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			Chapter One

			An Old Name

			As Paul stands his lidded cup of coffee on the rooftop parapet, Caren calls his mobile. “Someone wants you down here, Paul.”

			He hopes it’s for his knowledge, which he gets too little chance to use. “What’s the query?”

			“She says she knows you. Knows your name.”

			“I expect she saw my shop badge.”

			“She says it isn’t Paul. She’s saying she knows your real name.”

			He resents feeling nervous of asking “What’s hers?”

			“I’ve no idea. You can ask her yourself.”

			“I’ll be down when I’ve finished my coffee.”

			A taste of plastic invades the gulp he takes. Beneath an emptily uncomplicated August sky the roofs of downtown Liverpool crowd towards the Mersey, where a wind nips slivers of water white. Beside the river a big wheel appears to turn no faster than a minute hand, while on the clock towers at the Pier Head cables have immobilised a pair of giant birds green as verdigris, and Paul feels arrested too. Suppose Winifred Staveley comes to find him? Only staff are meant to use the roof, but he wouldn’t put it past her to ignore the notice. He grabs his drink so hard it springs the lid, and hurries down the back stairs to leave the cup on the counter in the coffee shop.

			He can see nobody as miniature as Winifred or as grey-haired as he imagines she must be. Once he has wiped away the haphazard pattern the cup prints on the counter he rides the escalators down, but there’s no sign of her. Perhaps she’s on the ground floor of the bookshop, where Caren is serving a customer at the tills while in Local Interest three girls giggle over a dictionary of Scouse. Two of the listening desks at the far side of Paul’s section are occupied, by a man with curls so riotous the headphones are almost lost among them and a purple-haired young woman making up her face to music. Though the mirror is keeping her reflection to itself, he can see she isn’t Winifred. Caren hands her customer a Texts bag full of paperbacks and then beckons, murmuring “Paul.”

			Her wide face framed by straight black glossy hair retains the smile she gave the customer, but her large brown eyes add a yen for explanation. The pink-nailed hand she extends doesn’t touch him, which she seldom does when they’re at work. “So,” she says for only him to hear, “what don’t I know?”

			“I’d need to speak to whoever was here.”

			“She still is.”

			Her hand almost touches him again, but it’s pointing past him. He swings around to find nobody at his back, and has to grasp she means the woman who is listening to music. How can Winifred have changed so much? He needs to see the woman’s face. As he makes his way between horizontal racks of compact discs he notices how the left-hand headphone leaves her ear uncovered, and hears a minimised piano unfurling the chords of the Moonlight Sonata. Usually the delicate progression fills him with calm, but now it puts him in mind of a luminous night sky infiltrated by a whisper – her humming, which wanders in search of the melody. It’s familiar, and so is the reflection he glimpses before she shuts the makeup case and swivels to gaze up at him. “Michael,” she says as though she’s happy to be heard across the shop.

			“Dell,” he says no more than half as loud.

			Not much has changed besides her hair, once blonde. The Staveley forehead is as high as he remembers, and the rest of her face refines family traits – deep expectant eyes close to black, long slim nose, perpetually pouting lips, ears that look pricked up for the slightest sound. As she removes the headphones Paul wonders whether she wore them so rakishly in order to listen for him. Might she have been watching in the mirror too? His struggle to contain his discomposure at her presence makes him say “You’ve stayed musical, then.”

			A frown like a sketchy stave awaiting notes lines her forehead and then vanishes. “That’s not fair, Michael. You were always the gifted one.”

			“I only meant you were listening to a favourite.” As Adele lets him have a look that wants to be forgiving he says “Shall we go somewhere we can talk?”

			“How about up to the top, and you can buy me a drink.”

			“I’m just taking the rest of my break,” he calls to Caren as Adele rests her fingertips on his arm while she stands up, where they linger for a moment once she’s on her feet. All the way to the coffee shop he senses her at his back like a silence eager to be broken, but he’s the first to speak as they queue at the counter. “What are you having to drink?”

			“Cappuccino unless you want something stronger.”

			“Never in the morning, and not while I’m at work. Grab a table and I’ll bring them.”

			As one of the girls with BEANIE printed on their T-shirts deals each mug a juicy gush of foam, Paul wonders whether Adele might have preferred a stronger drink. Perhaps she’s as disconcerted by their encounter as he’s striving not to be. When he takes the Texts mugs to the table she finishes sending a message and stows her phone in a capacious canvas bag printed with a star map. “Just letting mum and dad know what I’m doing,” she tells him.

			He’s close to asking what that is, but says “How are they?”

			“They haven’t got long, Michael.”

			“I’m very sorry. What’s responsible for that?”

			Adele gives the foam on her coffee a discreet feline lick, a habit he recalls from their teens. “Age,” she says as if he ought to know.

			Is their condition why she’s here? A gulp of milky foam gives Paul time to find a different question. “How did you track me down?”

			“You don’t think it could have been a happy coincidence.”

			“I will if you’re telling me it was.”

			“It had to happen.” Having performed her kittenish trick again, she says “Would you like it to have been?”

			“If you’re asking whether I’m happy to see you again,” Paul says and punctuates the sentence with a sip, “you don’t have to ask.”

			“If you’re happy I am.” Her long slim fingers stroke his cheek and then retreat as if she thinks she has presumed too much. “I knew you had to be involved in music somehow,” she says. “I hoped you might be giving concerts, making records too.”

			“Why were you hoping that?”

			“We should be everything we’re capable of being. That’s the goal of life.”

			“You sound like Winifred and Rafe. I’m still not fond of appearing in public.”

			“You’re doing it here, Michael.”

			“Putting on a show, I mean.”

			“Don’t you even give recitals for your friends?”

			“Not even that for a very long time.”

			“Say you’re in a choir at least.”

			“Not that either.” More defensively than he feels is warranted he says “I’m just turning people on to music.”

			“Couldn’t you find somewhere better than this?”

			He doesn’t quite laugh. “Name me some.”

			“The music library for one.”

			“It hardly exists any longer. Fewer discs than we’ve got here, and nobody who can read a score. All they want are people who can look up answers on computers.”

			“How about a music shop?”

			“Find any round here if you can.”

			“Did you ever think of opening one?”

			“I have dreams like everybody else. That’s all that will ever be.”

			“Don’t dismiss your dreams, Michael.” As he recalls one he would prefer to fend off – the nocturnal intruder whose shadow encompassed his bedroom under the roof – Adele says “I’m just sad to see you ending up like this. I thought you’d go a whole lot further.”

			“Degrees don’t earn you much these days. Anyway, what have you been doing with yourself?”

			“No more than anyone expected of me. You were always the star.”

			“I hope you aren’t going to blame me.”

			“I haven’t blamed anyone. I run the Fellstones nursery.”

			“I’d say that’s plenty to be proud of. I’m sure you’re good with children and for them as well.”

			“You think I was for you when we were their age.”

			“If anybody was you were.” This seems unnecessarily ambiguous, and Paul adds “I’d say you were.”

			“Then why did you leave us, Michael?” She appears to regret asking, and waves a hand so vigorously at him he sees the fingers blur. “It’s just that mum and dad would love to see you,” she says, “while they have the chance.”

			He’s opening his mouth without having decided on a response when the loudspeakers nesting in the upper corners seem to speak for him. “Help at the ground-floor tills, please,” Caren calls. “Staff to the tills.”

			A glance at the clock, which is inscribed TEXTS COFFEES in place of digits, lets Paul say “I’ve had my break. I’d better get back.”

			“I’ll come with you.” As she stands up Adele says “Is she your girlfriend?”

			He’s disconcerted by her insight, if it’s that. “What makes you ask?”

			“We know these things. I’m glad if you’re with someone. So long as she deserves you, Michael.”

			As they descend Adele plants her hand only just short of his on the crawling banister, and he feels her soft breaths on his neck. When they reach the ground floor she takes hold of his arm to detain him. “What shall I tell mum and dad?”

			“Can I let you know?”

			“I’d appreciate it, and they would.” From her bag she takes a thin metal case containing business cards, one of which she hands him. Silvery print glitters like a constellation on the black cardboard. FELLSTONES TINIES, the inscription says, together with LET US HELP YOURS GROW and an address and phone number. “Let me hear from you very soon,” she says and leaves him with a brief but unexpectedly forceful kiss on the mouth.

			Colleagues have joined Caren at the tills, and any queue has vanished. The expression she sends across the shop seems to summarise more questions than he’s able to anticipate. All he can say once he’s close enough to keep his voice low is “I’ll try and explain when we’re home.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Beginning a Return

			On the bus up to the Georgian quarter, Caren finds a seat while Paul stands beside her. As the bus labours uphill in the midst of a herd of its species, someone’s earphones leak percussion at his back, relentless miniature explosions like a series of discreet sneezes. Whatever the passenger is listening to, Paul can’t hear so much as a hint of a tune. He has to fend off a compulsion to imagine one, which threatens to remind him of music he tried not to hear in his childhood.

			The slope levels out between the Philharmonic pub and the Philharmonic concert hall. Until now the amoebic fission of the name has never bothered him. It seems to free the bus to speed to Caren’s stop, where an elegant terrace has grown an exoskeleton of scaffolding. In a Regency square, trees lend a whisper to an unobtrusive wind. Along Caren’s terrace tenants perch on dinky wrought-iron balconies, and open windows make it sound as though a crowd has taken over several apartments until a cheer reveals they’re spectators at a football match on television. Caren keeps glancing at Paul, and once the uproar falls behind she rests her gaze on his face. “So who’s telling the truth?”

			“I hope I always do.” As proof he feels he has to add “To you, at any rate.”

			“About your name, Paul.”

			“You know that’s mine.”

			“Paul Dunstan.”

			“That as well.”

			“Your friend insisted it was Michael Staveley.”

			“It was in a way for a while. I’d dropped it long before I met you.”

			“Which way was that, Paul?”

			He has a sense that she’s repeating the name in order to consolidate his identity. “After her parents adopted me.”

			“So what happened to them?”

			“Nothing that I know about. They’re still living where we used to live.”

			Caren slips her key into the gilded slot beyond the pillared porch and turns to scrutinise him. “Then should I be asking what happened to you?”

			“I’d need to know what you have in mind.”

			“What made you change your name.”

			“I didn’t change it, they did. You know my real one, most of it, anyway. It’s Michael Paul Dunstan.”

			“Are you going to tell me what’s been the problem with your friend and her parents?”

			“I’ll try,” he says and finds it doesn’t help to add “When we’re upstairs.”

			There’s no mail for Caren on the table in the lobby. Since this isn’t his address, there’s none for him. As he follows her upstairs the uncarpeted treads admit their age with the occasionally politely muted creak. When she unlocks her lofty door, it releases the faint clean scent of the extensive tiled bathroom. He makes for the defiantly contemporary kitchen opposite, next to the single bedroom. “Would you like a drink?”

			“Will I need one?”

			They usually reward each other after work with a glass of wine, and he might have liked her not to make an issue of it now. “I’m having one,” he says and extracts a Chilean rosé from the tall thin refrigerator, replacing it with a bottle from the rack. “Let’s sit in the sun.”

			The main room is the size of the others added together. A weighty rustic dining suite occupies one corner, while a bookcase stacked two deep with volumes covers an entire wall and rises to the high cornice. Armchairs and a matching leather couch, none of them significantly more rigid than a beanbag, sprawl on the polished boards beneath a translucently tearful chandelier. Paul is touched to see a substantial history of music resting open like a butterfly in sunshine on the couch. The leather seats face the wide black sliver of a television screen, beneath which the plastic case of a Fanny Mendelssohn sonata – a work history attributed to her brother – rests against an amplifier that supports a player. Just now the idea of rediscovering an identity lacks appeal.

			When he opens the window the sky prolongs the rumble of the sash as a plane chalks the vast blue board. He stands the bottle on the metal table that takes up much of the balcony above the porch, and pumps the cork out with an opener. There’s just room at each end of the table for a skeletal metal chair, and Caren sidles onto one, having fetched two glasses. Paul fills both and deals hers a wordless clink before taking a good deal more than a sip. “Where would you like me to start?”

			“All you’ve ever said about your parents is you lost them.”

			“That’s probably because it was my fault I did.”

			“Paul.” She rests her hand on his across the table, only to seem uncertain if she should. “Is that still what I ought to call you?”

			“It’s always going to be.”

			“I’ve never asked about your parents because I felt you weren’t ready to tell me. I just didn’t realise you weren’t using the name you were brought up with.”

			“You’re asking why I don’t.”

			“If you feel like letting me into the secret.”

			“I’ll get to it. Let me go back first.”

			Caren looks rebuffed. “When will you be doing that?”

			“Not back to them, to my childhood.” As she blinks her frown away he says “They behaved as if I was some kind of prodigy, but I just had perfect pitch.”

			“Your parents thought you were, you mean.”

			“The Staveleys said I was. They met us at a concert and they heard me singing afterwards.”

			“What were you singing?”

			“Tunes from the concert, and in the right keys. That’s what the Staveleys said, and they taught music. I wish they’d left it at that, but they took me on as a pupil.”

			“What are you saying was wrong with that? I thought you were proud you know such a lot about music.”

			“I’d be happier if I could make more use of it. Not the way they tried to make me, though.”

			“You’re talking about how they taught you.”

			“Maybe it was how they had to, but all that practicing left me neurotic, more than anyone should be at that age or older for that matter.”

			“How old were you?”

			“I wasn’t even five when—” A generous amount of wine only postpones admitting “When I did that to my parents.”

			Caren’s look vies with her voice for gentleness. “What did you do, Paul?”

			“Got myself into some kind of a panic when they were late for collecting me from a lesson. Don’t ask me what it was about, but apparently I made such a fuss the Staveleys rang them, and that made them crash on the motorway. Dead before anyone could get to them.”

			“You can’t still be blaming yourself. You never should have, you poor kid.”

			“That’s what the Staveleys kept trying to tell me. I’m sure they did their best for me, but there were times I wished we’d never met them.”

			“What was the best they did?”

			“Adopted me, I suppose. Nobody else wanted me much.”

			“Here’s someone who does.” Caren gives this a moment to make itself felt and says “Why do you wish what you said?”

			“If we hadn’t met I’d still have my parents. I know the Staveleys aren’t to blame.”

			“And you aren’t. If that’s all….”

			“It’s not. You want to know why I left them.”

			“I think you need to say.”

			“They were too determined to turn me into one of them.”

			“One of the family, you mean? Don’t you think—”

			“Not just that. Too much like them and not enough like me.”

			“You don’t think that was part of doing their best as they might have seen it.”

			“I expect you’re right, but I wasn’t going to be made into a show.”

			“What kind was that?”

			“Singing for their friends. I didn’t even really like to do it for just the two of them and Dell.”

			“She was your lady visitor today.” When he nods Caren says “Was there anything between you?”

			“I’d hardly have kept out of touch if there was, would I? She might as well have been my sister.”

			“I still don’t understand why you lost touch.”

			“I told you her parents made me neurotic. I could see they meant to force me to be musical. Make it my life, I mean.”

			“That doesn’t sound so bad.” Like an apology Caren says “Not bad enough.”

			“It got worse when I went to university. Winifred Staveley kept pestering me to change my course. That’s how much she thought they owned what I was, or I should say what they wanted me to be.”

			“What were you studying?”

			“English literature with music on the side, but they’d done everything they could to convince me to go to music school.” This leaves him impatient to add “Once I graduated I moved out of their house. You won’t think that’s strange when you left home too.”

			“I didn’t change my name.”

			“I keep telling you I just went back to mine.”

			“Mightn’t the Staveleys have thought of that if they were trying to find you?”

			“All right, my parents used to call me Michael, but they named me Paul too.”

			“So why has your lady friend searched you out now?”

			“By the sound of it her parents are feeling their age. I can’t believe they still think they can tell me what to be.” 

			“Are you thinking of going to see them? Where do they live?”

			“Fellstones, which I don’t imagine you’ll have heard of. Up near the Lakes.”

			“Rather a way for your friend to come.” Caren takes a drink as a preamble to contradicting herself. “Not too far, though,” she says. “Maybe you should go soon.”

			Of course she doesn’t mean today. Paul drains his glass and refills it, topping hers up as well, before he finds Adele’s card, which sparkles so vigorously that he can’t immediately read her number. The phone rings several times and then takes him off guard with a shrill chorus. “One from the moon with no sun for its light….”

			“Hush a minute, children,” Adele says. “Hello?”

			“Dell, it’s Michael.”

			“Michael,” Adele says as if to reinforce the name, which Caren gives a searching look. “We’re just rehearsing. Are you calling why I hope you are?”

			“I wonder if it would be convenient for me to come up there tomorrow. It’s my day off.”

			“A lot more than convenient. I can’t tell you how delighted mum and dad will be. I’ll call them now. Somebody we nearly lost is coming back to us.”

			Paul could fancy that her last comment is addressed to them, but it’s the children who cheer. “The sooner you’re here the sooner we can celebrate,” she tells him, ending the call.

			“Well done, Paul,” Caren says, and he feels she’s reclaiming the name. She lifts her glass until he meets it with his own, and a couple passing on the opposite pavement mime quaffing invisible drinks. All this seems ineffectually remote from him, because he has realised he was hoping, so secretly his mind didn’t let him know, that she might dissuade him from returning to his childhood home.

		

	
		
		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Welcomes

			For a while Paul watches the room gather light, though the sun won’t be up for an hour. Before long he’s able to read the Have Some Mersey on Us poster on the wall beyond Caren’s side of the bed. The multicoloured psychedelic patterns frame or emanate from a local poet’s verse, ‘Liverpool Liv’:

			I’ll go to l for you.

			I won’t li, me.

			Luv you, Liv.

			Live Liv of Liverpool, luv you.

			Luv you with me kidneys and me liver, Liv.

			I’ll drink a bevvy to you, Liv. Erp! Pardon.

			It’ll make me need the jerry, Liv, er, po….

			Below this the imagery grows scatological, and Paul’s unamused response leaves him feeling prematurely elderly, although the sixties verse is nearly twice as old as him. He doesn’t even see how it’s a poem. He suspects his ruminations are keeping other thoughts at bay, and they’re certainly delaying him. Taking care not to waken Caren, he slips out of bed.

			He hasn’t slept much. Whenever he came close to drifting into sleep it felt like teetering at the edge of a dream or a memory, if there would have been a difference. Perhaps he did indeed treat the Staveleys as unreasonably as Caren stopped short of saying he did, in which case guilt may have been the source of his insomnia. As he uses the bathroom, echoes remind him of an offstage orchestra – the diminished clink of his toothbrush in a glass, a miniature imitation of the last drips of the shower. Caren stirs as he dresses in the bedroom, and he brings her coffee in a mug encircled by a verbal bracelet that quotes Heine on burning books. “I’ll make breakfast,” she says at once, but it will only delay him. Having downed his coffee from a mug on which Cicero declares that a room without books is soulless, he grabs a muesli bar from a kitchen cupboard, rousing a rustle in a thicket of cellophaned pasta. “Text me when you get there if you like,” Caren says, and he gives her a swift promissory kiss.

			Lengthy blocks of shadow laid down by the terraces are fading from the deserted streets, beyond which he hears a morning chorus of ambulance sirens. Haphazard ranks of pigeons turn the scaffolding beside the bus stop into an approximation of an abacus. Five minutes’ fast walk brings him to his Nissan, which is parked as close to his ground-floor apartment as the herds of decrepit cars owned by students will allow. When a quick detour into the downstairs hall rewards him with no mail, just a scattering of fast-food menus, he makes for the car.

			He encounters little traffic, and most of the green lights don’t hop up to red. Soon sunlight flares over the roofs, erasing a moon so faint it’s featureless. In less than twenty minutes he’s on the eastbound motorway, and in twenty more the one that leads north. The Thieving Magpie and its metallic plunder accompany him past Preston, but the opera is nowhere near recovering the booty from the church tower by the time he leaves the motorway for the Fellstones road.

			The village isn’t mentioned on the exit sign, but there’s a pointer from the roundabout at the top of the exit ramp. The road winds downwards for at least a mile through a wood like a bony tunnel striped with shadows before rising into the open next to a lane that leads to the token remains of a mansion. He has crossed several unsignposted junctions between fields patrolled by strolling cows and sheep when he sees houses clustered ahead. They look unfamiliar, however locally typical the plump yellowish bricks and steep grey roofs may be, and he wonders if he has strayed off the route until he sees a roadside signboard. The restless branches of an untrimmed hedge transform the legend into WE COME STONES and then COME TO STONES followed by WELCOME FELL ONE. The sign used to be further from any houses, but the outermost have been built since he left, so that he can’t help fancying the village has effloresced like a crystal.

			It takes its time to grow familiar. So many streets leading off the main road are new – Ponder Lane, Arctic Street, Lunar Close – that he’s near to feeling his memory has let him down. Cars creep backwards out of driveways as if he’s wakening the village, and now he recognises the Seven Stars, where the landlord has flung a cellar trapdoor open to receive a delivery of casks. What did the flat-roofed single-storey block that’s calling itself a community centre use to be? Of course, it was the library where Mrs Trafford let him borrow books for readers twice his age. Beside it the Victorian village hall is draped with a banner that exhorts DON’T MISS OUR FESTIVAL! Any recollections this should rouse stay out of reach, because he’s nearly at the house where he spent most of his childhood.

			Beyond a long parade of unfamiliar shops – Booze Boost, Canny Cannabinoids, Phix A Phone and Cuter Computers are just some – the road curves around the village green. Across the grassy expanse, between the seven upright stones from which the village takes its name, he can see his childhood home. Of all the broad grey-capped amber houses it’s the only one to sport a window in its precipitous roof – the window of his old bedroom.

			The irregularly crenellated church tower on the far side of the village disappears behind the houses as he reaches the green. The tower is a landmark, but he’s far more aware of the stones on the green. They’re about five feet tall and roughly oval, as if they might once all have had the same elongated shape. One is as white as the moon, while the stone nearest the Staveley house is blacker than its shadow on the crewcut grass, and the others are variously greyish, touched with colours too faint to define. He can’t identify the pattern they make either – not a circle or an ellipse or any septilateral figure language has a term for, more like a veiled reference to all of these. He could imagine they’re performing a stately dance of welcome as he drives around the green to park opposite the Staveley house.

			He takes out his phone to send Caren a message. Safe in Fellstones, he types, only to feel his choice of words was odd. While he waits for her reply he has an impression that the stones have begun to point at him, no doubt because that’s how their shadows are behaving. Caren must be busy or away from her phone, and he’s had no response by the time he leaves the car. The alarm emits a truncated note while the lights blink as he locks the doors with the fob. He’s opening the gate of the square garden, where flowers and mosses attire rockeries on all four borders of the twin lawns, when the heavy black front door swings open to its limit. “It’s Michael,” Adele calls loud enough to be heard quite a way from the house.

			She stretches her arms so wide that she looks eager to embrace not just him but the green. He’s halfway up the jagged jigsaw of a path between the lawns when Winifred Staveley appears behind her daughter. She pushes Adele aside so vigorously she has to mime affection for her. “You wicked boy,” she cries. “Just where have you been?”

			Her ankle-length sleeveless floral dress flutters as she runs to him. Her large eyes and wide prominent lips look hungry for him, and her squat body seems to concentrate her vigour. She lurches at him with such force he’s close to flinching, but the violence she’s offering consists of a hug. “I came as soon as I could,” he gasps.

			“You call that soon,” she says and tilts her head back, spilling silver tresses over her bare shoulders, to gaze into his eyes. “Too much of our lifetime, you mean.”

			“I only meant today.”

			“You know what you should have meant,” Winifred says and pushes her lips further forward to plant fierce kisses on his cheeks. “Just so we’ve got you when it counts.”

			“Heaven’s sake, Win,” Rafe Staveley calls from the doorstep. “Let the man into his house at least.”

			When she doesn’t release Paul, her husband tramps along the path. He’s wearing slippers and jeans and a short-sleeved silk shirt elaborately patterned with mandalas. Even when he neglects to correct a slight stoop he’s a head taller than his wife. His features improve on hers for largeness, and his lips look puckered for a kiss, but apparently they’re acting quizzical. He seizes Paul’s hands while Winifred maintains her hug, and Paul wonders if Adele will join in, but she watches from the hall like an impatient host. “You’ve no idea how much it means to us to have you home at last,” Rafe murmurs. “What will you drink?”

			“A coffee would be welcome.”

			“Or we’ve a wine I’m sure would go down well.”

			“Don’t you think it’s rather early for that?”

			“It’s never too early to celebrate.” Not too far from a gentle rebuke Rafe says “Coffee to be going on with, then.”

			“Yes, let’s start the celebration. Not that you deserve it, Michael.” Winifred lets go of him and adds “I won’t be inviting you in.”

			Rafe frees Paul’s hands and is opening his mouth to protest when she says “Because you’ve never needed an invitation. I hope you weren’t waiting for one.”

			Paul sees she doesn’t just mean now. Before he can find an answer she might like she says “I’ll see to the coffee” and bustles off so energetically it resembles a mime’s performance.

			“Try not to be too overwhelmed, won’t you?” Rafe says. “She hardly slept last night for knowing you were on your way, not that I slept much either. I expect she’ll calm down now the waiting’s over.”

			As Paul steps over the threshold he could think the house itself has been awaiting his return, the place feels so much like a memory revived. Framed caricatures of composers still adorn the wall opposite the oaken staircase – a practically lycanthropic Beethoven, a Chopin beaky as a bird, a Mahler who has sprouted a quintet of extra arms to conduct the paraphernalia of a parodic orchestra. In the music room to the left of the hall a simple score lies open on a piano, against which a cello or its empty shell slouches like a reluctant scholar. All these sights are familiar, and so are the twin speakers that used to dwarf him as a child, which still occupy their corners in the lounge. They remind him what he’s missing. “There was always music,” he recalls.

			“There will be now. We were listening out for you before.”

			This reminds Paul how he used to fancy listening to music had enlarged Rafe’s ears and rendered Winifred’s smaller ones more prominent. When Paul makes to follow him into the lounge Rafe holds up one long-fingered hand. They’re going to play the old game, then. Rafe selects a disc from the shelves out of sight from the hall and slips it into the player without showing Paul the case. The opening chord lets Paul say “The Goldbergs.”

			“First prize to you, Michael. Take a pew and we’ll wait for the ladies.”

			As the harpsichord continues the Bach aria, Paul takes one of the stout armchairs facing the window. The upholstery emits a faint scent of fabric cleaner that recalls his years here and suggests concealment of its age. Rafe sits on the couch as the women reappear with two mugs each. Paul’s is encompassed by the opening bars of a work he’s disconcerted to recognise, not by knowing Schoenberg’s first quartet so well but because the mug is familiar. There’s no mistaking the dent in the handle of his childhood mug, and how much else of his may the Staveleys have preserved as if it might entice him home? As his thoughts delay raising the mug to his lips Rafe urges “Just say when you want something stronger. None of us have any pupils all day or tomorrow.”

			“You go ahead. I don’t want to stop anyone.”

			“We’ll wait until you’re ready,” Winifred says. “Ready to celebrate.”

			“I was saying to Rafe, it’s really too early for me.”

			“If you’re calling him Rafe,” she says with a hint of a frown, “I’ll have to be Winifred, won’t I? Just don’t expect anyone to call you anything but Michael.”

			Paul senses disappointment that he’s putting off festivities. “I’m glad I came, I hope you know.”

			“Only glad?”

			“Remember how he was, dear,” Rafe says. “Never one to show off.”

			“Unless his life hasn’t given him enough to celebrate.”

			“Now, dear, I thought we decided not to—”

			“You might have, Rafe. I won’t be robbed of my dreams,” Winifred says and turns back to Paul. “Can you truly say this job you’ve got is all you want to be?”

			“If it lets me turn people on to music—”

			“All I hear is if, Michael. My if is if you’d gone to the college of music as we all wanted you to.”

			“I didn’t know Dell did.”

			Adele parts her lips as her mother does, and their odd pause lets Rafe speak. “It’s all still in there, dear. Everything we made of him.”

			“That’s why it’s all been such a waste.”

			“Our lives aren’t over yet, dear.”

			“I haven’t said otherwise.” With no relevance Paul wants to grasp she demands “This girlfriend of yours, is she musical?”

			He isn’t ready for the question. “What do you know about her?”

			“You’d be surprised how much some of us know.”

			He finds her coyness unappealing, however comical it’s meant to be. “Then you won’t need me to tell you,” he says, and when Winifred looks cheated “She likes to learn. She’s an English graduate.”

			“So were you, and you were eager to learn, but look how you’ve ended up,” Winifred protests before relenting. “I’m only being like this because we’ve missed so much.”

			“There hasn’t been that much to miss.”

			“You mustn’t say such things about yourself. You’re a great deal more than you seem to think you are.”

			Paul feels she’s bidding to return him to his past self. As he opens his mouth a woman says “Michael.”

			That isn’t who he is, and he won’t look around. While he waits for her to move where he can see her he takes a slow deep breath to quell the shock she gave him. A lanky stride plants her in front of him. “Michael,” she repeats as if to secure the name. She’s Glenda Bevington, the headmistress of his old school.

			Her pale eyes are still as inexpressive as ice. Her hair is white now, and filaments droop from the bundle she has made of most of it on her scalp. Her skin isn’t far from colourless, so that her small sharp face resembles a paper mask. She inclines herself to take Paul’s hand as he starts to stand up. “Do keep your seat,” she says, “and call me Glenda.”

			Especially given the gathering heat, her handshake is unexpectedly chill. It strands him halfway between standing and resuming his seat, and once she lets go he sinks onto the chair. “You’ve grown into quite the big fellow,” she says. “What else have you made of yourself?”

			He finds he doesn’t want to let the Staveleys down. “I’m a music advisor,” he says. “Were you here all the time?”

			“Which time have we in mind?”

			“Were you in their house when I got here?”

			“Why, not at all,” Glenda says with an abstract of a laugh. “I let myself in.”

			“It’s your house too, Michael.” Having settled this, Winifred says “Surely you remember how we leave our doors unlocked around the green.”

			“I’m starting to realise how much I may have forgotten.”

			He’s ready to remedy that if he can until Glenda says “You were about to tell me whom you advise.”

			“Was I?” Her eloquently patient gaze compels him to admit “Anyone who needs it at Texts where I work.”

			“I was under the impression they were common booksellers.”

			“Discs too, and they let me choose some of the classical.”

			“I trust you find that sufficiently satisfying, Michael.”

			Paul suspects she means more like the opposite. “It can be,” he says, “and so can finding books for people.”

			“Your English was always exemplary. Perhaps you should have put your skills together.”

			“And done what?”

			“Might you have tried your hand at opera?”

			“I wouldn’t know where to start. I’ve never come up with a tune in my life.”

			“I’ve heard you do the next best thing,” Glenda says and fixes him with a look capable of quietening an assembled school. “I’ll look forward to hearing you again.”

			He won’t be giving a performance. He already feels exhibited, not to mention scrutinised like a scientific specimen, but he’s distracted by footsteps in the hall. He twists to face the newcomers, so vigorously that the tip of the black stone beyond the window appears to twitch at the edge of his vision. “Here’s the man of the moment,” Charlie Lowell not much less than shouts.

			“The only one we need,” his wife Prue adds quite as loud.

			They’re the tenants of the Seven Stars, unless they own the pub by now. Paul recalls how they seem to fill if not to overwhelm any room they enter. They’re muscular from hauling casks, and their broad faces look just as pumped up. Prue’s eyebrows might be designed to compete with her husband’s equally reddish beard for bushiness. Their sizeable eyes widen to greet Paul as they put down the bags of bottles they’ve brought before they each seize one of his hands in both of theirs. “Michael Staveley,” Prue cries, a salutation and a reprimand. “We knew you couldn’t ever really leave us.”

			“We wouldn’t be complete without you.” Charlie leaves Paul’s hand a squeeze that’s close to painful. “Sup up your mugs,” he urges, unzipping one padded bag. “This wine won’t get any better for waiting.”

			“And there’s plenty just as good in there,” Prue declares. “Let’s have glasses for everyone, Rafe.”

			“I don’t know whether Michael is ready yet,” Winifred says.

			“Just tell us what we have to do to make him.”

			If he weren’t inured to Prue’s effusiveness, Paul might feel more threatened than he does. “I’m ready now,” he says, not entirely just in order to be sociable. He can indeed do with a drink, because he suspects that the onslaught the day is proving to be has scarcely begun.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			Messages

			When at last he thinks to check his phone, Paul blames the day’s drinking for his tardiness. “She didn’t get it,” he protests.

			He’s addressing nobody in particular – he would hardly have expected to be audible above the conversations of the guests – but the Garstangs come to look. He feels the floor reverberate beneath their tread, as if they’re parodying the police jobs they’ve retired from. Jane Garstang lays a weighty hand on his arm while she reads the message he assumed Caren had received. “Of course you’re safe,” she tells him.

			“You ought to know,” her husband Tony says, “how much we all look out for one another.”

			Tim Grisewell doesn’t bother reading the message. He has been outside, perhaps casting a gardener’s eye over the twilit rockeries. “Nowhere you could be safer,” he remarks.

			Teresa Littlewood is next to contribute, routinely narrowing her eyes, a trait that suggests her night shifts at the hospital have undermined her vision. She examines the message as dispassionately as a judge before she says “And we’ll keep you that way, Michael.”

			The conference has attracted Celia Banks as well. While the bracelets on her thin bare arms could be advertising the jewellers she owns, when she moves she sounds as Adele used to say a knight in armour might – Miss Janglebangles, they would call her when she couldn’t hear. As Celia rubs her forehead, bracelets cascade down her arm, shackling it with shadows that appear to merge metal with flesh. “Who isn’t safe?” she proves not to want to know. “I’m sure we all are now.”

			No doubt wine is why everybody seems to be caricaturing themselves, but Paul isn’t about to join in. “I meant I was safely here,” he says. “I was telling my girlfriend.”

			This brings the Lowells over at some speed. “Is it a secret message?” Prue cries. “You mustn’t show us if it is.”

			Her forcefulness helps to bewilder him. “Why should it be secret?”

			“If you’re sending her messages when she’s here.”

			“She’s in Liverpool.”

			“Oh, I thought—” Prue rather more than glances at Adele. “You always seemed so close,” she says.

			“That’s because they’re related, love,” her husband reminds her.

			“They’re not so close they couldn’t be closer. That’s the law, isn’t it, Jane?”

			“Nothing to prevent it.”

			“Nothing wrong with keeping it in the community,” Tony Garstang says.

			Even if he didn’t need to contact Caren, Paul would feel driven to escape. “I’ll just go and ring her,” he says and lurches into the hall.

			The front door is wide open. In the dusk the seven upraised stones borrow glints from lit windows around the green. The gleams resemble omens of a starlit sky, while the black stone could be pointing out the imminence of the darkness it epitomises, leaving the white one to stand for the moon. A flight of starlings veers across the green and reforms into a pattern over the stones. As the birds swoop haphazardly onwards, the phone truncates Caren’s first word. “Hell.”

			“Caren.” When this brings him only silence he says “Can you hear me?”

			“Us out.” As he reconstructs her answer from the grudging fragments that arrived she says with temporary clarity “Can you move?”

			“Of course I can.” It’s absurd to find the question even slightly ominous, and he advances to the gate. “Is this better?”

			“Wooden a o. A be whir.”

			When this sends him into the deserted road he loses the connection. He calls her number back, only for the call to fail. The Fellstones have absorbed more of the gloom, and the glimmers they retain mock the useless glow of the phone screen. Paul retreats into the house to find Rafe and Winifred uncorking bottles from the refrigerator. “My phone isn’t getting through,” he complains across the kitchen.

			“That can happen,” Rafe says. “Use our Wi-Fi.”

			“You’ll need the password,” someone calls – Adele, obviously – and gives it to Paul. Presumably she doesn’t care who else has the information. It consists of eight symbols ending with an exclamation mark and puts him in mind of a formula with every sign removed. As he loiters on the front doorstep so that nobody hinders his hearing, he thinks he catches a musical murmur too faint to define, no doubt from a house nearby. He can’t hear it once he says “Caren, I’m back.”

			“You didn’t need to phone.”

			“I thought I should when you didn’t get the message.”

			“Which message?”

			“Just that I was safe. Was and am.”

			“Why did you think you mightn’t be?”

			“No reason. I was letting you know I was safely here.”

			“Why bother sending a message at all?”

			Paul has begun to feel drunker than he cares for. “I thought you’d want me to.”

			“I don’t understand what your problem is. You’re acting as if I’d need to hide something. Just come up.”

			At last he grasps how their exchange has gone awry. “When I said I was back I meant back on the phone. I’m still at the old house.”

			Laughter surges out of the lounge like a response to the misunderstanding. “It sounds as though you’re having a good time,” Caren says.

			“That’s the neighbours. The Staveleys invited them over, or I assume they did.”

			“They must think a lot of you.” Her voice is receding, and as Paul strains to keep hold of it he feels closer to hearing the faint repetition of music. “I’m getting the impression,” Caren says, “that you’ve had a drink or two.”

			“And a few more as well. I’m afraid I’ll be staying in Fellstones tonight.”

			“No need to be afraid, is there? I’m glad you’ve a reason to lift a glass. You’ll be back for the concert, though.”

			“I’d hope so. I’ll call you tomorrow.”

			“I’m sure what you’re doing there is more important. How are they, your people?”

			“They seem better than I was expecting, but I haven’t had a chance to ask.”

			“You should eye out, all.”

			“I will. We’d better say goodbye now. You’re breaking up.”

			“Re, say at ain?”

			“Breaking up,” Paul nearly shouts and at once feels foolish. Far from reaching her, his attempt seems to have dislodged her from the phone, which is silent except for a trace of the elusive muted melody, if it can be called one. He turns to see Rafe watching him along the hall, a bottle in each hand. “Oh dear,” Rafe says. “Parting from a lady friend?”

			“Not that kind of break. I lost the connection again.”

			“It comes with living here. I hope you succeeded in making yourself heard.”

			“She was asking after you and Winifred.”

			“That’s very thoughtful of her. What might her interest be?” Before Paul can respond Rafe says “She isn’t proposing to join you, is she? You’ll appreciate we haven’t really got the room.”

			“I’m sure it wouldn’t occur to her. She knew I was concerned about you both, that’s all.”

			“In that case I’m touched, and I know Win will be,” Rafe says and turns towards the lounge. “Now I must quench the thirsty horde.”

			“So how are you two?”

			“With you here, never better. Now where have you left your glass? You mustn’t trail behind when it’s the feast of the prodigal.”

			Paul didn’t think the Staveleys were religious, despite their love of sacred music. “If God’s anywhere he’s in Johann Sebastian,” he recalls Rafe declaring more than once. As he retrieves his wineglass from the hall table a landline phone once occupied, he has an odd sense that the absence of the phone should mean more to him. Rafe refills the glass, and Paul follows him into the lounge, to be accosted by Prue Lowell. “Some of us didn’t know where you’d got to,” she says at not much less than the top of her voice.

			“I had trouble getting hold of my girlfriend.”

			“Slippery type, is she?” With a lopsided grin he takes to be apologetic Prue says “Did she get the message?”

			“I told her I’m here for the night.”

			“You’re ready for that, then,” her husband says.

			“He’s staying over, Charlie. Can’t be driving in his state. I’m sure Win and Rafe have whatever he needs.”

			“And if they haven’t, you give us a shout.” With a gesture so expansive it threatens to unbalance him Charlie Lowell adds “Any of us.”

			“I hope she’s as happy as the rest of us,” Prue says, “your girlfriend.”

			“I don’t think she was too unhappy,” Paul says.

			“Watch out,” Teresa Littlewood tells him, “or maybe someone else will be cheering her up.”

			“I expect she’ll find a way to occupy herself,” Celia Banks says, and her bracelets slither down the arms she extends to him.

			What concern of theirs is Caren? Perhaps sensing Paul’s resentment, Tim Grisewell says “Don’t stop our lost lamb enjoying himself.”

			Paul takes a drink that seems to race straight to his brain. “I think I’ve had enough,” he says not much more clearly than the phone made Caren sound.

			“Plenty left to eat,” Jane Garstang says as if he hasn’t done her contributions to the buffet enough justice.

			“I think I’m finished there too.”

			“We’d best be trotting, then,” Tony Garstang says, “and let people go to their bed.”

			He might almost have reverted to policing to disperse a crowd. All around Paul guests raise their glasses to him before emptying them. “Here’s to maintaining our community,” Tony leads the room in saying, and the other guests echo the last two words. “We’ll be seeing you,” several tell Paul, and he also hears “Wonderful to have you back where you belong” and “We’ve never missed anyone so much.”

			He stumbles into the kitchen to empty his glass into the sink. “Sorry,” he more or less pronounces. “Should have asked if anybody wanted that.”

			“No shortage,” Winifred assures him. “We’re done if you are.” When he makes to help the Staveleys clear away she says “Leave all that for us. You’re the honoured guest.”

			“You’re in the room you always were,” Rafe says.

			“Be careful going up,” Adele reminds him.

			When he hooks the ring on the trapdoor above the upstairs landing, the attic bedroom lowers its ladder. He grips both uprights and steadies one foot on the lowest rung before stepping on the next one. He’s halfway up when the ladder wavers, unless that’s him or his vision if not a combination. He clings to the sides and stands both feet on a single rung as a preamble to venturing higher. As his head clears the doorway in the floor he hears a front door shut somewhere across the green, and then another.

			The room might be a museum of his youth. The shelves against the low wall beneath the angle of the roof display books from his childhood – studies of composers, an astronomical encyclopaedia, even school exercise books. There’s no dust on any of them. A quinquelateral fitted wardrobe and its twin nestle under the slanted ceiling on either side of the room, and his old bed lies low opposite the shelves. A wrapped bar of soap and a toothbrush in a packet rest on top of a fat towel and its little sibling, which are folded on a quilt stitched with stars. When did the Staveleys assume or decide he would be staying? Just now he’s only glad they did.

			While descending the ladder he’s even more cautious, since he can’t hold both uprights. The relentlessly blue bathroom – bath, sink, walls, cupboards – retains a faint scent of Adele’s spicy perfume. He leaves his toilet items once he has used them and clambers back into the loft, where he reminds himself of the view from the window. The white stone gleams dully across the green while its black counterpart consolidates the night and the remaining five keep any colours to themselves. He remembers how he used to think all the stones pointed out something he couldn’t see. For the moment he can’t even focus on the stars they might be indicating. He undresses and stumbles to the bed, where sleep engulfs him before he can judge whether he’s imagining the faintest trace of Adele’s scent in the room.
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