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Prologue

Dear Mrs Winchester,

I hope this letter finds you well. I have long been an admirer of yours, having studied your career, which took you from the vaulted concert halls of London to the studios of Hollywood, where you performed on numerous iconic film scores throughout the 1970s and ’80s. Yours has been an illustrious career and you are admired by aspiring violinists the world over, myself included.

I know that in this, your eighty-second year, you rarely venture far from your home in Shropshire, but I was hoping you’d grant me the honour of being able to interview you. I’m more than happy to visit you in your home to make things easier and more comfortable for you. I’m currently studying for my classical music MA at Liverpool University and as part of my course I’m developing my dissertation with you as the main subject. Like you, I come from a working-class home and endeavour to find a way to a more comfortable life through music.

I hope that you will consider taking me up on my offer as I would so love to speak with you and hear all about what inspired you to become a professional violinist and any obstacles you encountered along the way. You have led a most fascinating life.

I eagerly await your response.

Yours faithfully,

Daniel Layton
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Now

Connie Winchester waited. Within the jutting shape of the bay window in her lounge, she stood and peered out at her long driveway, dark beneath a pewter sky. The voice on the radio that morning had promised rain. Beneath the blue cable knit of her cardigan, Connie shivered. It was late August but felt more like mid-November. The week had been cold and damp.

Something skittered across the floor behind her. Sucking in a breath Connie turned, weary bones creaking. A flash of ginger and white disappeared through the open door which led to the hallway.

‘Urgh, Bach,’ Connie fretted through clenched teeth. Her loyal tom cat, who usually whiled away his days stretched out on the plump cushions of the maroon sofa, was unusually active. Turning back to the window, Connie wondered if he could sense her tension. The driveway remained empty. Unable to keep still, she turned to face the fireplace and the carriage clock upon the mantelpiece. It was set five minutes fast, just as Connie liked it. So the clock read five to nine. Which meant it was actually ten to.

‘A watched kettle …’ she muttered to herself, slippers scuffing against the carpet as she withdrew from the lounge and passed over the hallway, shuddering at the draught that always lingered along the stretch of tiles. The adjacent door was already ajar, clearly nudged open by Bach. Sure enough, as Connie entered the kitchen, he began to press himself against her legs, releasing his rocket engine purr. ‘Hush now. In a minute, greedy boy.’ She skirted around him, made for the countertop and checked for the fourth time that morning the state of her kettle. Full. The teapot – ready. Two teabags were inside, two matching cups and saucers neatly lined up beside it. And next to those a plate of the nicest biscuits Connie had in her cupboards. Fancy iced ones from M&S.

She was not accustomed to visitors. Not since she’d ceased performing and slipped first into obscurity and then old age. Her fingers began to move, pricking at the air. An ancient habit she’d thought she’d shed. Even bent and arthritic, her hands still knew how to move, the speed at which to pluck. Whenever Connie was stressed, she’d mentally revisit Beethoven’s Sonata No. 9. She’d dedicated her entire eighteenth summer to perfecting it. Back then her fingertips would drip red with blood and her back would be thick with sweat. But she’d been determined not just to learn it but to master it. Her mind played the melody like an old record slipping onto a dusty player. Sometimes she skipped a piece, but more often than not it played. Frantic and wonderful. And so woefully hard. Her fingers began to throb from the memory of it. Over and over, she had played while outside her dad mowed the grass, even as it burned brown, desperate to escape the house, her madness. Because that’s what it had been, hadn’t it? A descent into—

Bach mewled loudly. Now at his bowl, he nudged it with his soft pink nose then turned dark eyes up towards his mistress.

‘No,’ Connie told him sternly, fingers freezing where they were held mid-air. ‘We have a guest coming. You can wait.’ She used to swing her left arm as though still holding a bow, but now only her right wanted to reminisce. With each passing year she became stiffer and stiffer. Connie wondered if when death did come for her, she would have completely turned to stone.

The cat blinked at her, unimpressed. ‘I know,’ Connie said softly, abandoning the sonata, glancing again to the teacups. ‘It’s most rare to have a guest. It’s usually just you and me, old boy.’ At seventeen human years he was close to her in cat years. A distant sound. An engine, but not coming from Bach. This was no purr. Connie startled, nervously smoothed her crooked fingers down the front of her buttoned cardigan and tugged on the upper elastic of her long navy skirt.

She liked to be alone. Days spent reading and wandering around her garden with Bach, when he deigned to leave the house, suited her. It had been a decade since her last interview. And that had been a dull affair; a local paper wanting to revisit her glory days to tie in with the anniversary of one of the films she had performed on the score of. Connie had to admit that it was nice to go back, to remember how it felt to live beneath blue skies and always feel the sun on her face. The final article had been small, lost within the centre pages. Connie hadn’t even bothered to cut it out. She had so many scrapbooks full of stories, of her previous adventures.

‘So what made you come back to Shropshire?’ had been the kind-faced reporter’s final question. It was one Connie had faced many times. Few understood why she had ultimately chosen to swap the shine of Los Angeles for the subdued green of her home county. Connie had smiled softly at him. ‘I’ve had my time in the sun. Now I’m ready for a quieter life.’ It had felt right to come home. Connie had tried to stick an ocean between her and her past but that hadn’t been enough. Finally she accepted that it never would be.

Bach mewled again. Her visitor was approaching the front door. Connie steeled herself. Considered again how kind the letter had been. So many people had forgotten her, it felt nice to have her ego massaged, to feel like she still mattered. And he was on time. Connie flicked her gaze to the clock mounted on the kitchen wall to confirm as much. He was punctual. That was good. And like she had once been, Daniel Layton was a music student, clearly hungry to learn all he could about his chosen craft. Once Connie’s name had mattered in musical circles. Once she had commanded standing ovations whenever she picked up her violin and bow. But she wasn’t Connie Winchester then. She was Connie Lipman. So often that time in her life felt like a dream, distant yet just within reach. All she had to do was close her eyes and she was back there. Back in the sun, back with blood-stained fingers.
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Then

The alarm shrieks at half five. A shrill cry of metal on metal, which burrows deep into Connie’s dream and settles in her bones, rattling them. A new day. Same as all the others. Pressing the heels of her hands to her aching eyes before peeling back her thin green curtains, she looks up at a grey, stagnant sky. The row of terraces beneath it already puffing clouds of smoke, adding to the drab sheen that covers the street she lives on. The world she inhabits.

‘Come on.’ Barely two minutes have passed before the door creaks open, the imposing shape of her mother consuming the threshold. ‘You should be up and dressed by now, Connie. You’ll be late.’

Not that she ever is. The morning routine is too militant to allow even a shred of tardiness to creep in. The springs of the bed wheeze with relief as Connie gets up; even her slim hundred pounds are more than they can bear. She drags her thick blonde hair out of her face, traps it in a high ponytail and then pulls on her knee-length socks, grey. Pinafore, black. Blazer, navy. All of which were neatly laid out on the chair beneath the window sill the previous evening.

‘I don’t hear footsteps,’ her mother’s voice booms up the stairs. She’s already in the kitchen slopping lumpy porridge into a bowl and waiting for the hiss of the kettle.

‘Coming.’ The only mirror is in the bathroom so Connie dashes the length of the landing, pulls on the door and leans against the sink to check herself. Her silver eyes are as dull as the sky outside. She’s tired. Wrung out. And it’s only Tuesday.

‘Connie!’

When she rounds the top of the stairs, she sees her mother lured to the base, face stern. But the angry flush of her cheeks is comical against the crown of rollers framing her wide face, hands wedged against hips covered by the fabric of an apron. ‘Your breakfast is ready,’ she announces heatedly.

At the small table in the kitchen, surrounded by mustard walls and yellow gingham curtains, faded to almost white, Connie forces down the porridge, made marginally sweet by the scattering of sugar she placed atop it while it cooled.

‘I’ve packed your lunch.’ Her mother stomps over to the leather satchel slumped in the far corner by the back door. She peels back the top flap and drops in a paper bag, which lands with a crinkled thud against Connie’s notebooks. It will contain a single ham sandwich and an apple. Connie knows this. Because it is Tuesday. ‘And no dawdling getting the bus back tonight. I know you’ve got hockey but your dad is on lates.’ Her mother turns her back to her daughter to focus on the sink and the washing-up already mounting beside it. Connie is grateful for this as it permits her to roll her eyes. Her father being on the late shift at the local car factory means two weeks of slamming doors at ten at night when he leaves. And the brief slice of time she has at home in the mornings being spent in suspended silence. That is, if she is running late. Because he’d be home by six thirty, which was when she should be long gone, sitting on the stiff bench of a bus stop waiting to be whisked away to the other side of town. They were two ships passing in the night.

‘I’ll be at school while he sleeps,’ Connie noted as she placed down her spoon and reached for her waiting cup and saucer of tea. It was strong and sweet, just as she liked it.

‘Even so,’ her mother swivelled back towards the table, wiping damp hands against her apron, ‘take care to be quiet. And mind your manners with him, you know how he gets when he’s on lates.’

A roll of the eyes. ‘I saw that.’ Her mother glared, a finger raised and pointed at her daughter. She had eyes like still water; green swirled with blue. Always sharp. Always watching. Connie’s flinty, cool stare had been a gift from her father. Along with his lean frame, though she had her mother’s height, barely surpassing five feet. At night, after her bath, Connie would press herself against the closed door and stand on her tiptoes, stretching every fibre of her body until she thought they might snap like old elastic bands. She yearned to be tall and willowy like Sarah Clarke at school. She was just sixteen; there was still time to grow. Especially if she kept stretching, willing it.

‘If your dad had seen you rolling those damn eyes of yours, he’d have tanned your hide. Be lucky he’s not here.’ Her mother shifted the direction of both her finger and her stare towards the corner and the slumped satchel. ‘At least you’re ready with the hockey stick out, violin case too. That’s something.’

Connie lifted her head and looked at her belongings. Her stomach rolled at the sight of the curved stick, but the case next to it made her lips curl into a smile. And she remembered why she liked Tuesdays.

‘I still think it’s too much for you to be expected to carry.’ Her mother had returned to the washing-up.

She was right. Connie would have to sling the satchel across her front, prop the hockey stick beneath her arm and wedge the case against her back. But it would be worth it. Because at two that afternoon she’d be excused from double science to sit in the airy music room, which forever smelt like varnish and dust. And there she would remove her violin from the velvet interior. She’d raise it up, press her chin to the plastic rest, reach for the bow and be transported to—

‘Mind you don’t lose it,’ her mother was rattling on, ‘because we can’t possibly pay for a replacement and a condition of the grammar school is that you all play an instrument. Ridiculous if you ask me. What good can music do a girl like …’ Connie tuned her out, filled her head with the opening chords of the Devil’s Trill Sonata, one of her personal favourites. Because that was what the violin did for her. It transported her away from this world into a completely different one, one bright with colour. One without edges. One where she could be free.
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Now

‘Mrs Winchester,’ he said her name with a smile. And he was tidy. Connie surveyed him as he stood on her doorstep, flanked by neatly clipped topiary trees in terracotta pots, the boy, technically man, who had written the letter. But to Connie he felt like a boy. He was slim with black hair defying gravity above his forehead thanks to a generous application of gel. His opal skin was clear, tight across high cheekbones. And the jeans he wore clung to his slight frame, making him seem as though a stiff breeze might completely tip him over. To his side he hugged a satchel. Square in shape. Old in style. Vintage, Connie considered would be the phrase. A flicker of a memory skittered in her mind’s eye and then was gone, a mouse darting into a distant hole. Connie shuddered, told herself it was from the cold.

‘Come in, come in.’ The wind whipped across the step as she ushered him inside. He entered her hallway and then extended his hand.

‘I’m Daniel. Daniel Layton. It is truly a pleasure to meet you.’

Connie pressed her palm against his. He felt soft. Her skin was paper next to his. Brittle and prone to rip.

‘How do you do?’ Her cheeks ached angrily as she offered him a polite grin. Having visitors, in her home. This wasn’t Connie. Daniel was glancing around admiringly, noticing the framed pictures that hung on the walls the length of the hallway, neatly positioned between the floral swirls of wallpaper. He stepped away from her, approaching a large print in a gold gilded frame. In the image Connie was young, with eyes that sparkled even when captured in black and white. She was beside a man in a tuxedo and he was gripping an Academy Award.

‘Oh my goodness.’ Daniel glanced between the old woman and the photograph, reverently touching a finger to the glass. ‘I cannot believe I’m actually seeing this. Wasn’t this when you worked on—’

A meow. Shrill and demanding. They both glanced down and saw Bach strutting into the hallway, dark eyes peering up at the stranger in his home. He pressed against Daniel’s tight jeans, tail poker-straight. ‘Aw, is this your cat?’ The young man lowered himself to the ground with enviable ease. There, crouched, he gently massaged Bach’s head, the cat purring loudly, the sound rumbling out of him in waves.

‘Yes, this is Bach.’

‘Bach,’ Daniel repeated. There was a lilt to his voice. Something regional which Connie couldn’t quite place. ‘So you’ve answered one of my questions already.’

‘Oh?’

Daniel broke into a fresh smile as he peered up at Connie. ‘Favourite composer,’ he explained.

‘Ah.’ Connie nodded, unsure if it was ever fair to say she had a favourite composer. In her youth she would cycle through them as she cycled through men. There would be a flavour of the month but nothing lasted. Only her love for the violin endured.

Bach purred ever louder. ‘Tea?’ Connie offered, raising her voice.

‘Yes.’ Daniel gave an enthusiastic nod. ‘That would be lovely.’

Ten minutes later they were in the lounge, cups and saucers and an assortment of biscuits laid out on the coffee table. Daniel had insisted on carrying it all through for her.

‘Here, let me help.’ He’d nudged her out of the way, his vibrant energy dulling Connie, dwarfing any rebuttal she might have. And she had to admit it was nice to have help. To not have to carry her tea through across the hallway, counting the steps, watching her slipper-clad feet and fearing if she fell, she’d shatter more easily than the china.

‘So?’ Daniel had a notebook open in his lap, pen held in his left hand. He was on the sofa, his back to the bay window. And Connie was in her favourite armchair. Sipping from her tea she could see the sky darkening behind her guest. ‘Firstly, let me again thank you for agreeing to this interview.’

Connie couldn’t meet his gaze. Instead she looked towards the fireplace, to the carriage clock atop it steadily marking each passing second. She remembered buying it at a flea market in Los Angeles. Her throat had been sore from the revelries of the previous night and she’d not slept. In the salmon-pink dawn, she left her hotel and stalked the streets, too elated to sleep. By the time the sky was blue she’d found the market. And her clock. Using the single twenty-dollar bill on her person to buy it.

‘It’s a beautiful piece,’ the woman with a golden tan who looked after the stall told her with a smile that revealed rows of perfect teeth. Everyone in LA was golden. And perfect.

‘It is,’ she’d agreed shyly. And she so wanted it. Not because of its ornate marble curves, or its delicate roman numerals etched in gold. She wanted it because she wanted to try and capture time. That moment. That morning. When for the first time in what felt like an eternity she was happy, not just pretending to be. She’d managed to exist beyond the music, something she never thought would be possible. Not since—

‘I am such an admirer of your work.’

Connie blinked at Daniel, disorientated after being removed from her train of thought.

‘I know I said as much in my letter,’ he continued brightly, tapping his pen against his notepad.

‘Are you studying the violin?’ Connie’s attention shifted to the far corner, beyond the sofa, at the edge of the bay window where her old case was propped up, never far from her side.

‘We’re not here to talk about me, Mrs Winchester.’ His smile, so bright, so easy, lit up the room despite the dullness of the day. ‘This morning is all about you.’

Leaning forward, she lowered her cup and saucer onto the table, hoping Daniel didn’t notice the tremor in her hands. ‘Please,’ she slowly leaned back, clasping her fingers together and resting them in her lap, ‘call me Connie.’
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