
  
    [image: The Day Music Died]
  


  
    
      THE DAY MUSIC DIED

      A queer speculative romance of memory, longing, and the magic of being seen

      
        Tobias & Stuart

        Book 1

      

    

    
      
        JERN TONKOI

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Eddie Tonkoi]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2025 by Jern Tonkoi

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Content Advisory

          

          MATURE THEMES

        

      

    

    
      This adult queer speculative romance offers a heartfelt exploration of identity, memory, grief, and connection. The story weaves lyrical intimacy with psychological depth and quiet magic. While this first volume includes some explicit content, the trilogy gradually unfolds into darker, more intense territory—touching on power, vulnerability, and the cost of love across lifetimes. Best suited to readers open to emotionally rich, sometimes challenging themes.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Preface

      

    

    
      
        Prologue

      

      
        1. How’s Life in Putney?

      

      
        2. Head as Big as the Universe

      

      
        3. Embrace the Unknown

      

      
        4. Boat Race Blues

      

      
        5. And the Scab Bleeds

      

      
        6. Christmas Eve in the Library

      

      
        7. The Telephone Desk

      

      
        8. The Drums

      

      
        9. Little Lucy

      

      
        10. Of Course, It’s a deal!

      

      
        11. You Know Nothing, Staghorn

      

      
        12. Dead Poets Society

      

      
        13. Room 1.2.1234

      

      
        14. Friggin’ Strawberry

      

      
        15. How’s the Chicken?

      

      
        16. They Cri wit me

      

      
        17. It’s a Guitar

      

      
        18. Yes, EADGBE

      

      
        19. The Chicken has Fled

      

      
        20. Daisy and Rosie

      

      
        21. Emotional Hostage

      

      
        22. The Stag Night

      

      
        23. You Ready to Talk?

      

      
        24. The Curtain is Open!

      

      
        25. The Sauna

      

      
        26. Child of Music

      

      
        27. Daisy and Stevie

      

      
        28. The Van de Graaff Generator

      

      
        29. Do Not Lie to me Again

      

      
        30. Over the Sea to Skye

      

      
        31. The Father

      

      
        32. The Fathers

      

      
        33. A Hell Lot of a Long Fight

      

      
        34. The One They Love

      

      
        35. The Day Before

      

      
        36. The Thundersnow

      

      
        37. The Sound of Music

      

    

    
      
        Bonus Chapter : The Winter Performance

      

      
        Also by Jern Tonkoi

      

      
        Before You Go…

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Preface

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        A concept born out of the stars, that was me.

        Scattered through the Universe to find minds big enough,

        curious enough and daring enough to hear me.

        This is my story, starting from the end.

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      Brazilian rosewood, burnished to a mellow glow, with delicate inlays of umber and gilt spiralling in elegant tendrils. The vine motif curls around the soundhole like it’s breathing, alive—an intricate creeper poised mid-bloom, climbing up the neck of black ebony. The guitar perches, waiting. A relic caught in the moment before song, suspended in the hush between heartbeats.

      Its lacquer is worn thin, rubbed raw by decades of devotion. Notes once strummed steal a splinter and leave a story wedged in the grain like half-remembered dreams. This is no instrument, it’s a seasoned traveller brimming with tales and tragedies.

      Tobias reaches out, fingertips tingling with something between reverence and greed. His fourth finger twinges—an annoying, old injury. He recoils with a hiss through his teeth, massaging the stiffness as though it might be charmed away.

      The guitar stares back. Daring him.

      He smiles sheepishly. The little sign glares in return: Por favor, no tocar. The font is severe. The tone is personal.

      The catalogue lies open on a waist-high plinth at his elbow. Reluctantly, Tobias peels his attention away and thumbs through. He lands on the lot number, peers at the reserve price, and cringes.

      Still… his gaze drifts back to the instrument on its lonely perch against the stark white backdrop. An exquisite creature trapped inside an unfeeling world.

      He steps towards the reception desk, clearing his throat with the kind of apologetic authority that only British academics can muster. “Excuse me. Um… Hola? Er. Hi.”

      The assistant looks up and smiles, dazzling and synthetic, like someone had dialled their brightness setting too high. “Good afternoon, sir. Would you like to register for a bid?”

      “Yes, please. I’m interested in the rosewood parlour guitar over there.”

      Before she can answer, he notices someone already standing in front of it. A suede jacket. Cowboy boots. In Barcelona. In August.

      “Item number 139, acoustic guitar. Is this the correct one?” The assistant waves a clipboard like she’s conducting a very polite orchestra.

      “Yes, that’s the one.”

      “Can I have your name and address, please?”

      “Is work address okay?”

      “Of course.”

      “Tobias Staghorn. Faculty of Arts, Birmingham University, UK.”

      “Are you a professor?”

      “Associate professor.” He always says it like it’s a warning.

      A passer-by barges past and knocks him forwards, pitching him half over the desk. Tobias, ever the courteous soul, turns and apologises.

      The figure in suede and leather pivots. They move with the quiet drama of someone dancing to music no one else can hear. Their feet kiss the floor in legato steps. There’s something rehearsed about it—something ritual. Tobias blinks, unsure whether he’s stumbled into a dance or just the world’s strangest cowboy cosplay.

      A silence falls. A rest in the music.

      Then…

      “Lo siento, profesor,” the stranger says. Their voice isn’t loud, but it hums with an unsettling clarity, like it’s being played in reverse.

      Tobias stammers, “I… I’m sorry. It’s alright.” The words try to march out confidently, but trip over one another in the rush.

      That face.

      It hits him like déjà vu with a sense of humour. Familiar, yet new. Androgynous, ageless… wearing time and beauty like accessories. Skin the colour of warm honey. Adornments and makeup stitched into flesh so seamlessly, they seem born from it.

      And the eyes.

      Those eyes.

      Amber-gold and utterly still. Ancient eyes that have seen things shift and break, seen empires rot, seen him.

      They don’t just look at him—they reach. Past bone, past breath, straight into the hush beneath his skin. The place where thoughts have forms and where truth hides.

      Tobias freezes, unable to break free until the stranger releases him from that commanding stare. He heaves a deep breath as soon as he’s allowed.

      This person. An exquisite creature trapped inside a… he glances down… inside a unique fashion hurtling towards catastrophe. And yet his pulse betrays him, leaping traitorously at the cowboy boots.

      Suddenly, recognition flares—it’s the voice, he’s sure of it. Not the tone of the voice, but the echoes inside him. Like a tuning fork struck in the memory. It stirs something he’s deliberately forgotten.

      A shudder runs through his fourth finger; he presses it into a loose fist to steady himself.

      The stranger turns away.

      “No! Please… say that again.” Tobias lunges forwards, fingers grazing their sleeve. The fabric is warm, sun-soaked. His heart jackhammers against his ribs.

      The stranger leans in, one hand slipping behind his neck—gentle, measured—as they draw close. Their breath is a whisper of heat along his skin.

      “Lo siento mucho, profesor, pero es mío.”

      The words ripple through him, soft as silk and twice as binding. But their meaning tangles. He isn’t sure if it’s pero es mío—but it’s mine, or pero eres mío—but you’re mine. Or neither. Or both.

      The assistant’s voice snaps the spell in half. “Sir! Here’s the bidding sheet for you. Sorry about the wait!”

      Tobias blinks. “Thank you. Gracias.”

      He accepts the form like it’s made of glass. Something sharp and fragile has settled in his chest.

      He turns back—and the stranger is gone.

      No sudden hush. No slow-motion twirl into the crowd. No lingering, meet-cute gaze. Just… gone.

      The auction hall continues its low buzz—catalogues flapping, polite murmurs bouncing off marble—and there’s only the faintest trace that anyone had stood there at all.

      An anticlimax, really. The musician has forgotten the last verse and wandered off mid-song.

      He exhales. His Spanish, regrettably, was barely enough to order a sandwich, let alone fend off cryptic flirtations from spectral flamenco-cowboys.

      Still, something in the silence clings to him—the shape of someone no longer there.
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            How’s Life in Putney?

          

        

      

    

    
      After the long, rainy summer, the holly bushes forming part of the garden wall at Diamond-Ankle Residence seem intent on taking over the world—by tomorrow, no less. Marion stands on the pavement with a hand shear, trimming back prickly, overgrown branches to allow passers-by to walk past without drawing blood from their faces. This morning, she also inspected the unit gas meter after a resident complained it was faulty. The gas company will send someone out to change it, one of these days. Well, the lady on the phone actually said ‘as soon as possible,’ and that’s code for ‘one of these days’, right? She gives a wry shrug, used to such vague timelines. At least the sun is finally pushing higher, and in England, that’s always a welcome sight—though its warmth makes her a little heady. She’s not as fit as she once was.

      The Diamond-Ankle Residence is an old, well-loved, well-maintained building nestling among towering trees that have been there for centuries. A stately sycamore stands proudly by the driveway as if it is in fact the rightful owner of this place. It would have cast more shade for Marion if not for the fact that it is dispensing a thick layer of fallen leaves each day. This is normal life under the passing of seasons. Marion had swept them up only yesterday, but a fresh smattering already coats the gravel. She doesn’t mind. She would say the leaf sweeping in autumn is like meditation: calming, relaxing, and at the end, it’s as if you have done nothing at all.

      A sudden gust of unseasonably warm wind, blowing from the wrong direction for this time of year, ruffles the hollies and tickles her face. Marion lifts her head, lips curving into a gentle smile at the awaited arrival. She tucks away her shears in the garage-turned-shed and retreats into her ground-floor flat for a well-deserved break.

      

      On the narrow shelf under the hanging cupboards above her kitchen counter, a set consisting of a teapot, three cups and three saucers sits in a prime spot; that is, being low enough for a small lady to get to. The tea set is made from white porcelain with a single line of silver trim that is so faint the only way to know if it exists is to put a cup in a microwave and wait to hear a tiny spark. Motifs of blue leaves, noticeably more faded on the top two cups, decorate the sides of these vessels, lending a subtle softness to the cool white porcelain.

      Marion puts on the kettle and gets down the top two cups and saucers and the teapot, a small jug for the milk and a large pot of demerara sugar. They can be annoyingly particular sometimes. Most of the time. Two bags of Whatever Tea, at least they are not fussy about that.

      The kettle begins its familiar crescendo of wheeze. As soon as it reaches its top breath, the front door of Number 1 Diamond-Ankle Live Here bursts open without so much as a knock.

      A bright, buoyant voice that has been a constant in her life rings out: “How’s life in Putney?!”

      Marion carefully pours boiling water into the teapot. She balances the tea tray and carries it into her snug living room, sidestepping a flurry of movement as Music all but dances around her. They always seem intent on being precisely where she needs to walk. This, too, is a constant in her life.

      Laughing, she catches their arm and pulls them down onto the three-seater sofa beside her. She’s barely opened her mouth to recount the quiet happenings of the past two weeks before Music cuts in, practically vibrating with excitement.

      “It was absolutely gorgeous in Barcelona this time of year! You should’ve come with!” they exclaim, strumming the air as if conjuring a Spanish guitar.

      Marion reminds herself that Music is so endearingly full of themself. ‘How’s life in Putney’ actually means ‘I bet it’s boring and mundane here and you’d rather listen to me.’ Not that she minds. One of her greatest joys is sitting in the glow of Music’s lively tales. Their words weave stories in such vivid colours and forms. The surprises and the excitements were so realistically painted, it’s as if she’s right there by their side.

      She’s never admitted the true reason she no longer travels abroad with them: at seventy-four, long journeys are rough on her. Music, if told, would only try to fix it—try to fix her—and there’s nothing to fix. It’s just normal life under the passing of seasons.

      Marion studies Music closely as they talk, which could last for another two hours easily. While time moves for all of us, it does not move in the same way for them. It is not that there is no change. On the contrary, Music changes all the time. Sometimes, while she was talking to them, the atmosphere changed. Music is in flux and has always been this way in the fifty-odd years that she has been together with them. They just do not age the same way as her.

      In the middle of their animated chatter, they suddenly bend to pull a hard leather case from the floor.

      “Oh, I brought you a present from Barcelona,” Music says triumphantly.

      It is an old scuffed case with tarnished brass studs and clasps. They click open with the crystal clear snap of a well-loved tool. Music lifts out of it an old parlour guitar. They place the instrument on their lap and strum an intimate melody that sounds as if it has been written just for this very instrument.

      Like this guitar, Marion thinks to herself, they have aged through the lives they lived, the experiences they encountered and the challenges they endured. But if one can only hear from a distance, it is a beautiful, perfectly rendered piece of music. Nothing gives away the battered state it is in.

      Music’s face lights up as they recall a particular memory. “This guitar’s been through the wars, let me tell you! I practically had to rescue it from an ignorant hand.”

      Marion sets the teacups on the side table. “Where did you find it?”

      “At some Barcelona auction house—like it was just another knick-knack! Honestly! Something this divine and they displayed it beside loads of jars. Jars, Marion!” Music lets out an offended scoff. “You’d think the Spaniards are obsessed with them. They were all bidding away like mad.”

      Marion fights a smile. “So you heard this guitar calling, did you?”

      Music nods sagely. “I heard it, among the dusty and bone-dry jars, this guitar was practically begging for liberation! I really, really wanted to help, but then this one chap sidled up. He had a face like he wanted to tear it in half. He placed a bid, and my heart nearly stopped. I had to do something!”

      “So you competed in the bidding war?”

      “Well, no. I didn’t have enough money, not even for the reserve price. I tried to get him to back off with a cold, mafia glare, but the man had a nerve of steel. He didn’t even blink.”

      “Oh dear.”

      “But I refused to go quietly. I went straight to the consignor and persuaded her to withdraw the guitar and give it to me. Right from under his nose!”

      “You cheated,” Marion chides, arching an eyebrow. “It could have been important to him, you know.”

      “He had no right to stare at my guitar!” Music retorts, though a flicker of guilt passes over their features. “Oh, maybe I’m a bit sorry. You could always track him down and give it to him. I think he was a professor of something in some university, somewhere—didn’t quite catch the details.”

      “Not sure how I’d manage that,” Marion says with a bemused shrug. She pours tea for them both, aware that Music’s golden-brown eyes are observing her movement as if they are gauging her reaction.

      Music’s next question emerges gently, as if they were talking to themself. “Do you think Love would’ve liked it? The guitar, I mean.”

      “You know he would. He loved everything you brought back for him. Apart from that one time when you gave him a sun-dried piranha from your Amazon trip. Oh! The smell! Bobby spent days shampooing the carpet. He banned you from going to the Amazon ever again, didn’t he?” Marion laughs at the distant past. After a moment, she says. “You can go now if you’d like.”

      “Nah, I don’t think I can face the piranha without cracking up.” Music slumps back in the sofa, staring out in front of them. Their expression is uncharacteristically empty, as if they are pressing down unwelcome emotions.

      Marion follows their gaze to a display cabinet. On the middle shelf sits an alto saxophone with a dull patina, keys rubbed shiny in patches. Beside it rests a photograph in a wooden frame: a much younger Marion in the centre, flanked by Music—whose appearance is the same now as then—and a man clutching that very sax. Bobby, or ‘Love,’ as Music called him. All three wear the unguarded smiles that would last forever in their memories.

      “Yes, he’d have loved it,” Marion says; her eyes linger on the photograph. The memory warms her chest, though sorrow edges her voice.

      Music doesn’t know how to read the atmosphere. Their strategy in life is to confront anything head-on and they innately believe that their timing is always perfect. They choose this moment to seize Marion’s shoulders and spin her around.

      “Marion, Love, I’m about to die.”

      Marion’s last sip of tea freezes halfway to her lips. She knows Music is prone to dramatic pronouncements, but this one prickles oddly. She says:

      “When?”

      “Possibly this evening. Not entirely sure, but soon.” Music’s tone is matter-of-fact, as if discussing the weather.

      “Why?”

      “I suspect I might have been poisoned,” they answer, sipping their tea like it’s no great fuss. “Anyway, that’s partly why I rushed home, but not really the main point.”

      Marion sets her cup down with unsteady hands. “Not the main point?”

      “No.” Music frowns thoughtfully. “Well, yes, a bit. But also, I’d like you to keep my room next door as it is. You know… if you still remember me, once I’m gone.” They avert their gaze, a rare hint of uncertainty slipping through their usual bravado.

      Marion blinks back her own confusion. Her voice sharp, she says, “Of course I’ll remember you. Why would you even ask?”

      Music shrugs one shoulder. “You might not have a choice with that though.”

      She lifts her hand to cradle Music’s cheek. Their skin is smooth and warm, as it has been for decades—belying the countless lifetimes they’ve lived. “I can’t believe you’d die so young. Though you’re not really young, are you?”

      A faint quirk of Music’s lips. “No, I’m not.”

      They lean in, kissing Marion softly before folding her into a gentle embrace. Their head rests on her shoulder, and she can sense every breath pass between them—two old souls, side by side, as the seasons continue to shift beyond the windows.

      

      Marion is tidying the tea set away. Music has gone over to their room to put the guitar away. It has been a strange conversation. She is certain they were not joking around. They generally avoid the subject of death or try to steer any potential discussion away from it. When Bobby died, they went quiet for almost a year. They would not talk about him, to her or anyone else. Often, they disappeared for a day or two and came back without saying anything. No stories, no silly presents, no songs. That was the only time she knew them not to sing and dance around. Bobby and she were not the only people they had fallen in love with. Throughout their endless past, there have been many lovers. Each one would come to the end of their lifetime and each one would break their heart, as Bobby did. And that’s what bothers her. That kiss earlier, it didn’t feel like a heart-breaking goodbye.
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        * * *

      

      Lights flare to life in room number 1.2.1234, just next door to Marion’s flat. From the hallway, it appears like any other door in Diamond-Ankle Residence—nondescript wood panel, an unremarkable brass number plate. But inside, it’s an entirely different world. The first thing anyone might notice is the absence of a bed: Music never sleeps. Or perhaps a bed simply has no chance amidst the clutter of relics and curios that sprawl across every surface, filling the air with a medley of scents—aged leather, dried varnish, stale incense, and the faint tang of dust that’s quietly been reclaiming the place.

      Stacked haphazardly along the walls are musical instruments from across the ages—a warped lute leaning against a steel drum, an accordion propped by a long-forgotten banjo. Concert posters, flaking at the corners, tell stories of jazz clubs and orchestras performed centuries or months ago—time is slippery here. Interspersed among them are objects that defy any sense of organisation: a walking stick with silver filigree, a fishnet tangled around the base of a clay statue, a treasure chest, a miniature UFO perched atop a precarious totem pole, and rocks of suspiciously alien origins. Incoherent objects, cherished fragments of their infinite memory. Each item exudes a muffled hum, as though all are faintly alive.

      

      In the centre of the room stands an antique freestanding mirror. Its gilded frame, studded with what might be real gemstones, tries valiantly to hold on to a lost grandeur. But the mirror’s surface is mottled, dappled with black patches where silver backing has long since peeled away. A musty smell emanates from it, like wet parchment left to dry in a forgotten attic. Music halts before this mirror, taking in their reflection. A figure heavy with years stares back, cloaked in a vintage charm of layered clothing and half-smirking self-awareness. A hush settles around them, as if the entire room momentarily holds its breath.

      Music has been in the world for… like, forever. Love the food, love the places, love the people! People brim with endless possibilities. Their subconsciousness can be so vast one can fit a whole world in it. Yet their lifespans are tiny. Suppose that’s why they seem to be in a hurry as though racing an unseen clock. It’s both fascinating and comical, like watching children trying to catch soap bubbles before they pop. There is so much energy in people.

      Now, under the room’s stark light, they lean closer, inspecting their own face. Tiny flecks of golden luminescence peel away from their cheeks and drift into the air. The departing atoms hover for a beat, then dim and vanish. A subdued fizzing sound, almost like a low crackle of static, accompanies each particle’s departure. Music winces—it has begun. The molecules holding their form together are in open rebellion, deserting them in greater and greater numbers, flickering out of existence mid-flight or settling on the bizarre array of trinkets around the room.

      But they have a plan. It will take cunning and patience, neither of which is their forte. Never mind that, they love their life on Earth too much to slip quietly into nothingness. More flecks break away, an exodus of stardust that leaves behind only a faint, shimmering residue—a faint life force that was once woven through flesh and bone.

      When the final speck dissolves, Music remains in a ghostly state, transparent as a wisp of moonlight. They glide across the room towards a clay sculpture perched on a wooden table. A breeze that can’t possibly come from anywhere brushes past, stirring a faint scent of old clay and dried paint.

      Music’s voice, now distant and echoing as if across a cosmic void, murmurs, ‘I’ll be back soon.’

      Leaning in, they press an ethereal kiss to the sculpture’s cool surface.

      Then, they move towards the door, slipping between the gap between the solid atoms of the oak timber as though it’s made of smoke and melting into the night to search for someone. In their wake, a hush blankets room 1.2.1234.

      

      By morning, the entire world forgets who—or what—ever lived there. Any notion of music as a concept slips from memory and sifts out of history like dust in a shaft of light. At last, Music’s memory finds a kind of slumber, resting quietly for the very first time.
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            Head as Big as the Universe

          

        

      

    

    
      White linens dance in the autumn breeze, fanning out like sails on a tranquil sea. Their edges flicker with dappled sunlight as they drift back and forth along the clothesline, momentarily evoking a snapshot of some cosy French cottage garden. Yet this is no sleepy hamlet in rural France—it’s the Langs’ suburban home on the outskirts of Birmingham.

      Here, the grass is trimmed just enough to be called a lawn, and a chipped wooden fence borders the little patch of green. Once a week, Mr and Mrs Lang bring home the tablecloths from their Chinese takeaway in the city to launder them properly, draping the results in this back garden until it becomes a miniature forest of floating white. The contrast with the distant hum of traffic reminds anyone who cares to notice that this pocket of peace is just a short commute from the bustle of Birmingham—though, in these unhurried moments, it might as well be half a world away.

      Sitting on the lawn in her white dress and fuzzy light brown cardigan is Daisy, a five-year-old whose cheeks are already smudged with dirt from digging out dahlia bulbs. Her mum has promised her it would be ‘so much fun,’ and Daisy, determined to rescue these precious little plants from the oncoming cold, has thrown herself into the task with a child’s fervour. Clumps of soil tumble from her small hands, and half the garden ends up on her cardigan.

      Music has been wandering this suburban stretch all morning in search of someone special. They don’t know who this person is yet, only that the plan is to 1) get acquainted, 2) convince said person of the towering importance of Music, and 3) get called back by them and Bob’s your uncle.

      What a peculiar phrase, Music thinks.

      They’ve glided past Daisy twice, mistaking the wee figure for some tiny woodland creature hoarding its autumn treasure. Third time’s the charm. They retrace their steps, absolutely convinced that there is a person here, head as big as the universe, with potential as bright as a supernova. And that massive head is currently full of ‘Bob, Bob, Bob, …’

      Straight to Point 3 on their plan then, great!

      Music steps carefully towards the patio, eyeing Daisy, who’s busy showering everything—including her own face—with soil. They had imagined the person to be bigger, like eight times bigger. But at least they have found her.

      ‘Hello, small child,’ Music says, crouching down. Their voice is thinner than they’d like it to be. ‘What are you doing?’

      Daisy looks up, her grin framed by a ring of dirt. “Save Bob.”

      ‘Why?’

      “I need to save Bob from Winter,” Daisy announces, voice filled with the gravity of her heroic mission.

      Music’s eyes spark. At last—here is their champion!

      They say, ‘Great, how long will you take to save Bob? Can you, perhaps, save me first?’

      Daisy tilts her head at Music, big eyes brimming with questions. “Are you a goat?”

      ‘I don’t think so.’ Music pauses. ‘Oh! Unless you mean ghost. Still no. I’m Music.’

      “Moosey…y…?” Daisy tries the word, her eyes rounding.

      ‘Moosey? Uh… sure.’ Music frowns. ‘But really, it’s Music. Can you⁠—?’

      “Is Moosey a boy or a girl?”

      Music hesitates. They’ve been posed this question many times over the centuries. There also have been many different answers, varied with the level of alcohol intake. But it has never before been from a five-year-old who is about to save their arse.

      Daisy is still looking at them; her eyes are growing wider by the second. They had better give an answer quickly before those eyes bulge out. Music inhales, bracing for an answer when, from between the billowing linens, another small figure steps into view. It’s a young boy with the confident air of someone a few months older.

      “Moosey is a non-canary, Daisy,” the boy declares. “They’re most likely a moose.”

      Daisy’s mouth forms a perfect O of awe, clearly impressed by this sage pronouncement. “Moosey here wants to be saved too, Stevie,” she says, waving her muddy hand in Music’s general direction. “What do we do?”

      Music feels Stevie’s suspicious gaze land on them, and tries what they believe is a friendly smile.

      “Well,” Stevie says thoughtfully, “Moosey should tell us how we can save a moose.”

      Music is overjoyed to have found themself enthusiastic champions. They may be a bit small, but there are two of them.

      They say, ‘Alright, little children⁠—’

      “It’s Daisy!” Daisy pipes up.

      “Yes, Daisy, like the little flower,” Stevie says, not looking them in the eyes. “And I’m Stevie. Nice to meet you, Moosey.”

      ‘Great! And I’m Moo—Music! Yes, Music,’ they correct themself hastily. ‘I want you both to sing loudly, with your most angelic voic—’ Music gestures grandly, then sees the children’s faces, one covered in dirt, and another in mistrust. ‘—with your voices! Yes, sing loudly, please. That should do the trick.’

      Music narrows one eye, second guessing themself. There is, of course, no reason why cute children singing cute songs would be a catalyst for them returning to the earth.

      Daisy’s forehead wrinkles. “What is a sing?”

      Stevie considers. “A sink? In the kitchen?”

      “No, Moosey said sing-g-g,” Daisy insists, stretching the word out.

      Music gives a quick demonstration. ‘It’s like this. Repeat after me: Mary had a little lamb, little lamb, little lamb!’

      Daisy giggles, pointing a grubby finger at Music. “You talk funny, Moosey.”

      ‘Now you try!’

      Daisy scrunches her face, attempting to recall both the words and Music’s strange accent. She manages a halting tune: “Daisy and her little ham, little ham…”

      But Stevie dissolves into laughter, which instantly infects Daisy, and the pair collapse into giggles, their unstoppable laughter more melodic than any nursery rhyme could be.

      Music hangs their head to one side. This will need more time and a lot more patience than they have planned. They grumble at the sight of these two tiny champions, so earnest in their messy enthusiasm.
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        * * *

      

      It was a long time ago that Music visited the city centre of Birmingham. Back then, there was just a market in the town centre. Now, New Street is packed full of shops and restaurants, stretching past Bull Ring Market and spilling out into the surrounding areas. They walk into the alley opposite a large mall. Boutique shops and charming little cafés line the criss-crossing network of alleyways. A shiny, golden French horn catches their eyes. Music’s hope is inflated for a moment, and deflated immediately when they see an artful arrangement of flowers and small branches protruding out of the horn. Some apples are scattered at the base as if to imply that apples grow out of French horns.

      People have forgotten about Music since that evening they died in their room. Songs are turned into stories with awkward grammar and musical instruments are just some yesterday’s relics that nobody needs any more. No one even knows, or cares, what they were once for. Words like singing, song or music are unheard of.

      Music carries on walking aimlessly, a little dejected that the world still spins around as per usual, unconcerned whether they have Music or not. They turn off to the right at the end of a street and walk along the canal. Music often dresses a little flamboyantly. Detailed tribal top with ornate Egyptian laced hip scarf over a pair of skinny black jeans. Tame it down with a long suede jacket in rich tan and a pair of cowboy boots to match. This look, together with their rhythmic steps that say they are ready to break out into a dance any minute now, would often draw a lot of attention—mostly admiration and a little bit of something else. But today, no one, not even the boat people who moor along the canal, can see them. They could be dancing a flamenco with clappers on their boats, and no one would notice.

      As Music walks on, a trendy-looking bar and restaurant comes into sight. Gold letters on a crimson background state the name ‘The Other Orleans’ over the front door. It is so big one can read it from the opposite bank of the canal. Funny and suggestive names of cocktails are written underneath in smaller type font. This is the sort of place where one should also expect to see ‘Live Music Every Evening’ written proudly somewhere. It really was a little over-claimed though, Music thinks to themself. They couldn’t possibly be at every ‘Live Music’ venue, even if they wanted to be. But there is no such claim here. Nevertheless, they open the door and enter the bar, in case they are needed here live, or dead, as the case may be.

      A small area on the side of the counter bar is being set up as a stage. Music decides to take a seat at the counter, waiting for the live performance. Maybe today, the Universe might surprise them. The bartender invites a band of four performers to take to the stage. She calls for a big round of applause for ‘The Improper Improv Troop’, and the crowd gives it. People are sincerely excited and cheer for them. Music, with an unanimated facial expression, gets off the bar stool and decides it is time to call it a day.
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        * * *

      

      Two years have slipped by. Music has been intermittently hanging around Daisy and Stevie, the only two beings in this ungrateful world who can see and hear them at all.

      Daisy sits up at the dining table, red crayon in one hand, while the other is holding down a sheet of paper against the table, preventing it from escaping. The red crayon stabs angrily on the helpless paper. Her cheeks are flushed and her eyes are red and moist, gleaming with the wrath of a seven-year-old.

      A new school term looms, and she’s constructed an ironclad plan to walk to school with Stevie each morning, then walk back home side by side. That was the entire plan, but in Daisy’s mind, it was perfect.

      Earlier, Mrs Tomkins dropped Stevie off as usual, his arms cradling two kaleidoscopes he’d received for Christmas—his prized possessions. He’s always kind enough to share them, letting Daisy and Moosey take turns peering into the swirling stars within.

      “Why d’you have two of the same one?” Daisy asked, balancing a kaleidoscope against her nose.

      “Granny gave me two, one for each eye, I think.”

      “Do you see more stars like that?”

      He shook his head. “No, you just get a headache.”

      That afternoon, Daisy had been mesmerised by those shimmering shapes, rotating in slow-motion explosions of colour. She suggested that one day they all take a trip to the stars. Music responded casually that they’d come from the stars, but weren’t looking to return just yet.

      Stevie went oddly quiet and looked down at his hands, fidgeting with his socks. This was his reaction when he was upset because boys don’t cry, right? They just sulk in the manliest way possible. Detecting his manly sulk, Daisy stopped playing with the kaleidoscope and looked at him.

      Stevie clenched his hands on his ankles. He stared fixedly at the hands as if to make them clench even tighter and said, “I have to go tomorrow, Daisy. Mum and I… we’re moving to Harrow.”

      Daisy frowned. “Where’s Harrow?”

      “Far,” Stevie said, voice tight. “Really far.”

      She blinked, tilting her head. “But… how will you get to our school?”

      Stevie’s lower lip quivered. “I won’t be. I have to go somewhere else.”

      A long heartbeat passed before Daisy shot to her feet. Tears flooded down her face—enough for them both.

      Stevie felt the atmosphere getting hotter and glanced up at her. The look of a betrayed puppy with a little vengeance stabbed at him like the longest sword driven through his heart, pinning him to the spot, unable to move even when Daisy ran off.

      Which brings us back to the dining table, where Daisy’s paper is being positively bludgeoned by that misshapen red crayon. Music slips into a chair beside her. Daisy presses harder, to the detriment of the paper and the crayon equally. She tries to focus on her task but her thought is scattered and non-cohesive. There is nothing for her to hold on to any more.

      But then a soft melody seeps into the air, drifting down into the depths with her, wrapping around her and pulling her thoughts into focus. Music is humming in a language Daisy doesn’t quite understand. The erratic anger in her shoulders ebbs. She sniffles, tears sliding down her cheeks in quiet resignation.

      Just then, Stevie steps into the room. One of his two kaleidoscopes hangs from a length of red ribbon, which he gently places over Daisy’s head. He wraps his arms around her, hugging tight enough that she can feel the slight tremor in his frame. She clings to him, burying her face in his shoulder.

      Music maintains the lilting tune, all the while stealthily nudging the maimed paper and battered crayon out of harm’s way. This moment reminds them of a long-ago memory—one they’d forgotten—when they sang to another very sad child. With a weary sigh, they vow not to make singing lullabies to crying children a habit. The tear-stained face, they would prefer not to remember.

      

      Music who doesn’t care about a sad child at all, stops by Daisy’s house the next day to check on the well-being of her stationery. She is nowhere to be seen.

      Her bedroom, however, looks as if it’s been ransacked by a roving band of pint-sized burglars. Lower drawers hang half-open, boxes are strewn about beneath the bed, and scattered odds and ends suggest someone was desperately searching for… something.

      On Daisy’s desk by the window facing the back garden, an old scrapbook lies open—one that she has used to test her crayons before she applied them for real on the wallpaper in the hallway. The pages are turned to a child’s blocky handwriting:

      MY SUN IS GONe. I CRI.

      PAINT MILLON STARS . … I CANt.

      SO THEY SIT WIt ME.

      SO THEY CRI WIt ME …

      Music stares fixedly at the four uneven lines of upper case letters, endeavouring to divine some profound meaning the author may have consciously left for the readers, unsure if it is in fact a fool’s errand. Instead, Music walks over to her wardrobe, opens the left door and reaches up to the top shelf to pull down a sheet of paper they rescued from the previous day. Indeed, in the eyes of a learned artist, it may have been the drawing of the Milky Way, of galaxies colliding, with constellations and births and deaths of stars. Their eyes are unfortunately not that type though. Music folds the sheet of paper neatly twice, and tucks it between the pages of the scrapbook.

      Then Music opens the window, slipping onto the windowsill with legs dangling outside. Warm summer breeze drifts in, ghosting right through them. An old tune that they love but never really catch some of the lyrics plays out in their mind. Music shuts their eyes and lets a memory of their ‘Jazzman’ caress their soul.
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            Embrace the Unknown

          

        

      

    

    
      Dawn breaks over a deserted Birmingham University in mid-autumn. The rising sun spills a soft, pale glow across damp pavements, gilding the red-brick walls in a haunting hush. Leaves, mottled in russet and gold, shuffle across the ground in a fitful breeze, spritzing the air with earthy whiff.

      On this peaceful morning, a lone figure emerges from the thinning fog—Tobias Tam Staghorn, DA, Associate Professor of Old-World Communicative Devices (OCD), thirty-two, male, mostly healthy, though lately winded far too easily.

      His usual jogging route begins at the staff house just outside the North Gate, cuts through a small copse of trees—where squirrels hold their morning rallies—and opens onto the Metallurgy Department. A few strides more and a well-worn running track leads him round the back of the old sports centre. He can detour along the canal, then circle back to the University Centre. Old Joe, the clock tower, stands proudly in his line of sight, semi-circled by grand, curving buildings. One of them shelters the Great Hall, that venerable auditorium which also houses the chancellor’s office. He slows, hands braced on his knees, gasping just a little. There was a time when he played football twice a week and breezed through morning runs without so much as a wheeze. Those hazy days felt like a different lifetime.

      Tobias knows this campus by heart. He could slip between these buildings blindfolded and still manage to point out the loos to anyone who asked—a valuable social courtesy, especially on those nights he used to stumble out of the Guild, hammered, and desperate for the toilet. He doesn’t get plastered like that any more, and he barely visits the Guild these days. Perhaps the two facts are connected.

      

      It’s a Saturday at dawn, and the university is lifeless and lonely. This is Tobias’s favourite time—when even the last of last night’s partygoers have finally passed out in a tangle of regrets and dubious life choices. A handful of them, the ones drifting through crises of identity, might still wander the walkways in a ghostly gloom, questioning who or what they truly are. And why they’re ‘here,’ wherever that might be.

      If it were a weekday, Tobias would turn back at the Great Hall to shower and head to his office. But today, as a crisp chill lingers in the air and the sun peeks over the horizon, the campus belongs to him.

      He owns the space.

      In these fleeting moments, it feels like a kingdom he’s seized by right of solitude. He’s desperate for that sensation of control, especially after how turbulent his life has become. Here, he can scowl, sigh, or slump his shoulders without worrying that someone will ask if anything is the matter. There is nothing the matter, he’s a bit low, that’s all. The conversation he’d replayed a hundred times in his head resurfaces uninvited:

      “Is sex a chore to you?” she asked out of the blue.

      “What?! No. What do you mean?”

      “You’re just… not that fussed. It’s like you’d do it to keep me happy, but it doesn’t fire you up.”

      “Umm, was it not good tonight? Can I try again?” He was abashed to think he couldn’t satisfy her.

      “No! I mean, maybe you could, but I couldn’t.” She laughed. “And you were amazing, really. Anyway, you didn’t answer my question.”

      “I… I’m not sure what to say.”

      “Be honest. It’s the kindest thing.” She caressed his beard so softly he nuzzled his face into her gentle hand.

      “I love everything we do together. The intimacy is really nice. Sex itself is like… the path to get there.”

      “So if there’s a shortcut, you’d take it?”

      “Yeah… though I do enjoy a detour sometimes.”

      “Huh. Okay. Then I think we should break up. But not until tomorrow—I’m too tired to leave tonight.” She said it so dismissively that he wasn’t sure if she was joking.

      “Why?”

      “Because I like men with a bad sense of direction.”

      And she told him to be honest! Dave always insists honesty is a bad policy. Now he’s getting it. Was that even a fair question? Of course, he likes sex as much as the next bloke. Well, not if that bloke was Dave: he lives and breathes it. They had been together for only three months, but he adored her. She was so sweet and cuddly—and caring, usually. The last few things she’d said had smacked him right in the face. He thought they were going somewhere this time. So naturally, he’s sad. But don’t ask if he’s holding it together. He would have earned the Holder of Togetherness by now if that was a Scout’s merit badge.

      

      Tobias jogs on, cutting behind a discreet washroom and emerging at the sports pitches in front of the university. Another figure, pounding around the track with determined strides, speaks urgently into his phone.

      “Has the bleeding stopped?”

      “Can you tell if it’s the pelvis or abdominal cavity?”

      “Right, yes, do that. I’m on my way. I just need a quick clean-up.”

      The man ends the call as he charges up the steps, but loses his footing and skids.

      “Fuck!” Stuart roars, more furious at himself than the stairs. His shin collides with the concrete edge.

      Tobias picks up the phone that was tossed his way. He doesn’t mean to peek, but his eyes catch a flash on the phone’s screen. A photo of a beautiful woman hugging a little girl flickers before he quickly averts his gaze.

      Well, that’s grand, he muses. What hasn’t this guy got? A great job that makes a real difference, a lovely family and a physique to aspire to. Look at those biceps. Tobias feels a murmur of envy. He would need to work much harder to look like that at whatever age this guy is. Tobias walks over and offers the phone back.

      “Thank you,” mutters Stuart, barely glancing up.

      “You alright, mate? Want a hand?” Tobias asks, genuine concern in his voice.

      “No, no. Just… bugger off, will you?”

      Tobias blinks, momentarily stunned. Not exactly the friendliest chap at the pitch, then. But at least he has got his answer. The guy could do with some manners. So he is leaving him there to develop some at his own leisure.

      

      His route brings him in view of a majestic red-brick building. It looks older than everything else around, as though it’s been here for centuries and the rest of the university simply sprouted up around it. The sign on top of the solid oak doors that seal the entrance to the building states that this is the Guild of Students.

      Tobias doesn’t come this way often because, at any other time of day, this place is overly crowded with students. It’s not that he doesn’t like young people whose common sense is not yet fully developed. Or people who believe they are the centre of the universe. He just feels outdated around them, not needed maybe. Irrelevant is probably more accurate.

      He slows to a walk, circling around the Guild in the hush of early morning. A large stone fountain dozes in the middle of the courtyard. Its basin is perpetually dry, courtesy of the campus’s long-standing water-saving scheme. At its centre, a bronze mermaid stands frozen, rising out of the possibility of water. Muted green patina so thick she appears ready to flake. Her head tilts upwards. Her expression… he can only describe it as bewildered… with her hands outstretched towards the sky, at which she’s screaming, ‘What the heck is this?!’

      Tobias approaches her with a weary smile.

      “Hey,” he says, as though greeting an old friend. “It’s me again. Still here and still feeling like crap. I know, I know, you’ve heard it all before. I’m doing it again, trying not to. But this week’s been sort of rough, okay?”

      He rests a hand on the edge of the fountain, feeling a tiny bit stupid. But who cares! He owns the space, remember?

      He has been coming down here at a quiet time like this for the past couple of years. He has developed a camaraderie with her. Sometime, a few years back, his life shifted off course. Something has dried up and he doesn’t even know what it was. He couldn’t put a name to it but the mermaid understood him. She never judges. Well, he isn’t sure about that point, but at least she doesn’t confront him with it. She’s just here, empathising with him in silence.

      A faint jingle of keys echoes from the corner of the building, followed by the thud of heavy boots. Tobias ends his confessional and straightens.

      Bill appears, a stout figure in a porter’s uniform, face etched with that patient, good-natured expression he’s worn since the day Tobias met him.

      “Ah, is that you, Tobias? Thought it might be. The canteen’s not open yet,” Bill calls amiably.

      “Morning, Bill,” Tobias says, forcing a casual grin. “I’m just—well, you know.”

      Bill smiles weakly. His job is to hear all kinds of rumours and gossip, but to know absolutely nothing.

      They’ve known each other for fourteen years, since the time Tobias entered an undergraduate programme here and Bill joined the service team around the same time. As a junior in the service, he got saddled with the infamous Friday Shit Shift as per tradition. That’s the thankless shift at the Guild to chuck students out at closing time. The simple task drives the newly joined juniors to their knees, breaks them apart and rebuilds them to be the stronger porter version of themselves. Sadly, some could not take the baptism of fire and were left broken, and that is why the service team here always has a yearly hiring quota. Tobias and Dave, in their younger days, were the regulars in his Shit Shift, so they got to know each other in their most vulnerable moments. They are blood brothers.

      “Have you moved your office?” Bill asks, already suspecting the truth but giving Tobias space to air his frustrations.

      Tobias assumes a mild face. “Oh, yeah. I forgot to tell you. It was a bit sudden. Sorry, mate.”

      Bill just holds his gaze, unblinking. Porter’s stamina, they call it. Nobody can beat a baptised porter at this game. It’s how they know what’s a-going on within the gates of the university.

      “They moved my department from the Faculty building,” Tobias finally sighs. “It’s just as well. I needed more space for my expanding research. The devices I’ve been studying.”

      Well, he is not exactly lying.

      “Where did you move to?”

      “I need quite a lot of space, so the Chancellor allowed me to set up in the Great Hall. In the basement. You know, that old storage unit for purchasing records? You can come round for tea anytime now. It’s a bit of a mess, though. I haven’t unboxed everything.”

      Bill’s eyebrows lift. “In the Great Hall, eh? Didn’t think the Chancellor’d ever let a department in there.”

      Tobias forces out a brittle chuckle. “Yeah. Quite an honour.”

      “I’ll drop by soon, see how you’re getting on,” Bill says. “But right now, I’d best open the Guild, check on the new recruit’s handiwork. Big night, apparently.”

      “Remember to look under the tables,” Tobias teases.

      “Oh, don’t you worry, I’ve not forgotten who once slept under those same tables,” Bill says with a wink. “I’ve had enough drunks locked in to last me a lifetime, you and Dave included.”

      Tobias laughs. “We won’t be doing that again. Don’t worry, mate.” He waves and sets off towards the centre of campus, feeling Bill’s concerned gaze on his back.

      Bill just shakes his head and breathes, “Oh boy,” under his breath, hoping that—sooner or later—Tobias will unravel the truth of what’s really bothering him.

      

      Tobias jogs towards Old Joe, cheeks ablaze with shame that settles about his ears, threatening to flood his entire head. He can almost feel Bill’s silent understanding breathing down his neck. The Department of Old-World Communicative Devices hasn’t admitted a single student in years—everyone knows it. Once upon a time, the programme thrived, boasting a modestly competitive acceptance rate and attracting bright-eyed pupils. Four years ago, that all changed. Senior colleagues drifted off to other departments offering shinier futures, leaving Tobias the last man standing, albeit with the fanciest job title: Head of Department.

      The university bigwigs had tried to shut the OCD programme down. They suggested re-homing him in Fine Arts, but Tobias fought for research-based activities with “excellent potential for international collaborations.” Let’s be honest, the only reason he’s still here is that he’s a professor—and professors get certain liberties.

      So, for now, he clings to this role, determined to pursue the mysterious, so-called old-world communicative devices that showed up around the same time as his sense of emptiness. He’s convinced they’re tied to the shift he felt four years back.

      Coincidence? Maybe.

      Midlife crisis? Quite likely.

      Regardless, the emptiness gnaws at him. The feeling that he’s lost something fundamentally vital to his being scares him somewhat. He doesn’t know what, but he knows he needs to do something about it.

      There is another matter weighing on his heart, though it cuts deeper than departmental politics.

      It’d always been his aspiration. He chose academia like his father because, above all else, he believes in the power of knowledge—the sacred passing of wisdom from one generation to the next. In his mind, it’s a grand human chain, each link a hand receiving the gentle glow of knowledge, then passing it on, brighter and more refined, into the waiting grasp of another. He once imagined himself in that luminous parade—lifting the glow higher and higher until it enveloped everyone.

      It would have been beautiful.

      But now, he sees the light faltering in his own palms. He doesn’t even know what he’s carrying any more. Is it knowledge? Is it purpose? Why does it matter so much to him when he can’t even define it? If he can’t figure that out, what can he possibly offer the world? Without anything to offer, what is he here for? The glow flickers, a dying ember. He feels himself plummeting into a spiral of his very own identity crisis.

      Split seconds before he collides head first with his inner purgatory, his mobile buzzes loudly. On the steps leading up to the Main Library, he fumbles in his tracksuit pocket.

      “Yep?” he answers, breath still ragged.

      “Good morning, Prof. It’s me—Mickey.”

      “Oh, hi, Mickey. What’s up?”

      “You told me to call if any weird junk showed up, yeah? Well, I’ve got something.”

      “Oh yeah, of course. What have you got?”

      “What, you say. Umm. A round thing… with holes and a… stringy… bendy⁠—”

      “Say no more,” Tobias cuts in. “I’ll grab my car and be there in an hour. Cheers, mate.”

      He pockets his phone and glances up at the library’s ancient façade. He might be floundering on the inside, but he won’t let himself crash and burn just yet. He has resources. He has Mickey’s call, his hunches, and an entire university’s worth of knowledge behind him. Hunting a nameless, dying light might be like fishing for a needle in a lake of haystacks, but at least he has plenty of hay to sift through—and that means there’s still hope.
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        * * *

      

      Tobias pulls his little hatchback through the makeshift gates of Mickey’s scrap empire just after nine in the morning. Piles of society’s discarded treasures loom overhead like the crooked skyline of a city built on rust and broken dreams. There must have been some logic as to what objects go in which piles. Mickey has his own unique but surprisingly effective way around logic. It’s beyond Tobias’s understanding.

      Somewhere behind this towering maze of battered bicycles, dented pots, and forgotten treasures, he hears a familiar booming voice. Mickey emerges, big as life, from between two teetering mountains, a cardboard box full of odds and ends balanced against one hip.

      “Oi, Prof!” he bellows, grinning ear to ear. “You’re early!”

      Tobias shuts the car door gently, mindful of the loose hinges that always threaten to pop off, and shrugs.

      “I wanted to beat your regular buyers,” he says, glancing around warily, half-imagining some grizzled antique dealer swooping in and outbidding him on every last trinket.

      Mickey snorts. “Don’t sweat it. They won’t show till this afternoon. And anyway, I said I’d help you with your big ‘research for mankind and humankind,’ didn’t I?”

      Tobias cracks a wry smile. “You did, indeed. And humankind includes mankind, actually—we’re all the same species.”

      “Really?” Mickey scratches his head. “Sometimes doesn’t feel like it, but if you say so…” He puffs out his already broad chest. “Either way, I’m serious about helpin’. The world needs me.”

      “And the world thanks you for your service,” Tobias replies solemnly, though the twinkle in his eye betrays his amusement.

      “I’ve been doin’ exactly what you asked: lookin’ for stuff I can’t figure out.” Mickey gives Tobias a curious look. “But, Prof, what exactly are you lookin’ for?”

      Tobias exhales. “That’s a good question, Mickey. What am I looking for?”

      Of course, that did not answer Mickey’s question, but he’s happy to have been asking the ‘good question.’ Mickey nods and gestures towards a rickety shack near the entrance. “I’ve chucked your mystery goodies in my Distribution Centre. It’s not locked—couldn’t lock it even if I tried. The walls’d probably cave in if you slammed the door.”

      Following Mickey’s lead, Tobias heads for the shack, muttering under his breath, “What am I looking for?”

      

      He’s convinced some vital piece of history has vanished—ripped away without a trace, leaving only a hollow ache in his life and career. He’s got nothing to go on but that void, that suspicion he’s holding something important but can’t remember why it matters. He devoted years to a doctorate in the rites of old-world communication, earned his Associate Professorship by twenty-eight—respectable, certainly, though not record-breaking—and taught classes on these devices that… well, now seem like bizarre relics without purpose.

      When he looks back at his lectures and publications up to that point, he cannot make much sense of it. It was all about the communication and the devices, but he doesn’t actually know anything about it. It’s as if a big chunk of memory has been taken out of him, and out of everyone as though the world collectively forgot what they once did. So the only thing he has to hold on to is nothing. The nothingness. The feeling that there used to be something there. And that is the basis of his research. It’s a bit weak, but it’s all that he has.

      Now, the forgotten devices are like debris, left behind when that something was removed. It might be important or it might not. But if a detective can get to a killer from dirt left at the crime scene, then he should be able to get somewhere with these, too. He realises he’s taking a big risk. He could and probably should have taken the option to transfer to Fine Arts to save his career and stay in a profession he loves. But he can’t, for all his sanity, let this go.

      He nudges the creaky door of the Distribution Centre with exaggerated caution, mindful that even a rogue sneeze might collapse the entire structure. Inside, a hefty stack of items towers in one corner, precisely where Mickey said it would be. At first glance, it’s an impressive haul. The man clearly hasn’t a clue what half of it does, but Tobias is grateful all the same. Mickey’s sifted out what he thinks might be devices from the mountainous piles outside.

      Methodically, Tobias picks through each piece, comparing them to the notes he’s amassed over the last few years. In the beginning it was hard to come by a device in decent condition. Then he met Mickey and it got easier. Mickey has his own network of people working in all aspects of upcycling and recycling. These small enterprises are set up mostly by young people wanting to make a positive change to the consumerism society. Mickey is able to sort through the stuff coming through his scrapyard or buy some of the devices from his network before they are dissembled for upcycling.

      From his previous observations he’s noticed that these artefacts come in all shapes and sizes, made from materials like wood, brass, leather, bones, strings—often battered beyond repair. Some are intricate, some remarkably simple. When he wrote it all out in a table form, he could only conclude that almost anything goes. But they all share one trait: they’re devices for making sound. The question is why?

      By the time he’s finished sorting, a large box of curious contraptions waits to be loaded into his car. He feels a tentative spark of excitement at the find. Mickey strolls in and sets down his own box.

      “Mickey, this is fantastic,” Tobias says earnestly. “Listen, now I can add another criterion to my specification.”

      “Another what to a what?”

      “I mean, another thing for you to look for when sorting items for me next time. If you find something you can’t identify and it makes a sound—bring it to me.”

      “Prof, any thing’ll make a sound if I belt it hard enough.”

      “Well, I mean a nice sound, possibly.”

      “Then you’re missin’ this one,” Mickey chuckles, retrieving from the reject pile a small, pouch-shaped hollow metal item with a piece of wood hanging inside.

      “That’s a cowbell, Mickey.”

      “Oh, right. What about this one?” He holds up a round metallic object riddled with dents, reminiscent of a UFO from a campy sci-fi flick. “It makes different sounds if I hit different parts. Listen.”

      Mickey taps it experimentally. The UFO emits a tinny, almost agonised clang.

      “I don’t know,” Tobias muses, frowning. “It definitely produces noise, but it doesn’t resemble any devices I’ve seen. Could it be a… weapon?” He briefly imagines it flying like a lethal Frisbee.

      “See, even you have no idea what it’s for, and that’s suspicious in my book. And if you don’t know, that’s reason enough to take it for your research. Embrace the unknown, Prof.”

      Unexpected words from Mickey give Tobias a jolt. Embrace the unknown. Yes, that’s precisely what he has to do if he’s ever going to fill in the missing pages of history.

      They load the devices into Tobias’s car, arranging them so nothing is squashed in transit. Mickey neglects to mention that earlier, he shoved everything unceremoniously into wooden crates and forklifted it over. Sometimes the Professor doesn’t need all the details.

      

      A short while later, Tobias eases his car back through the makeshift gates. The gravel road jostles the load on his back seats, causing wooden surfaces to knock against metal rods and strings to shiver into gentle humming. The cowbell, quietly stashed for its cheerful clang, sways in time with the rocking. The UFO resonates too, letting out an eerie, hollow wail that wavers in the air.

      Tobias allows the odd combination of noises to pass through him. It’s as if he’s coaxing a purr along the bumpy path—each device offering its own contribution to the strange but somehow comforting harmony. He has no intention of hurrying, and he is rather enjoying himself driving slowly like this. In fact, he will take a detour through a more scenic route.

      For a moment, with the gravel crunching under the tyres and the peculiar echoes of forgotten sounds surrounding him, the aching emptiness inside feels just a fraction smaller.
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            Boat Race Blues

          

        

      

    

    
      Marion, holding the apartment keys in one hand, is staring blankly at her door. She was on her way out to the boat race when she remembered that she forgot to bring it with her. So she turned back. And now she is staring at the door, wondering what ‘it’ was. Music, who has spent half of their time hovering around Marion because there are no more concerts or open mic nights to go to any more, is leaning against the wall next to her.

      ‘Your purse? Have you forgotten your purse? No? How about an umbrella? I think you should take an umbrella. You really cannot trust the English weather.’

      Music looks at Marion, not expecting much. Marion has just about forgotten them and can no longer see or hear them since the night they died. Occasionally, they got hopeful that she could hear them. But usually, they would end up disappointed. So they have learned not to expect. It’s easier that way.

      ‘Oh! I know. Your tea flask. You were going to the boat race!’ Music bursts out overly cheerfully. They know they are over-compensating, but who cares? No-one! That is the point. Because no one can hear them now.

      “Tea,” says Marion triumphantly. “That’s it!” She claps her hands gently a few times to congratulate herself.

      ‘That’s what I said.’

      Marion pops in to fetch the flask she prepared earlier. As an afterthought, she also picks up her folding umbrella.

      

      Marion steps off the bus at Putney Bridge on the Fulham side. The time hovers just past noon, and yet crowds have already swelled for the Oxford–Cambridge boat race due to begin much later in the afternoon. Most people shuffle towards Bishop’s Park, hoping to claim a decent spot for the big event. Some look as though they’ve camped there since yesterday. Marion, however, has her own destination in mind. She turns left onto Putney Bridge and strolls along at a calm pace, pausing briefly in the middle to admire the River Thames below. Music, in their ghostly form, twirls around her in playful, invisible arcs.
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