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			ONE


			Gerard Botolph picked up the child-sized violin he’d bought for his daughter. He plucked. The reply was a strange baleful tone, an eerie jangling… reminding of the music tutor’s advertisement in the Malvern Gazette. Seven-year-olds were welcome.


			‘Tomorrow. Yes, tomorrow, Rosie. I’ll take you to see Miss Stein.’ He found himself speaking into the empty room.


			He took a last glance at her violin. An unaccountable sweat had transferred itself to the soundboard.


			‘What does “ Miss Stein LRAM” mean, Dad?’


			‘Licentiate of the Royal Academy of Music. Don’t point, Rosie, please.’


			Twice over, he’d been clumsy. He’d remembered to add the “please” but a “sorry” might have taken some of the bite from his correction. After all, Rosie only pointed her finger at the brass plate above the middle panel of an imposing front door. Yet no Botolph, right back to Joseph Babbington Botolph, the first in the line of stockbrokers would point, except to the size of his wallet. Even the surname was as ugly as their love, for none was ever given, unless in return for success. Success first. That was the Botolph expectation.


			‘We don’t want Miss Stein to come to the door and find a finger pointing into her navel.’ He spoke softly this time, trying to relax his hand around hers. It was just a playful shake, he told himself. Yes, playful.


			‘Remember ? First impressions?’


			Her hand felt snug in his, the warmth not just thermal.


			‘Why are you holding my hand, Dad?’


			He peered down. She stood smart in the freshly washed cotton dress which Sandra, the au pair, had ironed. Rosie’s hand slid out of his.


			She stood, corrected, in her school’s blue-and-white check summer dress. He’d tried, but it was too late for his “sorry”.


			‘What are first…’


			‘Impressions, Rosie?’


			‘Are they like…’


			The door opened before Gerard could answer. The bronze plate gave way to a blaze of exotic summer flowers. They cascaded on a cream background designed into a smocked sun dress. The dress was strappy enough to have adorned to better effect the figure of a lady fifty years younger than the wrinkled old woman standing inside the garment.


			‘You must be little Rosie! Can I call you Rosie?’


			‘Yes, Miss.’


			‘Oh come on, those big brown eyes are looking up at Ruth! Not “Miss”.’ Ruth isn’t your dragon of a schoolteacher!’ Ruth mimicked a dragon, but judging by Rosie’s fallen mouth, the tutor must have appeared to her more ape than dragon. If so, the moment of trauma was passed, for Rosie’s lips melted into a smile.


			‘See? Ruthy’s funny… and a teacher!’ Ruth assured.


			‘Not – not “funny” like – ’ Rosie turned to her father, then bit her lip.


			‘Come on now, dear. I’m going to show you the wonderful new world in music and you’re going to show me the wonderful world in your smile, before it wilted. The bending heads of my petunias wilt, so forlorn when I forget to water them. You haven’t lost it have you? The smile?’


			‘Daddy loses his smile – often! So wouldn’t his wilt ?’


			‘Well, dear, we won’t go to places we shouldn’t, don’t you think?’


			Rosie’s lips were quickly sealed again. He had made her serious when, beneath, she was precocious, even though sometimes stumbling on her words, Gerard realised.


			As Ruth bent closer to her pupil, he puzzled at the innocence which Ruth cultivated to disguise a woman in her late eighties. She possessed girlishly-long hair, bouffant at the front but elaborately worked to a single plait, hanging down a half-bare back, the miracle ultimately terminating at the base of her spine.


			‘I’m Gerard Botolph – and you are Ruth Stein, I presume?’


			‘Oh yes! Your Daddy can presume! Can’t he Rosie?’ Ruth said, taking Rosie’s hand and speaking through her instead; Ruth the ventriloquist but Gerard the dummy still standing on her doorstep.


			‘My goodness me! Where did you get these nice long fingers? Are they going to play on one of my violins? Are they? I’m afraid they can’t play on the violin Daddy has bought for you. It looks too large to me and we have to look at the length of your little arms first.’


			‘I’ve got quite large arms.’ Rosie seemed to plead for Ruth’s approval.


			‘We must test, compare, measure, Rosie Botolph!’ Ruth cupped her hand around Rosie’s head and began to lead her into the hall of Laburnum Lodge.


			‘Test, compare, measure!’ Rosie enthused, smiling up at the tutor. ‘And maybe be dragons after?’


			‘Most certainly dragons after – and Ruth is the biggest dragon of them all!’ Ruth awkwardly bent to meet Rosie at eye level.


			Biggest dragon of them all… Gerard shivered. The doubting was due to his tablet. He’d be calm once the Diazepam kicked in. Halston said it might be early symptoms of paranoia but too early for the doctor to treat as such. He was no psychotic, more a wreck of the Botolph expectation.


			After all, the tutor, as she engaged Rosie, was so refreshingly open. As Ruth spilled with high spirits she seemed, at times, as readable as a child’s fairy tale. Gerard would rely on sixth sense. She possessed energy too, liveliness, exotic flowers, sunshine and little kindnesses in the form of caramelised eggs; like the one she was placing in Rosie’s palm… there could be nothing sinister about kindness.


			She was taking a metronome off the hall table, holding it out to Rosie, making a pantomime of a hen clucking to its rhythm. Silly, childlike – but winning. No Botolph could ever do that. She’d brought to Rosie a smile to make the sun come out.


			Rosie was looking up; her smile transferred to him.


			‘Dad? You’re – you’re waiting for me,’ she frowned, ‘watching me choose my egg sweet and watching Ruth when she makes me laugh with her clucking hen noises. You – you can smile too, Dad. Ruth isn’t a dragon, like Mrs Fenton at school. Ruth’s a play dragon!’


			Rosie seemed as comfortable as an ivy on a tree trunk to stand beside Ruth. Gerard would forget his reservations about the tutor. That’s all they were – qualms. The lady was zany, dressed like a cockatoo but not unhinged.


			‘… inside, Mr Botolph?’


			‘Sorry?’


			‘I said, you’re welcome – to step inside? Wait? ’Til our Rosie’s lesson is finished?’


			Gerard turned instead to his daughter for a response. ‘Daddy doesn’t seem too sure – does he, Rosie? Are you coming inside, Mr Botolph?’


			It registered; for the quizzing and kindliness in the tutor’s eyes told him he was welcome.


			‘Inside, yes, just the “dire tonic”, Ruth – if you’ll forgive the pun.’


			‘Oh ho! An ex stockbroker who appreciates the diatonic! He starts on the right note with Ruth!’ she grinned.


			He followed the music tutor into the hall. She was holding his daughter’s hand while Rosie looked up at her, seeming to make a solemn vow to be a model pupil. For the old lady was surely the first adult ever to allow Rosie to play clucking hens.


			But as the door chain rattled behind the three, Gerard felt a wave of nausea; a warning he needed to get Rosie and himself out, but there was no way out. He crushed the packet of Diazepam in the lining of his pocket. The doubting had started.


			‘Shall we see if you’re as tall as my double-bass, our Rosie?’


			‘“Our” Rosie?’ Gerard challenged. Something about the intimacy with which the tutor crouched level to his daughter’s face made his question slip out.


			‘If we’re to test your height: it’s back right in to the wall and stand – straight!’ Ruth, apparently unaware of his rebuke, hovered around Rosie.


			“Our” Rosie… he wondered again whether he could repeat his question, oblige her to face what seemed her delusion; for forty minutes Rosie might become her child. Had she fulfilled herself as a musician and tutor but, too late, craved to fulfil herself as a mother ?


			He’d seen plenty of photographs of her, collections of them framed on the wall, some propped on slim pedestal tables along the hallway, but none with husband or child. Yes children, flocks of them, but always showing instruments or presentation certificates in their hands or junior ensembles behind them.


			‘Can’t get any straighter, our Rosie. Now, let’s see who’s tallest, shall we?’ Ruth said, distracting Gerard from his thoughts as she loomed over his daughter again before the double bass. ‘Well, I think Rosie Botolph’s got just a little bit more growing to do before she’s as tall as: “Bertie the Bass. Tall and deep. Rosie to chase, with lots of sleep”!’ she sang.


			The old Botolph decorum dictated he should do no more than stand and watch her pantomime until he was invited from the hallway into the music room itself. After all, the diversion must have only been Ruth’s practiced way of relaxing her pupil before instruction, little different to his relaxing a fresh recruit on a first day at the bank.


			But the diversion seemed to have gone on a shade too long. He felt unease again; this time about the lady whose advertisement seemed to have left him standing half-willingly yet irreversibly in the hallway of her house.


			‘I’ve now ten little followers coming to my Thursday lessons. Two more and I’d have twelve – just like disciples. Wouldn’t I, Rosie?’


			But Rosie was more interested in following with wonderment the pattern of deep velvety colours in the flowers of her new friend’s dress.


			That word – “disciples” – it returned to Gerard while he glanced at a child-size violin propped against a recess beside the fireplace; the instrument reminded of the small violin he bought for Rosie and thought of breaking.


			Disciples… breaking… like bread at the Last Supper… the last…


			The violin seemed to warn, still more loudly than when he first plucked its strings and they replied with a grotesque jangle. But if it warned, who was going to be crucified?


			He glanced again at Rosie. She was abandoned to laughter as Ruth pretended now to hide her in the case to the large double bass.


			But then he caught something in the glint of Ruth’s eyes and the shiver wouldn’t leave him.


		




		

			TWO


			The “hurricane” was a more acceptable name for Ruth, Gerard decided, as she fluttered like a trapped bird around Rosie, busying her, ushering her through the paraphernalia of the music room.


			Pride of place was taken by a Steinway grand. Its length stretched into the bay window. A smaller Bechstein upright faced a wall. In nearly every other available space, there was a clutter of violin cases of all sizes, music stands and sheet music exercises already opened on the upright. Through all of this, the hurricane seemed able, miraculously, to move without dislodging anything she had lived with so long.


			‘Is Daddy going to sit in or will he want the waiting room?’ She lowered a music stand for Rosie and found the strength in her bony fingers to tighten the nut home.


			Why should he sit in? It amounted to vetting the lady as he would a new recruit to the Stock Exchange before stress reduced him to a bank manager.


			‘There’s always the New Statesman, if Daddy wants. I even take the Economist for Daddy-stockbrokers who’ve become Daddy bank managers and who invariably cringe on hearing first endeavours of bow on string. More in the waiting room.’


			He duly shuffled the pile. He might as well have taken a newspaper with him into the waiting room, for the backs of both tutor and pupil were turned on him.


			But he must always remember, for there would come a time when Rosie would remember, his indifference, if he sought nothing but the sanctuary of the quiet room at the far end of the hall. Now was a chance to be more than all the other Botolphs… retreating to their clubs, hiding themselves behind big newspapers on whose pages Rosie would hardly read, still less comprehend price indices.


			He would sit in.


			Ruth’s frame seemed to creak as she bent to lower the height of the music stand for her pupil. She was going through the motions now, rubbing the hair of the child-sized bow with rosin, plucking each string close up to her better ear to follow with the striking of the same note on the piano, tightening and loosening each string, to ensure that Rosie’s A’s were pitched true A’s and D’s true D’s. It was beginning to seem more businesslike – what a Botolph should expect.


			Rosie must have felt the tutor’s breath on her cheek as Ruth demonstrated how to pluck strings while singing:


			‘Busy bee, roaming free,
Gathering honey for our tea.
Stroke him now, he won’t sting,
Kindness conquers everything.’


			There was no reason to feel envious of her physical closeness, not while Rosie seemed so relaxed. And wasn’t his intolerance of an octogenarian – happiest when looking and sounding like a child – only the bank-manager’s-staff-meeting persona he showed every Thursday morning at review?


			‘Again, Rosie? Yes. I can see. Again. “Busy bee, roaming free…”’


			‘Ruth, the strings spell a word. G,D,A,E can be “AGED”!’ Rosie seemed at last to have relaxed from being overly proper for her newly discovered heroine.


			‘Yes, yes, they can. But you’re forgetting our song! Come on now. ‘ “Busy bee, roaming free..” ’


			Ruth’s tone was suddenly flat; a songster whose song, broken by age, squeaked and fell embarrassingly out of tune whenever her head tilted and her hearing aids shrilled in unison with her. Her song, for a child – her child for so long as she sang it, seemed to ask: wouldn’t you too want to cling on to your youth, try to sing like a child, be a child if ever you came to live like me… alone in a large Victorian house where silences could remind you that the next morning could be your last?


			The violin lesson over, wasn’t the tutor only harmlessly opening up her miniature wicker basket full of chocolate caramelised eggs from which Rosie was to choose her favourite?


			Rosie’s hand hovered over the little heap of sweets. She was marvelling at one wrapped in its bright foil, glittering like the pleasure she’d seen in the eyes of the old tutor who bent to study her so indulgently. Ruth’s was surely kindness, as in her singing to his daughter and yet which seemed to exceed anything earned by Rosie, a mothering, almost a smothering… 


			‘Well, our Rosie. Hetty the hen seemed to like your first violin – so much, I can hear her saying she’ll let you have another of her chocolate eggs. Maybe her very best egg if you can do as well on piano. But not until you’ve come with Ruth into the garden to look for my friends, the squirrels. Daddy can come too – as he’s not reading my periodicals!’ she said, without looking at him.


			‘Shall I finish folding the music stand? Miss Stein – Ruth ?’ Rosie remembered. ‘I can carry it for you and then you won’t have to bend again.’


			‘That’s sweet of you Rosie, but remember, the dragon’s still got lots and lots of strength in these!’ Ruth flexed her fingers as if limbering up for a fight – and it was a fight as she fumbled with the nut to collapse the stand and set it by the others.


			She surprised him again. Despite all her apparent fussing and bustling, her plucking of strings, tightening of pegs, singing of songs, despite her two hearing aids and a back permanently turned on him, he sensed Ruth knew he wasn’t really reading her newspapers but that she was reading him.


			Having manoeuvred his way through the upturned furniture, jardinières and half torn parasols in Ruth’s conservatory, Gerard looked through the grimy windows towards the most distant stretch of the garden where Ruth took Rosie for the interlude. The interval would be just long enough between violin instruction and piano to “introduce Rosie to my dearest squirrels” as Ruth put it.


			She was girding up all the movement that age left in her bones, struggling to chase Rosie about trees then stopping, panting, contenting herself to please Rosie by swinging bags of cashew nuts she’d strategically hung in branches.


			The more he watched, vision without sound, it seemed that Rosie – perhaps like all Ruth’s other pupils – followed not only her instruction, nor even her pantomime, but herself… ducklings following the duck until they were her own.


			Rosie was already trying to stretch her arm about Ruth’s waist, jumping up and down, sometimes a little pain etched in Ruth’s face as she tried again to gather her bones and do… a danse macabre up the garden. He dismissed the thought. It was only his demons come to taunt. The sight of the old tutor hobbling beside Rosie was bizarre but it was happening and he was the spectator on his daughter, as he would always be.


			Ruth Stein had worked a private alchemy. For all forty of those minutes, she transmuted baser things to her gold. Transmutation… wasn’t that mutilation of a kind? But he recognised the thought for what it was; a growing habit of allowing words to enter his mind and become distorted. As Heather said, he’d been bringing home stress after his fall from stockbroker to bank manager, a Botolph trait to cope with demotion.


			He edged round the window frame again to watch the tutor strain to bend and then roll Rosie down the undulations in the lawn, Rosie gurgling with laughter… so simple, achieved in twenty-five minutes of Ruth’s first acquaintance, yet he couldn’t do it. No Botolph ever saw any sense in rolling a child down a garden. Yet for Ruth’s part it was obvious, whether Rosie flourished musically or not, the point hardly entered her consciousness; so busy was she with the little girl who came into her house and, it seemed, her life.


			Rosie picked herself up and ran back to the house to start the piano session, grass stains on her dress at the hip and over her knees. Gerard inched back from the window. His girl didn’t have to see the truth; he was a spectator.


			Then he sneaked another glance around the edge of the frame. The old tutor lingered alone at the top of the garden, wistfully brushing her foot through the tall grass which she could have hardly mown without pain. She seemed in a daydream; as if savouring the moment she’d spent with his daughter… perhaps tracing out in the grass an imaginary world in which she might have lived, alone with Rosie, as though… as though she would one day possess her, as mother and daughter.


		




		

			THREE


			Rosie turned around from the smaller of the two piano stools to glance back at her father. Her seat was drawn up close beside her tutor’s and yet she still needed, it seemed, to know he was there. Or was she hoping he would finally leave for the newspaper in the waiting room, no longer to see her fingers faltering over the keys?


			Gerard was distracted by the flashing red bulb above the music room door and, simultaneously, the ringing of Ruth’s front door bell. She was completely unaware of either. He remembered her dependency on two aids.


			‘Shall I answer for you? Miss Stein?’ Gerard spoke louder.


			‘Ruth, please!’ she at last registered. But she wasn’t going to take her eyes off his child’s fingers.


			‘I think your front door bell’s – ’


			‘Yes! Would you? Be a dear?’ Ruth shouted above her playing.


			The visitor came as a relief. It was Heather.


			‘Thought I’d collect Rosie, take her home. Want to see whether your Miss Stein is as superlative for Rosie as her advert makes her,’ she whispered.


			The door of the music room opened, the tutor finally emerging. Hearing aids or not, Ruth surely couldn’t have heard them discussing her.


			But Rosie… her walk… it seemed different… almost a somnambulist’s, Gerard thought. No, it was just another of his doubts catching up on him. If Rosie was sleepwalking towards some goal, it was nothing more than to keep the chin-rest of her violin firmly cupped beneath her chin all the time Ruth kept an unwavering eye on her struggle.


			Smiling at Rosie seemed to be necessary. It might assure his child she was approved of in the adult world full of expectations he knew too well. Her drift towards him rose to hardly even an exchange of smiles, just a thought between he and Rosie… 


			For her part, Ruth seemed oblivious to both parents, walking beside her charge, bending and cupping her palm beneath Rosie’s elbow until the child found the best stance for the instrument.


			‘Remember, Rosie – level, always level with the chin.’


			No, Ruth wasn’t mothering or smothering, just dedicated. It felt like an eternity before the tutor looked up from her pupil to become aware of him and Heather.


			‘Oh! Oh!’ Ruth planted a studied silence, after her theatre.


			He and Heather waited for more melodrama.


			‘I thought you were the next parent for me! But you’re childless!’ Ruth stalked conspicuously around Heather’s skirt in the pretence of finding her next pupil hiding there.


			‘I’m – I’m Mrs Botolph, Miss Stein.’


			Heather’s voice was monotone. Like him she must have been struggling to make allowances for the naivety which came with the gifted old woman.


			‘Of course! Of course, you’re Mrs Botolph!’ Ruth announced, conceding that of biological necessity such existed on the planet. ‘And you’ve come to collect our little Rosie. If you’d been Mrs Sharp and her little Gregory, I’d have my eleventh today,’ Ruth said, finally easing the violin’s weight from Rosie’s arm.


			Eleventh… little disciple… Gerard stopped himself from saying.


			‘Now, turning to you Mr Botolph, perhaps you’re interested in violin lessons?’


			‘Sorry I – I was light years away.’


			‘Light years! Science!’ She playfully nudged the arm of his bewildered daughter to make her an ally. ‘Well, I’ll have to bring Daddy back to Earth, won’t I? Won’t I, Rosie? Do you think Daddy wants to come back to Earth? Who’s for Earth? Not Beethoven. Not Handel. One wanted Apollo, the other the Messiah!’


			Gerard noticed his wife lapse from smile to grimace.


			‘I was saying, Mr Botolph – Gerard. If, as your wife assured me on the telephone, she finds you alone in the orangery, lost in your acreage at Jacaranda and trying to play a violin into the night, then perhaps you too may want lessons?’


			He flinched at Ruth’s hand, the skin cool… a slug searching over his, she turning it over, making some sort of compliment about his fine long fingers.


			‘Never too late! True, Mrs Botolph?’ Ruth acknowledged his wife who was retreating by inches closer to the front door from where she’d first ventured.


			‘A whiff of success and Gerard would remember the violin you gave him but forget to collect his little girl and take her home,’ Heather volunteered. ‘A Botolph “trait”, Gerry would say.’


			‘Your Daddy wouldn’t forget to take you home! Now would he, our Rosie?’


			Botolph slipped his hand free of the shrivelled flesh he considered to have been holding him longer than friendliness required.


			Now there were two wrinkled hands, one clutching his arm, the other clutching Heather’s, clinging, as the tutor waited for them to take their daughter away.


			Behind all the exotic flowers in her dress and her little boast about her more important clients, he could see now – she was a lonely figure. He wondered what she would feel when she could no longer cling nor covet the pupil she tried to make into her child. What now would go through her mind… what did Ruth Stein do when the solid door of her house closed with her alone behind it and she parted with her eleventh little disciple…


			Through the heavily veined hand which clung to his arm, Gerard felt the same loneliness in Ruth as in himself as each watched Heather’s car get smaller the further it took Rosie back to her home.


			‘Do you think you’re up to a “mere branch manager” then Ruth?’


			He noticed the aid where her hair failed to cover it.


			‘Ready to lead the blind, Ruth?’ Gerard tried more loudly.


			‘Oh! Violin? Of course! I promised.’ She stopped clinging.


			The car carrying his wife and daughter away disappeared around the distant corner of the road and at last Ruth acknowledged there were other sentient beings in her world – one being her new adult pupil standing beside her.


			‘Romance,’ she spoke wistfully, taking up a violin. ‘This, Gerard, is Beethoven’s Romance, in G. See how he modulates? From this – to this – and then – ’ Ruth drew back bow on string, fierce. ‘To this!’


			Gerard waited for her elbow to trace still more positions in the air.


			‘Isn’t that marvellous? Isn’t that romance!’


			‘It is,’ he said. All he could say. It was marvellous; an elbow so bony, skin so parboiled and shrivelled, a face transported, produced from an array of notes that baffled him, romance of a kind which she made hers.


			‘Where else will you find that?’ Ruth gently laid the violin into its bed of felt as though it was both her lost lover and… and maybe even her child… 


			As for giving instruction, she seemed now disinterested, to the point of offence.


			‘You see? Just like old Ruth, you could have lovely sounds at your fingertips – romance. One day! Keep coming,’ she whispered, surprising him. But he knew her romance was a dream of its own kind and would never be directed at him.


			‘Ruth will show you how to bow; how to produce pizzicato lovelier than a harp; to make a violin sing! Like me, you want to have again true romance which comes nowhere in this world but from my violins? Doesn’t it come from the violin?’


			‘It does. When you play.’


			‘Of course!’ She burst into melodrama which hid the depth of her frustration yet made him question the stability of the woman to whom he would entrust Rosie at six p.m. next Thursday.


			‘Romance, Gerard, comes from every loving stroke of bow on string, each hushed tremolo,’ she creaked as she bent forward, then whispered theatrically, ‘each sliding glissando, each lush vibrato. Of course there’s still romance!’


			She flung a pile of newspapers to come cascading down from ceiling to floor.


			‘In Bach, his love for the instrument abides with order – like this.’ Ruth fanned out the crisp, folded dailies. ‘In Beethoven, love is passion of another kind – chaos of the spirit! Now tamed,’ she whispered, ‘now rampant! Fury, rage! Like this!’ The hurricane forced him to step back as she flung all the newspapers into the air.


			‘And like this! And this and this! Fury! Rage! Passion! Romance, Gerard Botolph. Can’t you see it? It’s all around us, in the air!’ She scooped up more newspapers, tossed them across the music room, the hurricane swirling about its eye. ‘Can you see it? I can see it. You only have to look and it’s there!’ She scooped up a whole pile of papers until she lost her balance, stumbling forward into two music stands before careering towards the upright.


			He reached out for her, a wrist and then his arm around her waist, but there was a sickening thud as her head nicked the edge of the upright.


			‘It is – isn’t it? she whispered, subdued as she looked up at him unaware of her bloodied ear. ‘Isn’t it? Romance? Everywhere?’


			‘Will you allow me? To pick up the rest of the papers? Ruth?’ He leaned closer to the aid hanging precariously from her ear.


			She was still admiring the instrument which Rosie’s hands had touched.


			‘Come on. Let me put them away. A nasty fall for – ’


			‘I got a little excited with my little lecture to you, on music and romance, didn’t I ? I’m sorry. I’ve made a spectacle of myself – again. I do that. More and more often.’


			You can ask her. The silence tells you – now’s the moment…


			‘Did you ever – ’


			‘Did I ever?’


			You’ve got to ask her now… 


			‘Did you ever – tie the knot, Ruth?’ He felt impertinent.


			‘The knot? Tie the knot?’


			Ask her – if she ever bore a child – of her own!


			‘I know it’s not part of my lesson, not my brief, but I couldn’t help seeing a very young “you” next to – ’


			‘This is what you must mean by “the knot”? My friend in the photograph? Gustav? You thought I might – ’


			He waited while her fingers curled the photograph into a cylinder so he couldn’t look again at the faces of Gustav and her in it.


			‘You were talking to me about romance – in music, I mean.’


			‘Yes, yes I was.’


			‘Look, I only stayed for beginner’s violin. I – ’


			‘No, you’ve lost a certain romance too – I think, in a way, you’ve lost your Rosie, haven’t you?


			How could you know the distance between me and Rosie ?Nobody could know…


			‘Curiosity is a natural thing, Gerard. And you were curious about such a young Ruth beside such a young man,’ she said, keeping “the man”, it seemed, curled up in the cylinder she’d formed.


			She took a long look at him, let the silence say she was his friend.


			‘I met Gustav at the conservatoire in Prague. Wonderful days.’ She patted her ear to assure herself her aid was secure; discreet, in harmony with a lady’s salad days.


			She stared out of the window, her eyes glazed, registering nothing, except perhaps fleeting images returning across nearly seventy years.


			‘We used to walk beside the Vltava, our dreams flowing free as the river. Used to laugh. About how we’d both one day find a place across the border in the Leipzig Gewandhaus, Gustav on violin, me on viola – both knowing the competition would ensure our dreams remained only dreams.’


			Ask her, ask her now. Did she ever have her own child?


			‘We shared the simplest things… sitting on the benches in the shadow of the Golz-Kinsky Palace, our sandwiches soaked when, inside, they ate caviar. Then we’d find a warm fire in a coffee house. It all seemed to be enough – without the dreams. The war came. Our studies were cut short – as if by the surgeon’s knife, but an evil surgeon who wore a silly moustache, ranted, beat his chest. As for our joining an orchestra in dear old Leipzig, it was bombed to rubble by the allies and – ’


			She swallowed awkwardly.


			‘And under the rubble – ’ she stopped.


			‘It’s all right, Ruth. It was insensitive of me. I – ’


			‘No. Not insensitive, curious. Remember? We said curiosity was a natural thing?’


			She pulled off her sequined taffeta neckerchief and started dabbing an eye.


			So she didn’t marry. But what about her own child? I can’t ask her. Not now. Not through all the taffeta and tears.


			‘Here. Ruth? You dropped your photo – of you and Gustav.’


			‘But I have the sweet wrapper. Rosie’s,’ she sniffed, ashamed to turn and let him see, full on, the mess of mascara and lipstick with which she’d tried to rejuvenate her face. She seemed rooted, as if conscious only of the sensation between her fingers as she rubbed at the crumpled sweet wrapper which Rosie left on the sill just behind the hang of her velvet curtains. Her thumb kept pressing out the sweet paper, taking out all its wrinkles, preserving it for the moment when she would finally be alone.


			He wondered whether to return the photo of her and Gustav, but her hands didn’t want to release Rosie’s sweet wrapper, nor to stop trying to straighten it out… 


			‘Well, thanks for seeing me. Ruth?’ He came closer to her hearing aid. ‘Thanks for letting me be a buffoon on one of your violins.’


			‘You just bring your lovely daughter to me, Gerard.’


			The spark making her Hurricane Ruth seemed to have died.


			‘Some Czerny would be useful for you. From here to here.’ She marked out some forty bars. ‘Exercises, lots of them, for strengthening the third finger. And never let me hear you call yourself a “buffoon”! Life’s too short to annihilate yourself.’ She finally looked up from the exercises. ‘Others will always try to do that for you!’


			‘I’ve plenty of experience, from my staff. I’ll – I’ll bring Rosie then. Next Thursday, six o’clock sharp.’ Gerard assured her, then realised his promise sounded like a crude form of barter; as if the only thing of any value he could offer in return for her interest in him was a toy; the toy his seven-year-old daughter.


			She stood in front of her white panelled door and waved… waved as though he might have been the Gustav who could have once given her a child of her own.


			He felt feverish. He’d be all right, once the responsibility came for him to concentrate on the road until home. Then he’d again be able to accept the beaming face in the fading photograph of she and Gustav, accept the frantic waving, the good sense of what he still wanted to believe; despite all his misgivings, he must bring his girl again to the slightly stooped music tutor who was still waving from her porch. He stumbled, then righted himself before she could suspect his wave of nausea.


		




		

			FOUR


			A remnant of habit from his stockbroker days made Gerard stretch forward and ease the Financial Times out of the pile. The crinkling paper, the only sound to fill Ruth’s waiting room.


			He’d made it his room now, the world he inherited – investment and the leisure to contemplate it. Scanning the price indices, he jolted. The laughter… it seemed to come from the music room.


			Whitsun, of course, the school holiday would explain why Rosie was so ready to joke with Ruth.


			The laughter was at times an abandon; a gurgling which must have waited through Rosie’s whole life to erupt and express itself freely, yet which his presence always seemed to stifle.


			Gerard folded the paper on his lap and stared ahead. He felt guilty that the waiting room and the FT deserved his attention more than his being there for Rosie’s little trials of instruction down the hall in the music room.


			He cast the paper on to the coffee table. June had passed and he was nothing more than Rosie’s chauffeur, she sitting silent, her lap faithfully bearing the violin case which half hid her face. She would go where he took her, do what he asked, but never venture to speak to him, except with eyes saying, “Mum told me never to talk to strangers”.


			He still didn’t know where to begin with her – not as Ruth seemed to do, so effortlessly. He could still hold a staff meeting, chair a committee, even if it was now only to represent his branch at its London HQ, but playing with Rosie, relaxing with her… it wouldn’t come. It seemed so simple, so natural. Other fathers romped and fooled. But somewhere down the Botolph line, down the succession of austere faces lining his stairway in gilded picture frames, the romping, the fooling was taken out of him from his own childhood.


			He pulled out the hip flask which belonged to the reputedly least Mammon oriented of his stockbroker ancestors, his grandfather, Miles Botolph. He’d missed morning tablet, he could afford the kick. He uncapped the flask and took a long slug of Talisker.


			Play with her Gerry, bring Rosie home from the tutor – now. She’s a bright girl. Take her out of that Victorian house full of an old lady’s complexes and her sooty-vaguely-urine-smelling carpets. Take her into God’s fresh air, bring her home to our lawns. Lift her on your shoulders, give her a piggyback. What are sixteen acres for? It’s Whitsun exeat. Weekend! Sun’s out!


			For a moment, Heather brought out his sun but the storm clouds were returning with the admonishments of his forebears… 


			Son! Consider your daughter’s station. Any daughter of a Botolph has all the graces. All! Remember our creed: poise, presentation and pronunciation. And never let us forget the ‘p’ for ‘piano’ – even violin, if you must break the tradition.


			He took another swig. He could hear Heather again… her sun trying to break through…


			Come home Gerry, home with Rosie. Forty minutes of the woman is what you’re paying for – not a surrogate rolled into wrinkles.


			Nonsense, son! countered the Botolph voice of certitude and certification… Give the girl all the merits and distinctions she’s going to need – as a proper Botolph!


			He started.


			Rosie appeared at the door of the waiting room, her violin case under her arm. He shoved away the whisky flask, feeling dirty before her. The collar of her crisp blue-and-white checked school dress lay open at the neck; as Rosie was open. And on her face was a special pride in having Ruth for her tutor. Yes, he was looking at Rosie Botolph – as yet, not bought as he by the god Success, not calculating, not manipulative as a Botolph was ordained.


			‘Did you – did you do well?’


			She stood, as if stopped by a traffic light.


			‘Shall I, shall I take the case for you? You’ve done your labour for the day, haven’t you?’


			She cautiously laid the case over the periodicals scattered on the waiting room table.


			‘I – I heard your scales. You played, you played well, Rosie.’


			Her smile ventured out but cracked, fragile as the porcelain he’d made of her.


			Ruth peered around the door, the old tutor swinging what appeared to be a net bag of cashew nuts.


			‘For our squirrel garden!’ She held up the bag for Rosie to take. ‘The nuts bring out all my friends. Must have Bushy Tail Beatrice. And Nibbles Nicholas? And Jumping Joseph? Before we give Rosie her special piano pieces? Yes?’


			He watched Rosie cupping her palms around her cheeks in awe as Ruth Stein LRAM shook her bottom to emulate Bushy Tail, held her hands to her mouth to imitate a squirrel nibbling and then proceeded to produce the most awful leaps across the waiting room floor, presumably to simulate Jumping Joseph.


			‘Ruth, can I have nuts? Can I feed them?’ Rosie said.


			‘We’ll leave Daddy to his – what are we reading?’ The tutor briefly glanced at the paper on the table before him. ‘His Financial Times.’


			‘No, no, I’ll – I’ll come-a-hunting with you.’ He picked up a trail of cashew nuts dropped by Rosie onto her tutor’s carpet.


			He would follow them into the squirrel garden. Foolish though it all seemed, he could go through the motions.


			Decades of humouring other pupils to establish a working rapport must have taught Ruth the role of play. Her reputation as a musician and a private tutor must have stretched for miles – without for a moment stretching her clients’ faith in any of her techniques.


			But what are her techniques, Gerry? What, when she is alone with her charges and the front door closed behind her? Bring Rosie home.


			During the interlude between Rosie’s violin and piano instruction, Gerard found himself standing in the middle of Ruth’s lawn, witnessing her show Rosie all the net bags of monkey nuts strategically hung for the squirrels amongst the trees. Rosie ran back to the house but Ruth seemed to linger aimlessly at the top of the garden.


			She was rubbing soil off her heels; as if to test whether Rosie would, as bidden, return into the house with her father or – out of a prior loyalty – run back up the full length of the garden to her tutor.


			Ruth flinched, at last aware of his watching her. With a self-conscious sang-froid she began to pick her way back down the slope of her lawn. Arriving at the house she retightened the knot in the ribbon dangling loose in Rosie’s plait.


			Her next pupil was standing beside his mother, waiting.


			‘Hello, Ross! Are you going to sit nice and still for me today? Remember what our Lord said about being still? Only a few more minutes with our little Rosie and it will be your turn.’


			The boy shrank from the wizened hand trying to place itself on his arm, while kicking his heel more aggressively into a gap between two paving stones.


			It was evident Mrs Smart’s child was not amongst the tutor’s followers, but still, Rosie could be chosen…


			“Disciples”… the word returned to Gerard, unbidden. But how could Ruth have intended anything sinister by the word when she smiled so openly? Besides, the best way to find out was to invite the tutor to dinner, all in the name of better tuition.


			‘How very nice. What a charming man to invite old Ruth – and to dinner,’ she replied, glancing at Mrs Smart rather than her host-to-be. ‘Talk about the detail later shall we Gerard? Can’t let the kiddies miss their lessons.’


			He felt good, could smile down the garden, but the smile broke. He was viewing the lawn’s distant end… the end where the tutor inspected her heels, lingered…


			Something preoccupied Ruth Stein, something always on her mind, until perhaps warped under the strain. The violin he nearly broke in the orangery flashed before him… an image of more strings breaking… strings about his daughter’s neck pulling, tight…


			He had run out of prescription. Tomorrow, he’d call in at Lloyds Pharmacy on his way to the bank, slip a tablet in with his coffee before the farmer fellow, Mr Candrill came into the branch about his loan for the new barn conversion. The doubting would subside sooner than the man sat his big backside down before the manager’s desk. The rest would be a chore which calmed.


			Gerard took Rosie by the hand and raised his other palm in farewell to the tutor, leaving her with her next pupil.


			He held the smile, tried to forget the image of the violin strings about Rosie’s neck, then backed towards the porch door telling himself any Botolph, even any good banker, knew you did not break faith with those you need, however indefinable the unease with which they left you. The invitation to dinner would hold.


			From the back of the Malvern Festival Theatre, Heather moved briskly down the steps, colliding with a mother and child who were playing ball on the gentle slopes of the Winter Gardens. But Heather could only keep staring ahead. What she was rushing towards confirmed her worst suspicions.


			The customer services woman at Gerard’s bank explained her manager left the branch for an undisclosed appointment, not to return until afternoon. But the undisclosed appointment didn’t look very convincing. It sat sideways on a folded newspaper to protect trouser seat from grass and otherwise lay sprawled out, gazing across at the gathering of musicians who were seated, instruments in hand, music on stands in the bandstand.


			She approached, determined to surprise him, make him account for his truancy.


			‘Having a gruelling day at the bank are we ?’


			‘Heather!’


			‘Hope I haven’t spoilt the fun.’


			‘It’s – it’s important.’


			‘Watching the dottiest of old music tutors while she rattles her tin for charity and the brass band plays? That’s important?’


			‘It’s a Rotary thing. Funds go to the restoration of a school. Okay, our tutor said she wasn’t going to miss collecting – even if her coffin arrived in best mahogany,’ he conceded.


			A ball hit Heather on her shoulder. She tried not to grimace at the little girl who’d been chasing after it.


			‘You okay?’ Gerard asked.


			‘Grand. And your branch? Aren’t they going to need you?’


			‘Asked the mortgage manager to deputise. He gets Brownie points, I get to please Rosie’s music tutor by showing an interest in charity. I was going to accost Ruth on her way from the rostrum. The least I could do was to put a few shekels in her tin.’


			‘Charity? You’re starting late!’


			‘Meaning?’


			‘Other people can put money in her tin. You could have come home, lunched with me and – Rosie. Remember? Rosie?’


			‘Beneath the belt, Heather.’


			‘Rosie needs time too!’


			‘Time? What’s this, Schopenhauer or Hegel?’


			She stared across the Winter Gardens not noticing the bandstand, its curved mandarin roof and elegant supports hung with flower baskets.


			‘Look, Heather, I just thought it’s about time we socialised with Rosie’s tutor, perhaps got round to inviting her to dinner. Rosie’s really coming on. Ruth can put her in for the Board exams – in a year! Success!’


			‘I don’t have to be told Rosie’s bright, Gerry. But for her getting into a tangle with her words because her head runs faster than her little vocabulary, she’s too often clever enough to see through me and you, but when does success end and Rosie begin?’


			He beat the grass out of his jacket, beat it compulsively, brushed himself off and stood up as if the move raised him a shade higher in the moral order.


			‘It’s – it’s not just about Rosie,’ he said. ‘I’m less of a buffoon when one of the wives of my colleagues from Lombard Street stalks around our branch and asks: “Do you play an instrument like your daughter?” These days I have to be the Philistine lower-echelon banking has reduced me to. Ruth’s thinking of finding me more lessons on her timetable. To keep her sweet, I’m here watching her shake a tin.’


			‘Still needing your shot, aren’t you? Doesn’t matter how success comes – through you or through your daughter – as long as it comes. Which is it Gerard? Success on the violin? Or to do what I thought you set out to do with these visits to Miss Completely Dotty; to finally share time with Rosie, know you are what you are for God’s sake – her father!’


			She thought he looked awkward; a suited manager amongst playing kids, a man who didn’t know whether to go forward or backward, to stand inside or outside the railings of the bandstand, who wasn’t hearing the brass, who didn’t belong at home.


			‘Tell me it’s success – as a Dad – you want.’ She rested her hand on his arm. ‘I want that. For your sake, as much as hers.’


			‘Rosie and me, we’re – we’re spending time together.’


			‘Maybe, but what’s a woman who still revels in Liszt doing teaching the scales to girls like Rosie?’


			‘She works hard – for Rosie. I think we should invite her.’


			‘Invite her? I’ve taken a bellyful of eccentricity and, in her case, at least, I’m not sure it isn’t madness. Do you leave Rosie alone with the woman? I mean, during lessons?’


			‘Why?’


			‘I’ve noticed, Rosie seems… different, each time she returns from the lesson.’


			‘God, Heather, I don’t think you’ll be satisfied ’til I tell you she’s slicing off limbs and secreting bodies in the walls of Laburnum Lodge. Can’t you give her a chance? Have her to dinner, see what she’s like when she hasn’t got her position as tutor to cloak her in all the things you seem to fear . Come on. Opportunity for you to indulge your wonderful sixth sense between serving her the vol-au-vents and the meat. For Rosie?’


			Heather walked back across the Winter Gardens, the sound of the brass band and tin-rattling charity less jarring but her mind still troubled by giving in to Gerard. She re-climbed the steps towards the theatre and the street, her walk drained of the energy which first drove her to seek out Rosie’s father. The applause made her turn at the top.


			She looked across at the bandstand. Down by the brook on the distant side of the gardens, Gerard held the charity tin for Miss Completely Dotty… the woman he considered the best thing in his daughter’s life.


			Heather shifted, a man tut-tutting as he picked his way around her.


			‘Sorry,’ Heather said, before he descended, and then she inwardly vowed never to apologise to a man again. She turned once more to locate her husband.


			From his body language, Gerard seemed to be making some joke with the bandsmen; no doubt presenting himself in a good light before Ruth; Gerard at once the genial and the most charitable of men, the bank manager who perfected PR.


			And yet, for all his dream of accomplishment on violin, all those contacts at Lombard Street to whom he needed to prove he was no Philistine, she knew he needed her. Perhaps it was better to give in to him this time, have the music tutor to dinner, if only to ease her own mind over the changes she thought she’d sensed in Rosie after the lessons. If it was only age and eccentricity which made the woman seem so strange, then dinner would please her husband, while keeping Miss Completely Dotty under the illusion she was trusted.


			The bandsmen were removing their scores from their stands, the audience breaking up across the Winter Gardens, the charity tins back in Ruth’s wizened hands, the more vigorously rattled.


			Yes, for now she would bury her anger. Put it down to too much possessiveness over Rosie. It was a possessiveness which she looked for in Gerry but which, in all its treachery, may have made her make hasty judgements about Ruth. She would hold her judgement – at least until she relaxed the tutor at dinner. Nothing then would hide from the searchlight she could turn on the woman… nothing Gerry failed to see about the changes beginning in Rosie.


		




		

			FIVE


			‘Chateau Amelie-les-Bains-Palada,’ Ruth read with ceremony while steadying her spectacles at the rim. ‘And grand cru! And while I’m about it, grande maison at Jacaranda! Thank you both for the invite. After dinner I’ll play for you the Moonlight Sonata – even with these ancient fingers.’


			She dropped her little fork on the table with a clatter, fussed, nudging and spilling the contents of her wine glass.


			‘Still a child, aren’t I? And speaking of children. You know, it’s all right for you two, you’ve got Rosie!’


			Gerard recognised Ruth’s banter for what it was; her conviction her years and reputation gave her licence to tease. Heather, however, collected dishes on to a side trolley, then breezed out of the dining room to the kitchen. It took all the PR Gerard could muster to stem her protests over “the woman’s” closeness to Rosie.


			He reopened the kitchen door to find Ruth springing back from the dining room side.


			‘Oh, I’m so sorry. Wrong place, wrong time. Isn’t that what you say these days?’ Ruth back-stepped while easing an imaginary hair off the rim of the wine glass which she brought over from the dining table.


			Gerard steered past the tutor with a trolley of tureens and sauce boats.


			‘Yes, wrong place wrong time. Just like my childhood,’ Ruth repeated, following him back to the table.


			He put on a smile, laid a plate before her.


			‘About your childhood, Ruth?’ Gerard topped up her glass.


			‘Oh yes, yes.’ Ruth ceased to stare into the flames of the candles. ‘I was a Jewess in Prague at the outbreak of the war. My father knew where I would be safest. I was just twenty-two, hardly finished at the conservatoire. No money, just a diploma, until I got to Kensington here in England, of course. Then I added my LRAM.


			‘A German-Jewish family?’


			‘It was a hasty departure,’ she sidetracked, ‘in anticipation of more marching boots – the booted wanting to remove Jewish shoes.’


			She scythed meat from her duck with renewed vigour.


			‘Course, my sister Salome and I, we began working like Trojans to make our living from music, first as…’


			He too would try to blot out the reminiscences. Perhaps Heather’s silence rang of what was true; Ruth kept talking in order to divert her hosts from the real reason why she earlier made a special effort to get up from the dinner table and eavesdrop on them. Perhaps the tutor indeed wondered if Heather might overhear a mother’s intuition about her child being under the control of her music tutor; a control leaving Rosie sometimes not quite Rosie.


			‘You see, in those days a Jewish girl feared for the security of her Mama if her Papa was eventually rounded up and taken. It was a gentile, spoke and looked English, who tried to intervene to save my father. “In the name of Jesus Christ!” he shouted at the three Germans. We were made to watch as our Samaritan’s head was crushed, systematically. Ever since, Salome and I ceased to use our Torah and pray on Fridays, following instead the Jesus which the Englishman followed, his Bible, his cross, the cross he bared for our Papa. Now, if I haven’t got Papa, I’ve still got – ’


			‘Our Rosie!’ Heather spoke at last.


			The two women stopped eating, stared each other in the eyes.


			‘I was going to say, I’ve still got my club, Heather, my club.’


			‘Which club Ruth?’ Gerard intervened.


			‘The club, of course! Friday. Can’t miss a Hungarian! Ruth, miss a Hungarian?’


			‘I’m sorry?’


			‘Bartók! Another who fled like Salome and I. Ruth can’t let down her club when they commission a fine quartet.’


			She was a guest in his house yet belonged to none, except the New Powick Music Society. Gerard was not sure whether he pitied her or shared Heather’s concern about the intensity of Ruth’s clinging to Rosie.


			The clock face above the piano disappeared then reappeared, according to whether Ruth raised or bent her head over the keyboard, then arched her hands to descend on another chord. It was past 3.30 am. Despite Heather’s struggle to stifle her yawns, Ruth stoically kept her promise to treat him and Heather to what she called “a little romance”.


			Even by four, the tutor was almost kissing the ivory as she poured all her devotion into the slow movement of Beethoven’s Moonlight sonata. But four in the morning was four in the morning; a truth chiselled into Heather’s face, her music appreciation – if not her restraint having deserted her hours before.


			‘Ruth, I hope you’ll understand,’ Heather began. ‘You’ve given us so much of your talent but – well it is past four and, well, there is a little girl who can be a light sleeper and…’


			There were several “Oh! Oh’s!” from the tutor as Heather put Ruth’s coat around her old frame, buttoned it to Ruth’s chin, draped the hopelessly outdated fox fur around her scrawny neck and ushered the uncomprehending Ruth into the colder air outside Jacaranda’s main entrance.


			Gerard craned his neck to look skyward at the recipient of Ruth’s exaggerated waving. It was Rosie, her window thrown open under the third gable.


			‘See? Our Rosie, she knows romance when she hears it! I didn’t keep you awake, did I sweetheart?’ Ruth called up to Rosie, her voice cutting through the stillness of the night. ‘Did Ruth?’
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