War by this independent working woman formed abstract patterns of natural truth. If only she could crack nature’s code and identify the system. At the very least the diaries fuelled Rebekah’s desire to experiment with shifts in musical time and rhythm that transcended routine notation.

         11More than this – and more importantly – she was convinced that a specific beauty resided within these purposeful numbers.

         The place itself appealed to Rebekah, in particular the Edwardian library and its long oak table at which readers worked, facing leather-fringed bookcases fitted floor to ceiling around the walls, overfull, volumes stuffed horizontally in gaps along the top of the vertical rows of books. Schoolchildren visited in small groups and were guided through the building by affable assistants. Apart from the Head Librarian, almost everyone was a volunteer, Rebekah suspected, including disparate teams busy in the gardens and herbarium, men and women of mixed ages working together, she noted, in surprise and admiration. A contradictory part of Rebekah drew strength from the hubbub in the library, the opposite of concentrated silence in the classical music collections in which she normally studied, where speech was banned and disposable latex gloves obligatory in the handling of manuscripts. At the Horticultural Society, Rebekah on occasion interrupted her reading to listen in to the conversations.

         ‘With all the building work at London Bridge Station I get lost. Don’t you?’ someone said – not to Rebekah, to somebody else.

         ‘It’s because of the Shard,’ the other woman commented from behind a pile of cookery books. ‘Worth it, though. Landmark building.’

         Maybe because of her pleasure at the Shard’s belated British debut by Renzo Piano, one of her architectural heroes, Rebekah found herself joining in.

         ‘Once, looking for the Peckham Rye train,’ she said, ‘I was swept along to the wrong platform by a crowd of commuters.’

         The warmth and inclusiveness of the women were not 12qualities which Rebekah normally noticed, or particularly liked when she did, and she wondered what made the difference to her here.

         Nothing. As far as she could see.

         A mystery.

         Through the carriage window Rebekah checked progress.

         The train was passing Frome Livestock Market, where they sometimes sent their sheep from Kilham to auction.

         Westbury soon.

         She picked up the novel she was currently reading, which she was beginning to see as a narrative of psychotic withdrawal, an absolute cutting off.

         How personal to the author, she wondered, to what extent autobiographical.

         Bound to be, to some degree. All the art to which Rebekah was drawn, in music, fiction, film and theatre, exposed the self in one form or another. Her own work too, presumably.

         She turned to her bookmarked place, recalling with pleasure the author’s reference to buildings, which were, along with sheep, Rebekah’s main non-musical interest. Without reading a word, she closed the book and put it back down on the hinged tray, returning in her mind to the Society and the vital place she expected the analysis of the diary numbers would take in her big new composition. With this source as her guide, it was impossible not to hope for something decent to happen. Improvement on the past, if nothing else.

         
             

         

         From Paddington, Rebekah took the Underground direct to Queen’s Park and the house of Piers Gulden, her agent. It was where she always stayed when she was in London, presented with a key of her own and invited to keep in 13the attic-studio whatever she regularly required: washing things, clean clothes and underwear, her spare laptop, alarm clock, nail scissors, hairdryer, two dressing gowns – for summer and winter – and a framed photograph of Simon, her stepson. She was a scrupulous guest, taking care not to disrupt the pristine order of Piers’ bachelor residence. They had a shared history, starting out in the music world in the same year after graduation from different colleges, he as a novice agent, she as a young professional pianist. Climbing the stairs, Rebekah affirmed in her head the wish never to be represented by anybody else. The two ageing contemporaries pooled experiences of the international concert scene. They understood each other, spoke the same exclusive language. Which helped, Rebekah acknowledged, considering how little else they had in common. His infinite preference, Piers had once told her, was for brisk city walks with his boyfriend rather than country rambles, eager to avoid the oppressive presence of too many trees. ‘Infinite’ was typical of his speech, pronounced with extended vowels and a roll of his pale eyes, head held motionless. Such performances made Rebekah feel inadequate, reduced to thrashing her arms around in emphasis. Like an elephant in the zoo waving its trunk for buns. Any amount of occasional embarrassment was worth it, however, for the small grand piano in her attic room, the house empty during the day. Untroubled peace, with the approving company of Piers’ marble-grey cat asleep on her single bed tucked beneath the eaves. She felt safe there, protected. Which she probably was, Rebekah reasoned, aware of the fact that Piers had developed over the years a droll sensitivity to her quirks and anxieties.

         It made things easier that early on in their friendship Piers had formed an amiable alliance with her mother. 14Rebekah had on several occasions overheard them talking about her father, who had died when she was sixteen. He had been a realist, not some deceitful hypocrite like her mother. Rebekah recalled how her Pa had accepted limits by circumstance and character, never demanding more than they could manage from the poorly educated young apprentices at the London College of Furniture where he taught. He had fought to obtain for his students the highest available quality of equipment and materials, and used to escort them every year to the Ideal Home Exhibition at Earl’s Court, asking each to pick a different object to sketch, then take the drawing back to college to propose improvements in design and function. A quiet radical, her father had refused to give distinctive grades on completion of the course, awarding every member of the class a plain Pass, with the rare Fail only to boys who had not bothered regularly to attend. For Piers, on the other hand, an obedient disciple of the arts establishment, separation by competition and degree – with the accompanying divisiveness of prizes and titles – was fundamental.

         Rebekah’s father had encouraged but never pressured her in pursuit of the musical hopes she had declared for herself when still young.

         No make or break.

         Rebekah was grateful that neither parent had threatened her with disaster should she fail to shine. The force to do so came from her, an ache to create something significant.

         A typed note on the kitchen table informed Rebekah that Piers would not be back home until ten that night, at the earliest. After checking the evening’s programme at the Wigmore Hall, Rebekah bought online a ticket for their all-Messiaen chamber concert, boiled herself a mug 15of hot water and went back upstairs to listen on headphones to discs by the young saxophonist whom Piers had insisted she meet the next morning – Evie Bennet, a star-to-be he had assured her, a girl from ‘up north’ with the confidence to abandon study at the Royal College in London in the middle of her second year and complete her degree at CalArts in Los Angeles.

         To pull that off she would need to have been brave as well as good, Rebekah said to herself.

         And Bennet really was both of these things, to judge by her distinctive style of play on the recording.

         Clever too at tapping the public money tree to fund foreign study, something at which Rebekah was disgracefully bad, an unprofessional lack of self-belief for which she found it difficult to forgive herself.

         Bennet’s recent disc of Your Rockaby, composed by Essex-boy Mark-Anthony Turnage in the early 1990s, was glorious. Rebekah listened to it twice from beginning to end, amazed by the speed and precision of the sounds delivered by Bennet on the saxophone. In the middle of the concerto was a lullaby that blazed with tenderness. Not being much of a reader, the non-verbal references to Samuel Beckett mentioned in the CD leaflet passed Rebekah by, while Turnage’s refined adoption of Middle Eastern darabukas and the West African djembe she identified immediately, having used both instruments in music of her own in the past. The tenor saxophone itself had appealed to Rebekah since hearing the previous year Jess Gillam play on Radio 3’s This Classical Life, followed up by purchase of her records. Though Rebekah fancied writing for the saxophone, she reckoned Gillam’s improvisatory freedom and sheer sense of fun was beyond her reach and hoped that Bennet might prove more compatible.

         16Rebekah took a bath, changed dresses – similar in style and colour, not noticeably more formal – and left the house in time to take supper before the concert in the basement restaurant at the Wigmore. The menu, it turned out, had been reduced post-Covid to more of a snack selection than their usual light dinner. This suited her fine, seldom having much of an appetite.

         Distracted by thoughts of meeting the saxophonist for coffee with Piers the next day, Rebekah had failed properly to register which Messiaen works she was about to hear. Odd, as after initiation at college into the charm of Poèmes pour Mi, Messiaen had claimed a primary role in her musical development. Nothing was ever only the music with Rebekah, the person stood there too, accompanied in the scene playing in her head by Mi, the nickname given by the composer to his first wife, a violinist who later lost her memory and spent the last dozen years of her life confined in an asylum. It was ludicrous, Rebekah knew, to daydream Messiaen and Mi encouragingly alive at her side, both long dead.

         The briefest piece in the concert had the profoundest impact, lasting three minutes and seven seconds, a piano-and-string quartet written by Messiaen shortly before his death, and sent to Vienna as a ninetieth birthday present for his friend and patron Dr Alfred Schlee. Already moved by the circumstances of its composition, Rebekah was brought near to tears by the lucidly transposed song of one of Messiaen’s favourite birds, the nightingale, accompanying him here in creation at the very end of his life. Three months before her own fiftieth birthday, the unplanned hearing for the first time of this Messiaen piece felt like approval of her project, a symbolic wave of affirmation for the hazy dream of how the new work might be made to sound. Rebekah knew that her actual 17connection to Messiaen was nil, clear that nothing she had done approached anywhere near his compositional breadth. This had not prevented her from allowing his music to speak to her, lightening her step along the path.

         
             

         

         Evie Bennet’s arrival in Queen’s Park the next morning, slightly late, was a shock. Rebekah had known the musician was young. Not that young, though! The whites of Evie’s eyes shone as she greeted them cheerfully in a distinct Yorkshire accent. Rebekah’s first thought was that Piers had made a serious error of judgement in conceiving that a girl like… well, that this punkish girl might be right for her own awkward music. Rebekah sat back in the conservatory, sceptically holding a cup of weak tea and left the talking to Piers. Until he strayed too far down his juvenile habit of irrelevant storytelling, and she took Evie Bennet off upstairs to her room, to test if she was as talented in real life as she sounded on the Your Rockaby disc.

         While Rebekah opened the piano lid and partly closed the curtain at one of the windows to block a disruptive beam of morning sunlight, she noted the easy way Evie wandered around the attic, picking up the framed photograph of Simon from the bookcase, reaching out a hand to touch the silk dressing gown hanging on the door, before executing a couple of deep stretches to either side, arms and legs spread.

         ‘That’s better,’ she said, and flopped down in the easy chair.

         Rebekah, who was sitting on the piano stool, her thin legs double-entwined, picked up a score from the music rest and put it back down again.

         ‘So,’ she said. ‘It’s… Sorry, I’m no good at this. Where should we begin?’

         ‘Don’t mind. Tell me how you’re hoping the piece will 18sound when you’re done,’ Evie said. ‘What do you want from me, in other words?’

         Unaccustomed to such directness, Rebekah responded in more detail than she was used to, without managing transparency: ‘A particular quality. I couldn’t say what exactly, it’s not yet written. Off the top of my head… a barely musical sound, like an animal, or a bird. Not harsh or ugly, though. Oddly beautiful, you could say.’

         Rebekah was aware that her music wavered on the edge of discord, before being swept away – she hoped – on the breeze of itself, and would have liked to have been able to say this.

         Looking warily across at Evie out of the corner of an eye, Rebekah saw this slim pale girl with protruding ears, like a goat, straighten in the chair, chin raised, and bestow on her a wide-open smile. For a moment, caught in the warmth, Rebekah reckoned she might perhaps have found her soloist.

         In acknowledgement of this possibility, they talked about personal histories as well as music, Rebekah curious to know of Evie’s journey over such a short period from schoolgirl in Scarborough to celebrity saxophonist in concert halls around the world. Nothing special, in Evie’s view, just something she discovered she could do, and loved it, wanted to play every hour of the day. Except when she went dancing – as she often did, Rebekah gathered. The Bennets were a close family, a widowed mother and elder sister, in contrast to Rebekah’s own background, the only child to an emotionally inadequate mother and adored father, whose guidance and warmth she had lost at an early age.

         No mention by Evie of a partner. Although Rebekah did not presume to ask openly. For no evident reason, she wanted her to be single.

         19Neither did Rebekah question the bizarre costumes she had seen on the internet that Evie wore in performance, nor did she ask her to elaborate on her football stories, barely a word of which she understood – intensified by Evie’s extra slippage of intonation at mention of Leeds United, but mainly through Rebekah’s total disinterest in sport.

         Although Rebekah claimed in their conversation to share Evie’s socialist commitment, she acknowledged to herself that this was no longer true, her Jewish roots transplanted fifteen years ago into conservative Exmoor soil, her husband’s territory. She felt her age acutely, old enough to be this lively girl’s mother, with nothing of merit to show for the additional years. A mass of false starts and two, maybe three halfway acceptable pieces of music. Seated on the piano stool in her borrowed attic room, her second home, she looked and listened in increasing absorption to Evie, whose arbitrary arrival in Rebekah’s life began to seem like a stroke of providence, the chance to make amends.

         A blessing. A berakah. Evie Bennet, performer on the legendary shofar.

         When the time came for Evie to go, Rebekah was reluctant to let her leave. On the path outside Piers’ house she just about stopped herself reaching out to clutch the girl’s arm and restrain her from riding off on her drop-handled bicycle. It felt to Rebekah an achievement to at least extract a promise from Evie to come down to stay at Kilham and play music together, test ideas, whenever she next had a few days free from concert commitments. Rebekah waved at Evie’s receding figure, conscious of how much she was already looking forward to seeing her again.
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            QUEEN’S PARK (II)

         

         Never certain of the timings of her day, of when she might next be able to eat, Evie liked to set out from home with a cooked breakfast in her stomach. First, though, she went for a daily swim, down the road at the Vauxhall Leisure Centre, where the pool opened early, at six-thirty each weekday morning. Evie loved her small modern flat, bought from the South London Housing Association using for down payment the money she had won for first prize in the lucrative Schwartz Competition and her two annual bursaries to pay the mortgage. Other awards had paid for the recent soundproofing of her bedroom. Free to play and practise all hours since the insulation work finished earlier in the week, she now had everything she needed. Feeling particularly happy after her swim, Evie fried two rashers of bacon, grilled halloumi and had a couple of eggs on buttered bread, with a mug of Yorkshire tea.

         Leaf tea from Harrogate. Right county, wrong end.

         Evie fetched her yellow bike from the ground-floor lock-up and set off across Lambeth Bridge in the general direction of Queen’s Park, soprano sax safe in its fitted case in her backpack. An optimist, she trusted that Piers Gulden’s taste in composers was better than his pick of ugly bowtie to wear the one time she had met him, at the Huddersfield Contemporary Music Festival the previous autumn.

         Uphill most of the way, the ride took longer than expected and she was a quarter of an hour late for the ten o’clock meeting. As Evie chained her bike to the railings, Gulden opened his front door and soft shoe shuffled down the path, more camp than she remembered him. Although she tried to avoid this type of muso-insider, he 21had spoken cleverly about her playing. Always keen to see new music, she was curious to find out more about Gulden’s composer friend, the dowdy middle-aged woman he introduced to her in the hall as Rebekah Rosen.

         They sat in a glass-roofed add-on to the smart kitchen, chairs and low table in thick clear Perspex, the floor of polished slate. Everything about the magazine-made home looked to Evie like a stage set. As if life was a pantomime. At one point she could not stop herself breaking out in laughter, to the confusion of Rosen, whom Evie noticed on a proper look to be neurotically thin, with intelligent eyes. Gulden reacted to her hilarity by sounding off into a tabloid account of the trial of young Ben Oliver, arrested for the murder of his abusive grandfather as the old boy lay paralysed in bed in a rat-infested flat in the London suburbs. A mercy killing, the defence barrister argued, according to Gulden.

         ‘Jury retired yesterday to consider their verdict,’ he said. ‘Must get life, I mean, anyone who can—’

         ‘Stop Piers, that’s quite enough,’ Rebekah intervened.

         Without dropping a beat he switched to news of a bigger Ben, the Palace of Westminster’s clock, scaffolding recently removed from the tower, cleaned and re-gilt.

         ‘Ready to resume its commendable dedication to foreign tourism,’ he announced.

         Evie knew there was a word to describe men like Gulden, but it escaped her. She was grateful when Rebekah took the opportunity of a lull in the one-sided chat to show her up to the attic, where there was a piano and they could talk through the possibility of working together.

         Within minutes it bothered Evie to note differences of musical approach between the two of them, only half paying attention to Rebekah’s chaotic account of her 22recent compositions, one purely orchestral, a sort of symphony, the other a wind quintet. Difference was fine, in Evie’s view, in fact desirable. Providing it was clear that soloist and composer were aiming musically for the same something.

         When Rebekah asked about the James Dillon piece which Gulden had heard Evie perform in Huddersfield, Upon the Clouds of Night, rewritten from the original solo voice to saxophone by the composer himself, the piano part unaltered, Evie admitted that it was not at all easy to play, to run the high notes as fast and distinct as a coloratura soprano could sing. Worth it, though. In the Dillon transposition, as in other works written for her, she revelled in being the first person publicly to play a new piece of music, to be the soloist in something which had never before been heard in concert. The thrill of first nights made up, she told Rebekah, for having decided mainly to make her way in the narrow-minded world of classical music, the limits of which she tried to ignore, pacing the stage like a rock star, dressed in colourful trouser suits made-to-measure in Scarborough by her sister Janice.

         Despite a direct question from Evie, Rebekah refused to say who had commissioned the unfinished new work which they were meant to be discussing, or when and where it was due to be played.

         ‘Sorry. I’m scared I’ll put a jinx on it,’ Rebekah said. ‘In talking about a piece with no defined idea of its composition. I know from the past this can cast a spell. And silence me.’

         Evie shook her head. ‘Isn’t that a bit silly? For a composer to be ruled by superstition?’

         ‘No, completely practical. It’s how things are, for me. I do know this. It’s almost always so.’

         Beneath these idiocies, Evie was moved by the older 23woman’s intensity and felt drawn to her in a roundabout way during the hour they spent in conversation. They were emotional opposites, Rebekah crippled by doubt, Evie a bundle of vitality. The combination, if managed right, might light up an audience.

         Maybe not. Oil and water. Flushed down the drain by hardnosed critics.

         With a fullish diary of work for the next eighteen months, Evie was in any case unlikely to have the time to learn another new piece, she reminded herself.

         As their discussion was drawing to a close, Rebekah’s phone rang. Her husband in Devon, she mouthed, apologizing for the interruption. Evie listened in to Rebekah’s anxious half of the conversation. To do with sheep, and the outbreak of a seasonal disease. Evie did not catch exactly what – fly-pest, or something. It sounded as though the husband blamed Rebekah and demanded an immediate return to the farm to help. Which Rebekah refused to do, words tumbling, almost shouting, reminding him of the urgent work she needed to complete in Peckham.

         What work, Evie wondered?

         With no sign of an end to the marital argument, she placed a call on her own mobile to her mother in Scarborough.

         Things were fine, as usual, with Mum.

         ‘I’m grand, love. How are you?’

         ‘Busy. I’m at work, with a composer. She’s on the phone, to her husband.’

         ‘Tell her to keep the thing switched off in a meeting!’

         With canny prodding Evie learnt that her mum’s health was not as rosy as she claimed. Pain for over a month from sciatica had limited the length of time she could comfortably spend gathering seawater samples for North Yorkshire Protection.

         24They moved on to better news, the fact that Janice, Evie’s elder sister, was chalking up a record summer turnover at her souvenir shop, three doors down from the Maritime Heritage Centre. In Rebekah’s attic studio, Evie threw back her head and laughed joyfully at her mum’s undisguised envy when told that she and three London friends had bought tickets for the Euros final in Wembley Stadium at the end of the month.

         ‘Jesus, why didn’t you invite me, your Barefoots goalie?’ her mother moaned.

         For years Evie and Janice had played beach football with their mother, calling themselves the Barefoots, long before the marketing men dubbed the English women Lionesses.

         Table tennis had been Evie’s best sport as a teenager, the winner of several Yorkshire schools tournaments, with most other ball games avoided to protect her fingers for playing the saxophone. She still had a go at ping-pong from time to time, round-the-table games at family parties with her cousins, and the occasional singles scrap. Mum asked if she would like to keep the piccolo sax Dad had bought for her seventh birthday down in London now that she had a flat of her own. They briefly spoke of her father, who had died five years earlier from a brain tumour, a decent man, warm and generous. Autumn to spring he spent his scarce free time sea-fishing off the Scarborough piers, both East and West, subject to weather and tides. Peeler crabs were his number one bait, Evie remembered, cod his fish of choice, cooking the day’s catch himself, fresh for the four of them for tea. Leaning against the railings of the pier, keeping the corner of an eye out for the strike registers on his lines and repeatedly dipping into the plastic carrier bag at his feet for another can of beer, he used to sing to himself, mostly ballads, 25words garbled, tunes pitch perfect. He had a beautiful voice, a natural. Evie needed no physical reminder of her father’s place in her life, but agreed to take back her child’s saxophone to please Mum. She promised to collect it on her August visit north.

         Rebekah’s narrow face was several shades paler, Evie noticed, by the time she clicked shut her mobile phone.

         Electric tension. Was it expressed in her music?

         Hoping this was so, Evie asked if she could borrow recordings of a couple of Rebekah’s works.

         ‘Sure. Try these,’ Rebekah replied, handing over at random three discs from a shelf beside her work table.

         ‘Thanks.’ Evie pointed to the top of the bookcase. ‘Who’s that boy in the photograph? Your son?’

         Reluctantly, Rebekah explained that Simon was her stepson. She had never wanted to be a birth mother, she said, and expected to be a hopeless stepmother. To her grateful surprise, it had turned out fine, thanks to the boy himself, stable and solitary, easy to be with. Evie’s next question was about Rebekah’s childhood initiation into music, wondering if she too, like her, had taken early to playing an instrument despite her parents’ interest in other things. A cuckoo in the nest, Evie described herself.

         ‘The contrary. There was music everywhere in our house,’ Rebekah replied. ‘No excuse now not to make a go of it.’

         Evie learnt that Rebekah was the only daughter of non-practising Jews in East London, her father a lecturer in design at the London College of Furniture, around the corner from the workshop of Parfitt Dresses, where her mother became head seamstress. Evie listened and remembered, always curious to hear about others’ lives. Music was an essential presence in Rebekah’s family’s small terrace house in Helmet Row, near the Old Street 26roundabout. The radio on the kitchen worktop and gramophone in the sitting room often played at the same time, Evie was told, Rebekah and each parent fancying different kinds of music. A little later the two recorded sounds competed with notes from the piano they bought for their talented daughter, a third-hand mahogany upright squeezed into the narrow hall. Wearing a coat to play in the winter, it was so cold on some days that the draft blowing beneath the front door from St Lukes’ graveyard cut off the girl’s feet at the ankles.

         Objecting to the branding of people by race or religion, Evie nevertheless took notice of Rebekah’s Jewishness. Also the dress she was wearing, single coloured, high necked, seemed to give a sense of her background and generation. Clothes mattered to Evie, dressing up in bright geometric colours for concerts, trousers never skirts, a firebrand in front of the black-clad members of orchestras. A statement, certainly, of joy more than gender. She dressed in similar style by day, more casually, in bright-coloured jeans and patterned hoodies, with a selection of sparkling frames for her spectacles, carrying a pink tote bag, self-decorated.

         When Rebekah was in her early teens, she told Evie, the Borough of Hackney had found a paid place for her at a small privately funded music school off London Fields – St Stephen’s, connected to the Musicians’ Institute in Mare Street where professional session players gave free lessons on guitar and drums to kids from the local comprehensives. Half a dozen of the most gifted children at St Stephen’s were singled out for special tuition in the classical repertoire, Rebekah one of these, later coached to win a scholarship to the Royal College of Music as a pianist, where she took up composition only in her final year.

         ‘Why did you switch so late?’ Evie wanted to know.

         27‘For no good reason,’ Rebekah replied. ‘From fear. Dread of playing in public.’

         Another clash, Evie noted, the opposite of her own ease in performance, almost as relaxed on stage last year at the Carnegie Hall in New York as having tea with Gran. Evie appreciated how lucky she was not to be nervous at concerts, aware that this might not remain the case as she grew older. For now, she loved playing the saxophone in public and was resolved to enjoy herself for as long as she remained good at it.

         Although Evie felt some sympathy for the older woman’s predicament, she said nothing in response to Rebekah’s account of recital nerves, instead nodding encouragement for her to continue.

         ‘Once I began seeing myself mainly as a composer, I found it OK again to play to people,’ Rebekah said. ‘Solo piano, never with anybody else. On the provincial circuit, enough to earn a living till my music began to bring in a bit too.’

         ‘Agent Piers to the rescue!’ Evie teased.

         Rebekah blushed. ‘Suppose so,’ she agreed.

         ‘You’ve composed works for chamber orchestra?’ Evie asked.

         ‘Quartet, initially,’ Rebekah said. ‘Worthless. Did slowly improve.’ She paused. ‘Today my music’s almost popular in America, strangely. B-circuit toast of West Coast concert halls.’

         Rebekah stopped speaking.

         Heavy breathing filled the silence.

         Despite meeting her for the first time, Evie felt certain that Rebekah seldom if ever spoke as plainly, her eyes trapped open in sudden alarm. She managed a thin smile back at Evie, who decided that, in return, she had better share something of herself.

         28Evie grinned as she laid out to Rebekah her passion for football boots – lightweight designer brands in primary colours, studs removed for wearing at concerts. From the croak of surprise over by the piano it was obvious to Evie that Rebekah had never seen her play, knew nothing of her routine on stage, boylike with her hair up, slim hips and long legs. Her feet as well as her hands deserved special care, she explained. Standing for hours every day to practise and then in the evenings to perform, she needed shoes made for movement and comfort. No blisters, no frayed straps, no broken stiletto heels. And then there were all the different shapes and shades and patterns and the farfetched descriptive jargon of boots named after soccer queens and kings. Though Evie was keen on the yellow Nike Mercurials worn by Beth Mead, her current favourite was the white, red and black of the new Lionel Messi boot, with Carbitex carbon plate, hugging Speedskin upper and adaptive Primeknit collar. She had worn a pair the other evening for a concert at the Lighthouse in Poole, below tight black canvas jeans with crocheted snowflakes and a long patch-work jacket sewed by Janice from dozens of small velvet squares.

         Alert to what other people wore, the more inventive the better, the one item of women’s clothing which Evie out-and-out despised was the mule, a high-heeled slip-on shoe, backless. Click click-clack clack slip-off boudoir style. Pedicured toes and oiled ankles.

         ‘So feminine, they say,’ Evie said to Rebekah. ‘Actually, not. The opposite. Designed by men, worn by their women slaves. Most of the ugly objects around the place are made by men. Words too, as a matter of fact.’

         ‘Are you a feminist?’ Rebekah asked.

         ‘Aren’t you?’

         29‘I don’t think so. No, not really.’

         The family was always short of money when she was a child, Evie told Rebekah, forcing her mum to take two part-time jobs whilst looking after young daughters and a husband with the punishing hours of his bulk delivery job in the Post Office. On fine days throughout the summer holidays she was up at dawn in the kitchen baking dozens of generously jammy doughnuts, the scent of which Evie had adored waking up to. These her mother sold up and down the promenade from a wooden tray hanging from her shoulders, tied by blue ribbon around her waist. The two children spent the day busily within sight on the sand, all three of them racing back home together when it started to rain.

         ‘Before we left school Mum had already begun her Open University course,’ Evie told Rebekah. ‘She’d study Marine Biology in the evenings.’

         These days, Evie continued, her mother was the leading light in a volunteer group which monitored pollution on the beaches between Robin Hood’s Bay and Filey Head. The family knew exactly where they stood politically, her dad, while alive, a convenor in the Union of Post Office Workers, before the amalgamation. Both parents were dedicated door knockers on election day, local and national. Evie felt the same, only more so, shocked on moving down to London to face head-on the privilege and power of wealth, at an excess unimaginable back home in Scarborough.

         ‘My parents were left-wing too, while my father was alive,’ Rebekah maintained. ‘After he died, in a fire at the College, my mother lapsed. Withdrew to the conventions of her family in Southampton.’

         ‘Oh, no, poor you. No brother or sister to share the pain? How did you cope?’

         30Rebekah’s taut smile softened. ‘Music saved me. And his memory.’

         ‘You must’ve missed him.’

         ‘I still do.’

         ‘Is your mother’s family religious?’ Evie wondered, thinking of the central place of Mum in her life.

         ‘Modern Orthodox. She sold our house off Old Street and bought a flat in Brockenhurst, to be near them. In a care home, these days.’ Evie was not at all surprised, from what she had seen and heard so far, to gather that Rebekah had moved in the same political direction as Mrs Rosen, to the self-serving right. Hidden away in Devon, Rebekah affected ignorance of the bloated dishonesty of Westminster politicians. Blind too to the social conformity of the musical establishment, choosing to accept without question the advantages of being a trained classical musician rather than fight inequality.

         After talking a little longer, relieved to find that at least they shared similar tastes in contemporary music, Evie’s patience dried up. She thanked Rebekah, grabbed her backpack and made for the stairs.

         On a rare visit to this part of North London, Evie was intent on a trip further up the hill to Kenwood Ladies Pond. The day had already dropped behind her intended timetable, as it often did, and she rushed out without bothering to say goodbye to Gulden, whom she could hear in his kitchen preparing lunch, presumably meant for the three of them. Rebekah stood uncomfortably close at Evie’s side as she unlocked her bike. In her haste to get away from the place, she agreed to think about a possible collaboration and to get back in touch, before pedalling off down the street.

         Evie was disappointed they had not tested playing together, trying out sounds on piano and sax. On the 31bicycle ride across to Hampstead Heath she figured that Rebekah was too unsure of herself to have taken the risk on first contact.

         An odd woman.

         In many ways disagreeable. In others appealing.

         Older in appearance than her fifty years and yet in some other aspects younger, with a seam of innocent idealism which Evie respected and felt had a chance of leading to decent work. Rebekah’s self-doubt, though, would be exhausting to deal with, the supportive effort she demanded of others such a bore.

         Probably best to let the idea die, Evie had concluded by the time she arrived at the open-air pool. Just another might-have-been.

         Her swim was perfect, the freshwater pond surrounded by trees and closed to men and boys with their stubborn crawl and splashing leaps from diving boards.

         Refreshed, it felt good to be home a few hours later. She made herself a pot of tea, sipped while she shuffled the crowd of miniature dolls on top of her fridge, collected from concert trips around the world. Evie fitted in some more practice before rushing off out again for a late afternoon rehearsal with the Anselmo Ensemble. On a rare evening off, Evie went straight from her rehearsal in Hackney to the Apollo Theatre in Shaftesbury Avenue to catch a return ticket to the revival of Jez Butterworth’s Jerusalem, too young to have seen the original production.

         Grossly overpraised, in Evie’s view, dated and dull, the main actor in barefaced love with himself.

         Not Butterworth’s fault. The play was probably OK when he wrote it, Evie felt. She liked the sound of him, refused to accept an OBE from the Tories.

         She did not bother to return to her seat after the interval and wandered up Frith Street to Ronnie Scott’s Jazz 32Club. Although the venue’s heyday had passed, its long-dead founder, a saxophonist, remained a hero in Evie’s stand on musical things. She liked to drop by from time to time, the audience small but knowledgeable, the sounds elegant. Evie was pleased to see that she knew one of the players in that night’s band. Well enough a little later to borrow an alto sax and blow her way into a session or two.
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