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The artist was here again this morning. Chaz. That’s what he calls himself.  

‘Chaz!’ I say as he comes in the door.

He’s delighted. ‘You knew it was me.’

I couldn’t mistake him – his step soft, a foot that could change its mind. That and the snuffle, you can tell a person by a snuffle or a cough as well as by words. 

Marge and the other carers don’t have hesitant feet, they breenge in, pressing their voices against me. Loud like someone else is listening, even though deaf is the one thing I’m not.

‘How’s our Euan? Time for your breakfast. Porridge today!’

Even when I know things maybe aren’t right with her, Marge will still act cheery for me, they all do. Putting sighs aside. Making the day happen, carrying me with it. Marge tells me a different joke every morning in her sandpaper voice. They’re all in a book her nephew gave her. Our breakfast yolk, she calls it.

None of them talk the way my mother does. Did.

There’s a photograph of me and Lindsay and Mum by my bed. When Marge tidies she always picks it up and says my mother’s got ‘some style’, but what she means is that it isn’t a style she’d go about in herself. 

It was Marge told me Mum died. Last week it was. Wednesday. She kept her voice soft that time. She said Lindsay said there was no need for me to come to the funeral.

The artist has been visiting for a couple of months. I hoped he would tell me about paintings. Paintings sound like wonderful things. My mother used to describe the paintings in our old house to me - forests and mountains and ships in peril on the sea. All that in a flat square no bigger than a tray. But Chaz said he wasn’t that kind of artist, said what he wanted to make was an intervention. I wasn’t sure what he meant. Something just for me, he said. He kept asking questions about what I liked, about what I did in the day, what I listened to. It was hard to give him answers because I don’t like talking as much as other people do. I’m not comfortable with it. I’d rather listen.

Not long ago, Chaz brought his intervention with him. He taped it to the arm of my wheelchair. The side where my good hand is. It was a little box with a button on top, a rubbery button that feels good under my fingers. This is what he has made for me. There’s a little wiggly thing underneath the rubber. You press down to select, forward to search, back to rewind. That sends a signal to a bigger box on top of my chest of drawers. All my music is in there, and it has a radio. He brought in a new headrest for my chair too, with speakers inside it. 

‘How’s it going?’ asks Chaz now.

‘Good. Good,’ I say. I want to tell him more. I want to tell him that I can work it fast now, slipping from station to station, flying from file to file – Mozart and the weather forecast and somebody on a phone complaining – so that they link together, all these voices and noises until something wonderful happens and a bit of Abba and a bit of Schubert manage to join up on the same note, or two people on different stations say the same thing, and I’m the one who stitched them together. But it’s too hard to try and explain a thing like that.

‘Is the sound good?’

‘Yea. Yea’ I say, and he makes a satisfied sound.

It is good. It’s so clear I can hear the guitarist tapping his foot on the floor, the intake of breath before the singer lets it out filled with song, the creak and give of chairs under bottoms. It’s amazing what’s in there, behind the music. The things that aren’t supposed to be there, that you get on maybe the third or fourth listen, someone dropping a drumstick, or the mist of breath on the microphone making the voice damp. Once I heard a kiss. Right in the middle of a harp solo. I’m not sure who kissed who, but two violins had just stopped playing.

 Chaz says he has brought me some more tracks, ones he’s made himself.

‘Some of them are from a while back. Remember I said I went to see your Mum? Back in the summer. But, you know, if this isn’t appropriate, like, just say. If it’s too soon.’

I said nothing.

‘You know the way people have photo albums for memories?’ says Chaz, ‘I thought I’d try and make you a sound album. There’s noises from your Mum’s house in here, and some music, and, eh … your mother. Reading a story. It’s all bit messy yet, I didn’t have time to edit the ins and outs … but tell me what you think. Okay, Euan?’

I didn’t hear Chaz go. I was thinking about the old house.
That was where I lived when I was little, with my mother and sister. It’s on the coast, and the air smells different every day. Then I moved here, on the edge of the city. Mum said it would be better for me, and for the first while I just went back to the old house on weekends. That house was breezy and creaky and you could hear the outdoors through open windows – birds in hedges, waves of cars in daytime, the lapping of water at night. This house I live in now is sealed and warm, too warm, sometimes, and it smells of carpet. Except for the bathrooms, which smell of bleach.

Every weekend, Mum had what she called our ‘private soirée’. She played music and I was her accompanist. She’d lift me out of my chair and lie me down on the rug by the fire, my back warmed by it, the cool draft from under the door running over my front. She put a little African drum down by my chest, and curled my arm round to meet it. Snap went the catches of her cello case and the velvet lining let the instrument go with a dry suck. 

‘I’m no Jacqueline du Pré’, she used to say. But my mother was better than all the records in the world. Her music was music in three dimensions. It wasn’t just your ears, but your whole body that it came in through. When I caught her rhythm, I’d aim for the sweet spot in the middle of the drum skin, the throaty swallow of it strange against the buzz of her sawing and the light jingle of her glass bangles, the ones she bought in India before I was born. Life had no edges for the time the music lasted. I was part of it, and I was wrapped in it. 

Between tunes my mother knelt on the floor beside me, feeding up the fire with coal or coaxing it on with the bellows if it had died down during a long piece. She’d lean over to stroke my hair, both of us gathering ourselves to start again. I’m never sure what is happiness. That might have been it, that time between things.

But lots of times the door of the room flew open, banging against the wall and Lindsay’s feet would slap across the floorboards, complaining about some emergency or injury. She wasn’t supposed to come in during our soirée, but she always did, at least once, stepping on me in her eagerness to reach our mother. She was only little.

If Mum had to leave the room and go with Lindsay, she’d wind up one of her music boxes and put it beside me for company. I’d draw my hand to it, and the tick and spin inside made it feel there was a living thing in there, a buzzy creature inside a box, tinkling Yellow Rose of Texas or Edelweiss, while I followed the sound of my mother’s bangles and soft shoes moving through the house.

I got bigger as years went on, and mother got smaller. 

‘No more cakes for us,’ she’d say. By the time I was sixteen, she needed help to lift me from the chair. After Lindsay left home, she had no help, and I stopped going to the old house. Mother couldn’t bring her cello here, but sometimes, when she visited, she’d take a music box from her bag and I’d name it from the sound of the tune, and hold it while she stroked my head. The moment her hand touched my forehead was like water running down through me slowly.

I didn’t listen to the tracks that Chaz brought for a few weeks. Thinking about the old house made me a bit down. I stopped listening to talk – to news and traffic reports and even songs with words. I listened to a lot of Bach. The cello ones.

Bach isn’t jolly music but it’s not sad either. It makes shapes and patterns, gives you something to hold to when you don’t want to go somewhere else with your mind, like a rope guiding you in the darkness. Not lost, just following a path. Like how Mother used to walk her fingers slowly up one of my arms, then across my shoulders, then down the other arm to the middle of my palm. I can feel her there just by thinking.

But one quiet day I pressed the button forward until I found the new tracks. They started with Chaz snuffling, then saying the name of my old house and the date. I could tell he was in the living room – the tick of that mantelpiece clock, the whiffle of the fire. 

I used to think that being able to see meant everything came in your eyes all at once. But people say things like I didn’t notice him standing there. It’s as if there’s a first pass at looking. A few things stand out, things that want your notice, but it’s not the whole story. Hearing is a bit like that. There’s the upfront stuff, and then there’s all the rest, the background, the hidden details. 

One of the tracks has Mum reading a story – Juno, the Summer Elf, a kid’s story really, but I think she liked it herself – she used to read it a lot. At the end, Chaz thanks her. There’s a pause then, and my mother says,

‘Do you think he’ll like that?’ 

And even though she’s got her polite voice on for Chaz, there’s a bit of a laugh in it too, like she’s remembering the fun we used to have, the two of us. It’s my favourite bit, and I rewind and listen about five times before I notice there’s something else there, something that happens in the pause.

I strain my ears. I block out the bits I already know. It’s other voices. Two voices, muffled, and I realise that’s because they’re outside the door of the living room, out in the hallway. I run it again and again. 

My name is the first thing I recognise. Euan. Everyone knows their name better than anything. One person says something, then there’s a kind of hissy noise from the other, and my name at the end. The volume won’t go up any more. Rewind. Play. Rewind.

And suddenly I have it. It’s Mrs Myers, who lives next door, and then my sister Lindsay.

Mrs Myers is wanting something.

‘ …just for a minute,’ she says.
‘Sssssh!’ says Lindsay, then a few words I can’t make out, then, 

‘…for Euan.’ 

Then my mother’s voice blasts in, drowning my sister. 

I rewind three times. for Euan. for Euan. For Euan. It’s the way she says it. The same voice as you might say ‘for his Excellency’. Someone high and precious. Not being sarcastic at all. 

There’s not many people could’ve heard that. I bet Chaz didn’t. Bionic Ears, that’s what Marge calls me sometimes. 

Another track has just the music boxes on it. Sharp little plucks and a steady whirr. Needle music. That’s what I’m listening to when I hear a step in the doorway that I don’t recognise. 

It’s only when she comes close and says hello that I know it’s Lindsay. Her feet slower and heavier than they used to be. She sits down beside me and asks what I’m listening to.

‘Closer,’ I say, and she puts her head near mine, next to the speakers in the headrest. There’s a brush of hair on my cheek.

‘Is that from home?’

Lindsay leans her chin on my shoulder and we listen together to Yellow Rose of Texas. Lindsay usually talks more than this. I press the button forward and scroll to my mother reading.

‘Juno, Juno, what will you croon-o? 

Under the dib dob moon...’

Lindsay lets out a kind of wheeze, then another one, like someone is squeezing her round the middle. She sounds like the bellows from the old house. Mother tells the story and my shoulder grows wet. Then it’s the end and I press the button twice to pause it. 

Lindsay raises her head from my shoulder.

‘Play it again, Euan. Please?’

I pull the button back to rewind, then press to play. My sister puts her heavy head on my chest.
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