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				This as others of Raymond Nickford’s novels and stories, together with his forthcoming “A Child from the Wishing Well” comprise a new series of psychological suspense, the supernatural and ghost stories, each balancing the macabre with a poignant theme centring around characters whose lives are driven to extremity and drawn on by the tantalising hope — sometimes delivered by fate or fortune — of happiness.
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				A Musical Calling


				Doctor Bullfinch was still grinding the tram ticket into a moist pulp between his fingertips as he stepped, hands in raincoat pockets, down the spiral stairwell of the Pasqualiti mansions. On each landing the grimy sash windows felt like eyes keeping guard over the cobbled courtyard below. A dank fungal smell seemed to breathe from the walls as if it was the breath of all those who had once lived and long since died with all their private regrets and concealments. And those windows, like eyes, kept a watch for the house which for centuries had towered on the bank of Vienna’s Molkerbastei, severe, hushed.


				Bullfinch’s fingers were still rolling and pummelling the ticket. He wished he could forget the real purpose of his visit; to escort his schizophrenic patient Sam Baldock, accompanied for “therapeutic” reasons by Sam’s wife and daughter, Joanne, on a nine day outing away from the Cedars Home, Worcestershire. Sam was to have his long cherished wish — to visit the Beethoven museum in the little studio on the top floor of the building.


				But no amount of grinding of that ticket would let him forget the night of those inane grins on the faces of other residents-in-care back in England, the night Eldon Harlow kept jabbing his finger into Sam’s shoulder and laughing as he christened Sam “Lewd-Wig” after Sam had run naked from the home’s Amenities Room. Sam had stood in all that nature had given him, stood begging his onlookers to believe that Ludwig van Beethoven had been calling him to the scratched upright in there. Other inmates had cried with laughter. And Sam, tears running down his face, had just kept pleading… pleading for them to stop.


				Bullfinch could still picture the cream and blue blanket he’d slung around Sam to save his patient what dignity he could cling to — but it had been he who’d shivered. Maybe he’d been getting too involved for a psychiatrist, losing his own sense of reality, but the squat figure in the sketch of the composer by Lyser; the one of Beethoven strutting forward, coat-tail flapping, had also seemed present as the blanket had trailed around Sam in his moment of nakedness.


				The doctor’s fingers relaxed their grip on the ticket. They groped aimlessly in the lining of his pocket while he continued to stare down at the courtyard.


				He steadied himself on the steps. The feel of that blanket… it seemed with him even here in the middle of Vienna and, with it, came the realisation that it was indeed convalescent Sam Baldock who had first mentioned the courtyard. If Sam hadn’t “heard voices” in his head which told him of the tiny quadrangle, then how indeed had a once casual jobbing gardener from Malvern Wells, in a home for the best part of his life and never able to take his family beyond Weston-super-Mare, known of these very cobbles, some thirty feet square… known of this narrow spiral stairwell twisting its way up precisely to the old studio flat right at the top and occupied as the Museum catalogue said, by Beethoven in April 1810?


				For the first time Bullfinch allowed himself to think in negatives — he needn’t have recommended Sam’s outing — certainly not to include the rooms of the Beethoven Wohnung, Museen der Stadt Wien in a building more fit for a séance than the commemoration of a composer.


				But if only as a psychiatrist, he owed Baldock’s young daughter, Joanne, the experiment. Other children back at Joanne’s primary school, so he’d learnt from the girl’s mother, had spread the word that Joanne Baldock’s dad couldn’t keep his job because he kept banging his head. He was “funny”, Joanne’s classmates had said.


				‘My dad’s Head Gardener!’ she’d said, defiant, proud of her dad.


				‘Funny’s in the head! In the flower bed!’ they’d cruelly responded.


				Bullfinch flexed his fingers in the confines of his pocket. The tram ticket was no longer in his lining but instead where it had fallen on to the narrow step before him and now whirled up to carry on to lower steps as a draught of air entered the stairwell. He bent. His eyes met those of misses Baldock and Joanne who had entered the mansions through the courtyard doors at the bottom. The two were looking up the stairwell at him — without his patient between them. He felt sick.


				Joanne ran up the little winding steps of the first flight, eager to be first to find her father. She understood the risks to him when he was alone in a strange place… and it was… it was a strange place. On the first landing she stopped running and called hopefully to all the shut doors which confronted her.


				‘Dad? Dad! Are you there?’


				The rooms, the walls, even the rest of those endless stairs denied her an answer and suddenly it seemed so long since her mother and doctor Bullfinch had parted from her.


				She peered up the dull flaking walls twisting up to the top landing. She listened, longing for a sound. The decorators with their paint tubs had gone. The unventilated air of centuries dried her throat. A shaft of sunshine cut across the landing and she stood, afraid to go higher, afraid to go back down where that stairwell got darker the further it wound. If only Dad would give some sign that he was in one of those locked rooms, even if he would bang his head or cry as he did in his crazy fits of laughter, then at least she would be able to place her foot firmly on the tread before her. Still there was no sound.


				Perhaps Dad simply wasn’t here. She remembered — he liked to be called by that funny name ‘Beethoven’ and she found her voice again.


				‘Mister Beethoven?’ she tried. ‘Will you come out? If you don’t come out, I won’t believe you are mister Beethoven any more! I’ll leave you here! To rot!’


				She trembled, the idea of rotting had begun to upset her. She sensed she had to stop calling out the composer’s name. What if her Dad was not on that top landing and if, the real mister Beethoven might stand, once more, before her, round the next turn in the stairwell… wearing those strange clothes that grown up men wore all those years ago?


				But despite the thought she couldn’t turn back, not down those gloomy steps and in any case the stairwell seemed now to squeeze her, upwards, harder with each step she had to take; almost as if sucking her through its long throat towards a special door on that very top landing.


				Once there, she tried to read the smart gleaming plate:


				Beethoven Wohnung
Museen der Stadt Wien


				She pressed her ear to the door. The smell of fresh paint was welcome. But then the high bronze statue on the top landing came into her line of sight. It must have been the statue of mister Beethoven. The bulbous eyes which swelled out of it…they seemed fixed… on her watching as she kept her ear to the door of what must have once given entry to the rooms of the great composer himself.


				A murmur seemed to be snaking its way up through the hundreds of winding steps behind; the throat of the stairwell now whispering, yes… whispering, hissing, urgent, the language no longer foreign to her.


				‘Klein madchen? Klein madchen! Ich habe nein tochter nur meine musik!’


				The German was easy now… “I have no daughter but my music…”


				Joanne nudged the door half-open and stared thoughtfully at the person with his back to her beside that big posh piano. The hair looked like one of Mum’s scraggy mop-heads and a little bit like the straggly hair she’d seen on the head of the statue of mister Beethoven. She dismissed the similarity to the hair of the composer. After all, it must be the hair on Dad’s head… perhaps after he’d kept banging his head against anything that would hurt him.


				Although she could only see the figure from the back, the owner of the back was wearing those same sagging Oxfam trousers Dad wore and, just like the clowns Mum had taken her to see at Bertram’s Bumper Circus, Dad had food stains all around the waist of his bright Helping Hands shirt. The shirt seemed loose around the neck. Dad’s were always left loose in case he had what Mum called “his attack”.


				But the figure seemed to be staring so hard in the direction of the big painting of the important composer from centuries ago; staring so hard he might clasp his hands together and pray before it — as she’d so often prayed for her Dad to be well again. And those hands, they too must have been Dad’s for they were beginning to have his “shakes” as Mum always called them. Dad must have been getting excited about the painting for he was still staring at it.


				The figure’s hands, shook more and more as they now arched, palms over keys, of that famous piano which must have once been mister Beethoven’s. Joanne gripped the door as the figure cried out. It seemed a bit like Dad’s voice but there was…  there was a foreigner’s voice in it too… 


				She kept herself concealed behind the half-open door, biting her lip, struggling to recognise her Dad in the voice as the shouting went on.


				‘It’s my room! All mine!’ she heard as those trembling hands hitched up the trousers again. ‘My metronome, a little closer to the Streicher. My grandfather clock — no Samuel! Don’t you dare put it there! Ludwig says to put it on the Streicher!’


				Joanne closed the door on the foreign voice that came so strangely from her Dad. But curiosity compelled her to ease the door back again.


				‘My razor? The porcelain soap dish?’ the strange voice went on as it seemed to well up from somewhere extra deep inside Dad. ‘My jug and bowl!’ it went on. ‘Ich lege es immer auf meinem kleinem nachttisch! But a little nearer the window…  Yes, overlooking the sunny Stampiglein. There I see beard. Ya, see beard more close in morning light.’


				Joanne kept her grip on the half-open door as the figure stroked a little wooden-cased clock and then shook it until it chimed. The figure grunted its laughter and stroked the case again as if all it loved in the world was that little clock. Joanne wished the figure would turn, prove to her that it was only her Dad and not… not mister Beethoven come back from… from all those years. The thought of rotting began to upset her again, until her thoughts were interrupted by the German sounding voice that came like a stab from the figure still with its back to her where it was seated on the piano stool.


				‘My dear klein grandfather,’ it said, yet now so tenderly. ‘You chime as sweet as day I compose my sonata Les Adieu! ’


				Joanne held her breath. Could that really be the voice of her Dad?


				The figure was bending to kiss the clock’s casing. Joanne pressed her fingernails into the edge of the door. She wanted to smash the clock which the figure appeared to be holding, throw it out the window, let Dad be Dad, but she waited, poised to slam the door on what she had seen, afraid that if the figure turned it wouldn’t be Dad’s face after all.


				The figure turned. Perhaps it had sensed her fears. It was her Dad.


				She couldn’t leave him there now, clutching that clock. But Dad’s eyes… they seemed to stare, as if they were looking yet not seeing and all that mattered to the Dad behind those eyes was that silly clock. She stole up to him. With each step she felt more of an intruder. She waited for instinct to shout at her, tell her whether to turn and run.


				‘You weren’t going to meet him, Dad. You know that,’ she tried, shaking her head. She folded her arms across her chest. ‘Dad, if only you could’ve believed, just for a teeny moment, you had seen mister Beethoven, you might have got better. Mum says then you’ll be able to come home and live with us! I can get you better!’


				‘Can you Johanna? Can you get Ludwig better?’


				His voice no longer sounded so far away and, thank God, he’d put the clock down on the grand piano behind him. But Dad’s hand was still shaking as she felt him running it through her hair.


				‘You and your mother — you came here, for me? All that for me?’


				That horrible stare in his eyes was now fixed on the uneven floorboards that sometimes creaked beneath her shoes. Dad was frowning, his hands trembling badly. She stepped back from the medicine on his breath, his voice frightening her like Punch on strings… 


				‘Ludwig says he has nein tochter. No daughter? No! Ludwig, don’t say that! How dare you!’ she heard Dad quiz himself. She’d once heard him do this back in England at the Cedars Home after a lady in a white coat had given him a tiny plastic beaker and stirred for him the pongy medicine inside.


				Dad’s laughing was almost a grunting now, so noisy. It wasn’t going to stop. Tears streamed down Dad’s face. Joanne watched them drip off his chin and on to the bright checks of his shirt.


				She glanced at the doorknob. She couldn’t move. Those tremors in her father’s hands were making her dizzy. And then, gradually, that lovely tune for piano was urging her towards him again, buoying her on a stream through all those green shades of the Vienna woods, on through the bright patchwork of colours in flower beds… just like those Dad had once been allowed to tend.


				Dad had only eight more days out of the Cedars Home now and still he was crying; so that when those strong arms found their way to embracing her, Joanne said nothing, even though they were so tight she had begun to gasp for air.


				‘Dad? Why are you crying? Dad, I told you, mister Beethoven’s dead! It’s all right. It’s all right. And you — you don’t have to grip me!’


				The room had something…  somebody missing, she sensed. Mum had said the museum man, the “cu-rat-or” always stayed up here in case of tourists. But she had seen nothing of the man — only her Dad — and two sticky red stars, she noticed, splashed on to the floorboards beneath that big posh picture of mister Beethoven.


				The image of the blood was forgotten as she felt Dad’s grip still tighter and his big heart hammering on her chest as if it was her own. He was not just clinging but hurting now and, secretly, she wished that the “cu-rat-or” man was after all up here with her.


				Then from the corner of her eye she noticed what appeared to be a pale hand, the skin just covering the veins… a man’s hair on the wrist which flopped on the floorboards just beneath mister Beethoven’s portrait where there was a red button set into the tiny museum’s wall.


				‘You must stay, Johanna! Listen! Can’t you hear?’ her Dad said.


				The grip of Dad’s arms closed still tighter distracting her from what she had glimpsed. She could hardly catch her breaths for his squeeze.


				‘Can you hear…  now? Meine musik?’ Dad insisted.


				She could no longer think of the veined hand or the old “cu-rat-or.” Instead she felt a dizziness ending in a swoon. As Dad had said, she could hear music… music that left her bobbing up and down on a stream, the sun glinting on her as she drifted with the lush chords of that piece for piano again. If she could remember the French name, “Les…  Les Ad… ” that went with the melody, she might have something to grip on to and find her way back, before it was too late.


				Dad must have been squeezing to kill now. The pain riveted her to him. She clawed his face. It was so much meat.


				And yet her screaming and shrieking had made Dad release her. He was clutching himself… like that man who wore a “straight” jacket in the photograph mum kept half-hidden in the spare blanket pile at home.


				Dad had started to bite his knuckles. They were bleeding. Joanne slid down the comer of two walls on to her bottom. She folded her arms around her knees, watching, until he had spent himself. His head had come to rest sideways on the piano; eyes bulging up to the ceiling… just like those she had seen on the big bronze head of mister Beethoven which stood outside the room and on the very top landing…


				Joanne’s shrieking had been heard. It had carried through the empty landings and corridors of the Pasqualati mansions until doctor Bullfinch had to swing round in the courtyard and look up to scan the windows that surrounded him. In her piercing cry there had been more than panic… the raw utterance of prey struggling to free itself, Bullfinch thought.


				He must act. Joanne would be somewhere near her father — too near — he reasoned. Her shouts had seemed to come from the top floor in the old mansion apartments overlooking the Stampiglein. As he climbed the stairwell the urgent sound of Joanne’s voice cleared. Her father, he considered, could easily convulse. But Sam had never actually been violent to others. Even so, Bullfinch heaved himself up the spiral, three-steps-in-one, until he could make out Joanne’s voice more clearly.


				‘… so swelled up!’ he overheard her saying to her father. ‘Your eyes! Please! Don’t stare… ’ she pleaded.


				As he climbed, Bullfinch strained to hear the rest.


				‘Up, wake up…  for me, Dad!’


				That was Joanne all right. The sobbing had sunk into heaving breaths.


				Bullfinch finally arrived at the studio-museum on the very top landing. There were two spacious rooms, one dominated by the famous grand. The Streicher’s elegant contours in highly polished walnut, he noticed, now had to support the slumped mop-head of his patient Samuel Leonard Baldock. By Sam’s standards it had been a minor convulsion — a warning.


				The doctor turned to Joanne, cradled her head into his chest, dulling her sobbing. As he patted her back he noticed in the same room, rising by uncertain degrees from the floorboards behind the grand, a different head to Sam’s… this one white-haired, the face distorted by some kind of trauma its owner must have recently shared with Joanne’s Dad.


				He waited for the curator to straighten his tie, which was then, he observed, self-consciously tucked into a smart but now crumpled suit. The old man had obviously been too shocked by something to realise he was cringing away from the portrait behind him.


				The curator explained that he had looked at the eyes in the portrait of the composer at just the moment when — pointing to Sam — he said, “This man start to play sonaten Les Adieu,” and something he had seen, the curator complained, must have made him collapse. Some oils on the canvas, he maintained, were potentially more viscous and under heat from a bulb of excessive wattage in the picture light overhanging the frame some colours may have run, mixing reds of different shades as they melted off the composer’s portrait. As a sober man, proud of his twenty-eight years serving the Museen der Stadt Wien, he felt “exceeding foolish” that he must have momentarily believed he had witnessed with tourist Sam, “the composer’s eyes, bleeding in picture”.


				Taking the curator aside, Bullfinch bent and spoke almost in a whisper into the white hair falling over the man’s ears. He tried to explain something of his patient’s unfortunate history and why his patient’s daughter, Joanne, had been sobbing. Samuel Baldock, he assured, should remain stable for the rest of his convalescence in Vienna provided he could be carefully escorted down the stairwell until transferred by ambulance to the Essenfaulden Klinik. As a precaution, in the event of emergency treatment while in the capital, he had lodged his patient’s case history with the centre.


				Misses Baldock, Bullfinch was pleased to see, had finally arrived to join the others in the studio museum on the top landing of the old apartments. She was obviously relieved to find that her part in the search to recover her elusive Sam had ended. The remaining eight days of having Sam out of the Cedars Home must have been special to her — so special, Bullfinch noted, that she seemed happy to stumble past her daughter’s outstretched legs, leaving Joanne to swing the pendulum of the museum’s miniature grandfather clock, while misses Baldock made ready to assist him and the curator in manoeuvring Sam’s thirteen stone down each of the stairwell’s narrow stone steps.


				Bullfinch found himself shouldering most of the weight but a couple of times in the confines and turns of the stairwell they would have lost Sam all the way down the well had Sam not fallen against the wall’s curve. The jolting had made his patient keep mumbling, “meine musik returning, meine musik is coming back!”


				By the time they’d got Sam to the ground floor in one piece doctor Bullfinch begged the curator to hurry with the call for the ambulance. The doctor fumbled in his coat pocket for the plastic zip-pouch holding the syringe and Scopolamine. Sam was deteriorating. A trail of white foam had already appeared at his lips where he gibbered. Bullfinch steadied Sam as his patient writhed and tried to hum something… 


				That was Beethoven’s music…  from the piano sonata…  Les Adieux. Sam’s jaw, he noticed, had twisted with some kind of pain… pain which appeared to border on ecstasy, his muscles giving little spasms.


				Then Bullfinch heard another sound, almost as if in reply to Sam. He looked up the scores of narrow steps which eventually wound their way to that top landing. A tapping had started. It was getting louder, drumming, it seemed, with each of Sam’s spasms. He remembered that Joanne had drifted behind and was still somewhere right at the top of the well near the top studio apartment, near the tapping.


				Joanne, for her part, had got the precious wooden clock to work while all of the adults had fussed to get her father down the stairwell. The pendulum, she rejoiced, was now swinging, just as it must have done nearly two hundred years ago when that sign on the museum wall said that mister Beethoven had lived up here in the old Pasqualati mansions.


				Joanne gripped the pendulum and held it still. But there was still a rhythmic sound she could hear… not a clock ticking any more but… a tapping sound…  somewhere out on the landing. Yet when she ran out of the studio-museum and on to the landing, still gripping the clock, the dark solid statue of mister Beethoven towered above her just as it had done before… so silent… so unhappy.


				The clock had stopped — as suddenly as the tapping had started — just like the beat of a heart seemed to start again after it had taken a big leap. She shook the clock but it wouldn’t start again and she could only stare up at the big heavy bronze and whisper to the bulging eyes which fixed her.


				‘I heard the other sound, mister Beethoven. The tapping.’ she said. ‘Did you — did you hear your old clock? I — I know you’re not happy — like my dad isn’t happy. Look, have your clock. It’s all yours again!’


				She knew what to do. She dashed back into the studio museum and dipped a finger into each tacky red star of blood on the floorboards while smiling at the composer’s face in the big portrait above her. She rushed back to the bronze cast and smeared the substance, thoroughly, over the two cold metal eyeballs set into the head. Gently, she ran her fingers over the cratered chin and cheeks, smiling, full of wonder.


				‘You can be Dad!’


				In the silence that followed she thought she’d noticed a different ruby shade against the dull bronze of the eyeballs but she soon forgot.


				‘Did you have “no daughter but your music”? Mister Beethoven? Well, I’ve finished your eyes! You can cry now. I won’t mind! That — that tune for piano…  it’s trembling through me again. Is Dad — is he hearing that lovely tune too? Mister Beethoven? Is he? The one with the French name? He is — isn’t he! I can hear…  Der Erzherzuog Rudolf Kommt um sizuverabschieden!’ she said, now able to find the German as if it had been as easy as playing with her dolls.


				Those bronze eyes were commanding. Joanne knew she had to return to the studio.


				There she saw what had once been mister Beethoven’s big posh piano… the keys over which his very fingers had once passed. Those waves of music were coming through her again. She felt she was floating on a lovely stream; her fingers finding every key and chord of the melody flowing through her. Outside a cloud must have drifted by. The sun cut a triangle of light across the gold-framed picture of mister Beethoven, and then it happened. The eyes in the bronze bust; the two bulges changed colour… streaks of pink as she played pianissimo, becoming red in mezzo forte, crimson in forte and then, her stare resolute, her fingers taking on the strength of an adult, she struck those keys, impassioned, fortissimo, until the eyes turned…  to deep ruby. The sun faded against the walls; the music releasing her; the rippling stilled. Wistfully, Joanne stroked the shiny piano, her hair trailing along its polished wood, her lips almost close enough to kiss his piano.


				‘Bald, kannst Dur mir mit emeinem sextett helfen. Es wirt sich zauberhaft anhoren. In E flat,’ she whispered like a prayer.


				The room echoed, but there were no tourists, no decorators, no white-haired old man, no doctor, no mother, nobody…  nobody but herself, to hear the reply from that German voice that had once — but no longer — frightened her with the thought of rotting, nor any to have floated as she had done on that wonderful stream of music.


				At the bottom of the stairwell Bullfinch heard the tapping himself. He looked up the first twist in the steps and listened. He could concentrate now that Sam’s spasms had been calmed by the Scopolamine and the ambulance would soon reverse into the courtyard for his patient.


				He listened again. The sound was insistent in pulse — some item of heavy furniture perhaps, rocking out of balance. But then it turned to a clattering, an ugly wrenching and screeching — like a car in the crusher at a breaker’s yard. Some powerful object was gathering momentum, scything the sodden plaster off the walls at every impact with the spiral.


				As it flew at the four of them, Bullfinch pushed the curator out of its path and then he swung round with misses Baldock in an attempt to shield Sam. It must have been reflex which in the end made him leap away from Sam’s half-drugged body for from the corner of his eye he had caught sight of the bronze cast spinning through the air; the head dented and split from the bust, twisting…  writhing…  so like Sam Baldock had done when he suffered his attack of grand mal.


				He noticed how the head of the cast had ended in Sam’s open arms;


				Sam’s post-catatonic smile actually seeming to welcome the full impact of the famous bust. Bullfinch found in himself the strength to turn misses Baldock away from her husband’s body. The doctor clenched his fists — if he’d had Toxidone available in mixture, Sam Baldock might have been all but insensible before that metal had reached him. He could have ignored Sam’s obsession with the museum in Vienna… he could have done lots of things to avoid this…


				But now, coming from the same source as the bust had done, he could hear Joanne… jumping… as if hopping on both feet down the steps from the next landing. She mustn’t see what was left of her father’s face after the full impact of the bust had cut into it.


				As he had done once before, he found himself looking for a blanket to cover Sam. He removed his coat and spread it over Sam’s badly cut head. There was only just time to cover the two heads — one flesh, one bronze — before Joanne came into view around the comer of the last spiral.


				‘Doctor Bullfinch, can I play a trick on Dad? I’ve written him a note — it is neat! Can I leave it here, just on the bumpy part? When he wakes up, Dad will be ever so pleased!’


				‘The ambulance will be here soon, Joanne. They’ll take care of your Dad. He — he won’t have to go back to the Cedars Home again.’


				Bullfinch gripped her hand, distancing her from the two shapes beneath his coat. Then he let her run to the bottom of the steps where she peered up the twisting stairwell, as if for the last time. He stole the chance to quickly peel back the collar of the coat, dislodging Joanne’s pencilled note to read:


				‘I love you Dad. Whatever they all say at school and at the Cedars. And when you’re dead you’ll hear me play the French tune Lez Ad — sorry I can’t spell that name. You and me, we’ll be together then, like we’ve never been able to be together before. Together, Dad — in that lovely stream we felt when we heard mister Beethoven’s music – remember?’


				Love, Joanne
xxxxxx


				Bullfinch folded the note respectfully. He checked again to assure himself of death in Sam. Where Joanne’s note had been, Sam’s jaw had locked so that despite the awful lacerations which the bust had made his lips still bore that seraphic smile and this even though his eyes bulged out expectantly…  as if he’d expected so much more of the world into which he’d been born.


				The doctor decided. He’d keep the note until the party arrived back in England.


				Joanne, he noticed, was still peering up the stairwell, humming. He waited. It was as if the tune she hummed was passing through her all the way down from that other source high up on that top landing.


				On turning to face him she surely saw into his thoughts and he shivered.


				‘The tune, it’s just like a stream! Isn’t it, doctor Bullfinch? I — I can feel myself floating on it again! Doctor Bullfinch, who was — I can’t say it — “Lez…  Lez Adu”?’


				‘You mean “Les Adieu”?’ he asked, half afraid.


				He wanted to tell her that it meant ‘The Farewell’; that it was just another tune that the composer had once penned but he had remembered the sticky redness he’d found smeared on those swollen eyes in the bronze head and could picture, next to them, Sam Baldock’s own ballooning eyes; the same tint of red running into them and now, as she approached, he noticed in Joanne’s eyes a pink of unusual intensity and, there too, the merest suspicion of a swelling.


				‘Doctor Bullfinch? Doctor Bullfinch? Will Dad be all right when he wakes? And what was that stream I was in when I heard Lez Adu?’


				He felt her hand make contact, grip and tug at his arm. Again he found himself shivering… Sam’s smile would be buried with him, he considered, but yes, when he could find his own tongue, he could answer the child.


				One day, he would begin explaining, she would again find that stream in which she’d seemed to float with Les Adieu. And, like the colours of lupines and snapdragons beneath the sun — flowers her father had once tried to tend — it would be beautiful and, for her, she would never need to say “farewell”.


			


		




		

			

				FamilyTree


				Life was a bitch, Arnold thought. He’d been left with a stuttering son who seemed to have every allergy in the book and who had to be taught at home because of his “condition”. Recently he’d shown a worrying tendency to believe he was seeing things in the movements of the big yew which dominated the Glossops’ back garden.


				The Illingworths at No.8 and the Goldthorpes at No.4 Clefton Pound Cottages were saying how “tragic” it was that his Eddy was being allowed to deteriorate — just as his mother had done after she’d been spotted from bedroom windows, still in her nightdress, gibbering something to the foot of the yew. It wasn’t until one local newspaper had sensationalised the report of Rose’s skeleton being found in a newly dug ditch around the roots, unusual forms of fungus hanging inside her empty rib cage, that neighbours had finally held back open gossip. Now they “felt for” father and son, the two remaining Glossops, they said.


				Eddy was shouting something from the top of the stairs. Arnold wondered how much longer he could hold off from going up to see the boy. For a moment he loathed Eddy. The boy’s indiscretion had prompted the neighbours to start up their scandal-mongering yet again. Equally bad, the honeymoon was over with the Illingworths and the Goldthorpes. They’d cliqued and allied with others in the neighbourhood to complain about the unhygienic mould from the Glossop house which was invading their own homes. Misses Illingworth wasn’t going to see her little Carol scratching herself like Eddy after exposure to the airborne spores of all that soggy fungus which clung to the Glossops’ yew. Eddy was only thirteen years and yet already he showed “Glossop Patch”, as they’d christened it; the same unsightly bald patch; shaven hair and alopecia revealing the worm; the same his mother had been seen to claw and scratch so wildly before the worm — some said the tree — made her take her own life. Mister Glossop might be a widower, they said, but grief apart, it was high time he paid out to have acid poured on all those diseased roots. Was he going to allow his only son to have the same degrading end as misses Glossop?


				‘P-p-please dad,’ Eddy’s voice was contrite now, begging before the panic swelled. ‘P-p-pull them off me! Can’t you see? They’re hurting!’


				He was pointing to the yew.


				‘I saw — ’


				The thought wilted, the boy spent from his last rally, able only to gob and sniff like a pig left to fend in its sty. Arnold watched Eddy rub and screw his knuckles into his eyes and when the tears finally came they channelled all the way down the boy’s sore-ridden cheeks on to the rank carpet which, these days, seemed to cry equally of decay. The sight pulled at Arnold. But he had to keep Eddy in that bedroom furthest from the party wall with the Illingworths.


				It was nothing like the intense scalp-itching which usually kept Eddy scratching until in panic he rapped his knuckles on the bedroom wall to summon his Dad. This time he was clutching hand-over-hand the fleshy lip of his navel as if wanting to conceal from the worm itself that which had once joined him to his mother.


				Arnold bent over Eddy’s half-naked body which had shed its striped pyjama trousers as the boy had convulsed over the landing carpet. The top had come unbuttoned leaving him an absurd length of leg and trunk, his navel staring up at the ceiling where the pyjama jacket had peeled back. But Eddy’s hands…  they were cupped over…  over…


				The image which so often returned had come again… Rose’s empty rib cage flashed before Arnold. Eddy’s hands were placed on the very same part of the body. Arnold recalled how a policeman with presence of mind had hugged the boy to himself so that Eddy couldn’t see any more of the sodden fungus which had hung inside his mother.


				Now, Arnold could only sway his fumbling fingers in the air above Eddy’s shivering body.


				‘Swaying… swaying now dad. Hurting!’ the boy began to complain, his hands leaving his navel to shield his eyes.


				‘Jesus H. Christ boy! Don’t you recognise your own father when you see him? If you’d open those eyes for once you’d see! I’m not a branch, I’m not a bloody tree and I’m not a fuck- ’ he edited the Anglo-Saxon, ‘fungus. Come on. Come on Eddy!’


				Arnold tugged at the boy’s elbows while his other hand searched his trouser pocket for two packets and a small brown bottle. It was routine now. The red capsule would ease the facial itching; the green was the griseofulvin to calm irritation from scalp sores and the Scopolamine… 


				He wants a special home dear, misses Illingworth’s advice returned…  That worm of his worries us all, mister Goldthorpe had said.


				Arnold shook the bottle vigorously, shaking away the voices that burnt in his ears… Overdose, Scopolamine, 3000 milligrams, now!


				But he knew that Glossops didn’t die that way.


				‘Was it…  was it the tree Eddy? Are those branches… moving again?’ he asked, pinning the boy’s arms back while he stuffed sedative through Eddy’s lips too quickly for refusal. ‘You know as your dad knows, trees don’t hurt. All they ask is God’s own gentle rain. God’s rain Eddy!’ he repeated, staring beyond the boy and out through the little oval window at the end of the landing where the night-blackened yew seemed to stare right back.


				Eddy’s arms lay limp now and Arnold went through the motions of patting the clump of spotted flesh before him. Glossops always stuck together, even if the front windows had to be shuttered. He draped the discarded pyjamas over Eddy who’d been unaware that his genitals were on show. Then bending nearer to inspect the extent of his scabby head, he frowned at the lie he had to tell.


				‘You see? There’s nothing hurting you son. Not one thing.’


				Arnold had to turn. It had felt uncomfortable behind his back where the garden sometimes seemed to watch the rear of No. 6 through those two red poppies stained into the landing window. He couldn’t count how many times he’d found Eddy kneeling on the landing, staring vacantly at the yew. The boy might as well have been worshipping — and for what? Those funeral people had assured Eddy his mother had been given a proper — if only low-budget — burial. The remains had been cleaned of fungus and respectfully arranged on the Municipal Cemetery side of the Glossops’ border wall, close to the other Glossop graves.


				‘Those roots aren’t going nowhere,’ the workmen from the Environment had said, nudging Arnold’s elbow before meticulously loading away the acid which remained after poisoning the tree. Soon maybe Eddy would listen.


				‘You don’t see any neighbours around here bothering about their back gardens under dark,’ Arnold explained to Eddy. ‘It’s still the same bloody place come morning — isn’t it! What do you expect to come out of that yew — pixies? Come on Edward. You’re thirteen. Past pixies! Surely! Look lad, all that happens out there is that night puts a blanket over all our yews — just like you toss the quilt over — see? That’s all. Get yourself some sleep now.’


				Eddy recognised the softening in his father’s tone, felt those pyjamas being draped across him where he had been shivering. It was enough.


				He crept back out on to the landing so that he could kneel and squint between the two dirty red poppies in the window pane and read the messages the moon carried from his mother in its pale light across the lawn and in the veil it seemed to gently lay across the yew where her remains were found. From each branch there was another branch, darker and still more splintered, pointing towards that lozenge of glass through which he stared, whispering, herald and harbinger in a pre-dawn breeze.


				‘You see c-colour where a c-c-cat doesn’t Dad, but that doesn’t mean the c-colour isn’t there. Well I see…  shapes. Sometimes, in the big yew, when those branches move, they…  mean!’ Eddy tried to explain at breakfast.


				‘They “mean”,’ his father repeated dryly while trying to toss the eggs again.


				I’m s-s-sorry if that’s too much for you! M-mum would have understood! Eddy wanted to shout back, but the eggs had splattered on the floor instead of the pan and the boy kept his thoughts a secret to be shared with the yew.


				‘They “mean” too, Eddy! They’re easier to understand. Try them. Mister Martley, your tutor, will be here any second,’ he added, passing his son’s texts through the hatch between kitchen and lounge. Still sullen, Eddy received the books.


				‘It’s going to be another scorcher today Eddy. After your tutor, you can cool off with me,’ Arnold said, noticing the boy was staring wistfully through the French doors opened full-out on to the garden. He waited for a response but Eddy just kept staring vacantly at the steam already rising from the heat over the lawn.


				‘Do I have to have a tutor Dad? Why can’t I go — ’


				‘For you! Later!’ his father stopped him and raised a can of lager before quickly sliding closed the hatch between them, wishing the boy could find a school which wouldn’t make mince-meat of him.


				‘Take a “griseo’” before he arrives Eddy! It’ll ease the itching!’ Arnold shouted through the closed hatch before walking across to the French doors. That dank creamy smell from the fungus seemed to sweat out of the yew’s rotting bark. Glossop sat on the threshold where the air was at least freer than in the stuffy lounge.


				Arnold found himself looking up at the ceiling. Eddy was shaking him. The heat of the afternoon and the damp earthy vapour which had carried from the garden must have prolonged his sleep. He noticed the hems of his trouser-legs. They were both rain-sodden and steaming. His legs must have been stretched over the threshold and on to the patio for some hours. It was nearly five after noon and Eddy had told him he’d slept through a thunderstorm.


				‘You said you wouldn’t talk about mum and the f-f-fungus, Dad.’


				‘Well excuse me! Does that include talking in my dreams?’


				He saw Eddy’s eyes dilate.


				‘You s-s-said things about the yew being given b-b-bone meal. What’s in bone meal? Why’s all that f-fungus stuck on the big yew? Is misses Illingworth right about all those s-s-s-spores and my worm?,’ he asked, scratching his fingers into the bare patch on his scalp. ‘What really happened to mum? You know dad!’ he shrieked, kicking a magazine rack over. ‘What happened to her? What happened!’’


				Arnold bear-hugged him into the air to stop him threshing at the few ornaments they had left to remind them of Rose.


				‘What hap-hap-happened!’ the boy screamed. Arnold winced from the spit which came when Eddy stuttered. It cut him up but he had to slap Eddy’s face until his boy calmed down.


				I’m going out Eddy. Out to cool off. I’ll be in the beer garden — back of the Chequers if — if there’s anything that can’t wait,’ he said, just in case Eddy started to get into a panic with the worm.


				Eddy heard him slam the front door — so hard the shutters rattled. He’d been left some chicken salad, his favourite chilli-tomato relish and, most important, a can of his father’s own lager. He remembered… Dad had drummed in to him that he too could do things like a real man if he tried. He picked up the can and pressed the ice-cold metal to his cheek, staring out at the yew, thinking of his Dad, thinking of his mum, bewildered.


				Clouds were returning, massing low over the Glossop garden. The darkness seemed complete hours before the clock had caught up with it. Eddy leaned on the window sill in his bedroom and looked up at the remnant of one of the storm’s huge dirty mushroom-shaped clouds hovering stubbornly, its peculiar shape silhouetted against a yellow heat-hazy sky. The yew, he noticed, it seemed to absorb the yellowing light which swallowed up any cheer left to the garden until its dark spreading branches were a vulture’s wings sent to engulf him if the branches should be stirred into any movement. For now the tree was still…brooding… 


				He could chance leaving that choked cell of a bedroom while his father was out. He sprawled himself along the length of a wooden bench which always stood on the patio. All the blackness of the vulture’s wings had gone as the sun momentarily dazzled on the white page of the opened book he’d propped against his knees.


				When he turned to look up at the big yew he became aware of the breeze. It must have stirred from somewhere. The dark oily leaves had started to flutter. Twigs were ducking, whole fronds bowing and swaying like… like that vulture that was getting closer all the time. Soon a shape would form and in that shape he would know the message the tree was trying to bring him; something…  something about mother… 


				His thoughts were still half-formed when a branch dipped down lower than the breeze was urging it, and that branch seemed to command him to look at the bark on the yew’s ancient trunk. Swollen lobes of pungent moisture-laden mould clung to the tree. In the heat haze at the end of the garden the fungus seemed to distort; to bubble like…  human b-b-brains, f-foaming… out of the trunk…


				Eddy remembered the white froth he’d always cringed away from whenever, in her last days, his mother had fitted. He tried to look away at the other yews. None of the others had the rot — except the big yew itself, its aged branches even overhanging the Clefton graveyard.


				‘F- Fungus…  g-graves… ’ Eddy whined almost like a pup.


				He heard the front door slam.


				‘Mother…  m-m-mum?’ He enquired, angling his head at the fronds of the yew. ‘Mum? Mum!’


				Arnold had to remind Eddy his mother was dead. Eddy had been incoherent, his stuttering particularly bad. He’d gone on about the first discovery he and his father had once made when police had made them confront the mould hanging inside his mother’s empty rib cage. But Arnold wanted to forget.


				‘He must forget,’ Arnold spoke abstractedly as he turned to Eddy directly. ‘We must…  share, share our loss. Mustn’t we Edward?’ he added, stuffing and crushing a spotted orangey-beige mushroom between the boy’s still-delirious lips.


				This was a very different taste to his medicine, Eddy sensed. The dizziness made him keep rising and dipping on a roller-coaster until he wanted to be sick. His whole frame swayed as if he was in a hammock. The hammock was being tilted. His senses were whirled by the saturated air in which he breathed the decay of root and mould beneath the canvas. Fingers, smelling vaguely of his father, pinched his cheeks and Eddy felt his head being jolted and tossed as though it were no more than a punch bag to a boxer. Edward Glossop wanted to believe that his dad was rocking him, that grin gone, but the big strong fingers were hollowing his jaws until they ached like he’d never ached before.


				‘Those educational psychologists Eddy! The ones from the school you used to go to — Eddy!’ he heard his father prompt. Eddy smelt the beer on his father’s breath while, vice-strong, Dad’s fingers gripped and tossed his head harder.


				‘D’you understand, Eddy? They wanted to check you. Check you! Eddy? Thought you had hallucinations! D’you understand me? Thought you saw things!’


				Those fingers did nothing to ease the violence of their grip but when the tears rolled down the sides of Eddy’s eyes to be taken into the night air, they flowed less for the pain than the realisation that his father was treating his son’s neck like a turkey’s.


				‘Sorry. I’m – I’m so sorry son. I — I was troubled . They’d be poking around our family tree. Eddy! The Council — they’d have cut our tree down. It’s our tree! Eddy? The Glossops’. Ours!’


				His Dad, Eddy noticed, was weeping. He felt centuries in that crying and shivered.


				The finger-vice had slackened and Dad’s hands had come into focus. From each hand came the dank creamy smell where Dad must have clutched at lobes of fungus. A fleeting fragrance of honeysuckle mingled with mint and stole across the garden, granting its own perfume to the night. Eddy sensed it would be the last moment he loved life as he saw his Dad’s Wilkinson Sword spade swing toward his head.


				For a moment Eddy exulted that he could feel no pain, even though he could see blood spurting from the gash where the razor-edge of the spade had cut him. He saw his Dad’s face slide downwards. Dad must have caught his footing in a ganglion of smaller roots.


				Eddy waited, wondering how long he had before his father managed to disentangle himself and whether he would soon be discovered if he remained still, crouched in a foetal ball in a dark hollow of the root system. But there would be no hiding place, nothing to protect him in the end — except perhaps… Dad’s love…


				‘D-Dad I’m not crazy. Please! Please!’ he called weakly into the ditch. ‘I won’t even n-n-need to see an ed-edu-c-c-cational ps-ps-psy-chologist.’


				He waited again. His father always calmed down in the end.


				‘N-N-Neighbours won’t talk Dad! P-P-Promise! I won’t go to a sp-sp-special school! Dad?’


				‘You’re home now son, ours!’


				Eddy turned those words over like jewels…  home now…  ours…  but there was a movement which caught his attention in the face looming above him — not a smirk, not even a grin but that resignation he had come to know on Dad… and a glimmer of another happier life… 


				Weakening, Eddy lost sight of the face as another big cloud drifted beneath the moon, making giant black fingers in the canopy of branches above him — that vulture was still coming. Eddy stayed crouched in a ball, trying to shield his head with folded arms and wondering where, if it came at him again, the spade would open up his warm insides until they steamed like the ditch into the cold night air.


				He strained but could hear only a feint shuffling, followed by the clink of a buckle. That sounded like his father’s belt. Eddy braced himself but not enough to prepare for the agonised cry which was as quickly gagged; as if the face had fallen again, this time mouth-first into that wet clay beneath the roots.


				‘D-Dad? What is it Dad!’


				Eddy creased in sympathy with the pain which must have now been shooting through his Dad’s abdomen as he twisted around, moving his head from side-to-side like a blind person disturbed.


				When the cloud had floated by the moon, enough light entered the ditch to glisten on something streaking from the gash deep in Dad’s stomach. Dad must have loosened the belt to remove his shirt, but Eddy was too confused to understand why his father should deliberately fall on to the razor-edge of the spade. Eddy clutched at his own navel, as if holding the same part of him might somehow stem the loss of blood from himself, his Dad and Mum, all-in-one.


				The damp beery vapour swirled more densely around the roots in that ditch, as if searching like the vulture’s wings on their way. He gasped for fresher air. Dentists made you feel woozy and had sharp tools but they never harmed… and Dad would never harm — not in the presence of the family tree.


				‘The yew is drinking Eddy! We Glossops have always fed the yew.


				When the faint voice came there was still something of Dad in it.


				In the old days your great grandparents and those before threw all the leftovers from their plates here; chicken bones, fish, legs of lamb, even…  well, all sorts of things. Yes Eddy, it was Arthur Leonard Glossop who started the bone meal. And when he couldn’t feed the yew with bone meal and such — ’


				Dad’s smile broadened, waxing into his face as he looked down first at the blood still trickling from his abdomen and then from Eddy’s own.


				‘You see Eddy, when the neighbours were done with laughing at us we — we were all together!’ he laughed feebly and then choked up some blood. ‘Of course they saw the yew bubbling up with all that mould but its nothing to get excited about. Your mother, Rosy — ’ his lids fluttered with weakness as he took his moment to reminisce, the smile still engraved broadly in his sallow face. ‘She would play and wrestle with you when you were just an infant, your heads rolling until your hair was matted with mould.’


				Eddy tried to swallow. His palate and gums still throbbed from the effects of the fungus Dad had crammed into him. But it was all right. He understood.


				‘Then she would dangle her lovely red hair over you, Eddy, and plunge it down to your little belly button until it tickled so much you gurgled. She left that mould around your navel son. The next day — ’


				Dad’s eyes stayed closed, as if he wanted to hide from the truth which confronted him about his Rosy.


				‘The next day was never so good. You would itch and scratch and cry something fierce. Then Rosy, your mother, she would…  well, she’d frown over you Eddy…  rocking you, just rocking… ’


				‘Harder…  harder…  until I cried for her to stop… to stop… stop! Stop!’ Eddy interrupted.


				‘Don’t fret Eddy. She, she was not “sound”. Yes, you could say not sound. The worm troubled her — a lot. The spores — the fungus, it got to her. The yew, Eddy, it — it wanted — it wanted her to come and, well, abide. She — Rosy wanted to give something back — that’s all.’


				As he stared at his Dad, waiting to bleed to death with him, those nights flew by… when he’d gazed out from his bedroom window at the stars behind the blackened branches of the yew and in its waving arms he’d understood the language of its movement As it was going to do for him and Dad, that yew had borne his mother’s pain, her ridicule.


				‘Your mother, Eddy. She — she was my eldest niece. At the Clefton graveyard end of the roots is her father. He — he married — he married a niece, son. They were at the west roots. You see Eddy? They all gave.’


				Eddy could see that broad weary smile widening out Dad’s ashen face which was hollowed like a joke mask.


				‘We’re all here…  all here… ’ the words died back into Dad’s throat and, as Eddy had last heard his Mum do, so his father’s last words gargled up beneath all that froth.


				Eddy could feel the last of the strength he had held on to now sapping. Thought seemed to come in glimpses and movements — and they meant. Assuredly now, he felt himself swaying. His skin would be a dark leathery green on the upper side and a lighter green beneath, veined and ribbed in deeper shades of green, his blood a waxy fruit In the morning those nosing Illingworths would rush excitedly to the Goldthorpes, trampling over the Glossops’ untended garden, unable to hold secret what they would find: a Wilkinson Sword spade, a damp smelly hammock, discarded clothing and fragments of rib cage — the last of the Glossops. They would argue that right back to their great grandparents the Glossops had centuries to do something about all those spores massing; until they were so dense they made the lungs heave and the scalp itch; until you were mad if you lived in that damp mould-ridden cottage.


				Those Glossops, they would say, were all so anaemic. If they had any red blood it was in the big yew. That tree might just as well have been a shrine — the boy worshipped it.


				After the neighbours would come the uniformed policemen. Weary from their last assignments they would climb out of cars. They would tie tape to poles and set them around cottage No.6. They would put in more poles to support a tarpaulin screen over the ditch in which he had lain with his family. Reporters would follow, eager to flash bulbs on the scene. They would find words which would strip the Glossops’ remains more bare than acid could do.


				The Assistant Chief Scientific Officer from the Department of the Environment would apply for the files lodged with his father’s solicitor to be reopened posthumously so that proper investigation could be made into the nitrogen compounds of the yew, the breakdown of bacteria found attaching to the Glossops and the catalysing effects of the yew’s moulds in the decomposition of human remains.


				Eddy could see those black wings over his tree again — criminologists would be the last to find carrion from the scene. They would look into the family history until they could call his family by the names he’d once heard the policemen use around the ditch in which his mother’s empty rib cage had been found. They would utter sounds like “wanton violence”. They would peck here and peck there making noises like “sound mind”, “impairment of the balance of reason”, “premeditation”, “manslaughter”, “murder” and on and on, until they found a clause where they could rest their bookmarks.


				But Eddy knew now, that when the sun rose over their garden there would be harmony, between the Glossops and the wind which buoyed them high, high above the chattering crowd, swaying, swaying…  and that swaying told him of the hammock Dad had carried him to with a smile so broad it could never have been a grin.


				Before the onlookers came, and before his voice faded to its last utterance, he decided, Edward Glossop would form a smile like that he’d seen for the last time on his father’s face. He’d never been able to stop the stutter for his Dad but soon, soon it would all be stopped for him.


				‘M-m-m-mum. Look now! I’m in the tree — with you! Swaying with you in its branches! And D-D-Dad must be rocking me! See Mum? He’s r-r-rocking… ock-k-king… k-k-king.’
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