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IN THE KEY
 OF GENIUS

Adam Ockelford was born in Nottingham in 1959, grew up on the Isle of Wight, and, when he left school, studied at the Royal Academy of Music in London. It was at this time, in the late 1970s, that he first started working with blind children, including those with additional disabilities. He was fascinated by just how musical many of them seemed to be. Trying to understand how these young people could ‘hear’ and understand music so effectivelyled him to develop a theory of how music makes sense –not just to them, but to all of us – a theory for which he was awarded a PhD by London University in 1993, and that has since been published in a number of academic journals and books.

But Adam believes that theories are of little value unless they’re put into practice, and he continues to work with a number of the young people – now adults – whom he first started to teach over twenty years ago, including Derek.

Adam is Professor of Music at Roehampton University; Secretary of the Society for Education, Music and Psychology Research; Chair of ‘Soundabout’, an Oxford-based charity that supports music provision for children with complex needs; and founder of The AMBER Trust, which provides bursaries for blind and partially sighted children to have music lessons.


Affectionately dedicated to

Winifred Daly

(‘Nanny’)

1914–1997
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Opening Notes

Iglanced again at the diminutive figure on my right, shock of blond hair weaving incessantly from side to side with the rhythmic rocking of his head; fingers pressed so hard into his eye sockets that the globes bulged outwards from behind their lids; thumbs stuffed comfortingly (yet somehow disturbingly) deep into his mouth. He looked strangely unfamiliar in a loose white silk shirt (specially bought for the occasion), cummerbund held up with hidden safety pins, shortened dress-suit trousers and small patent leather shoes. Not for the first time that day, the whole idea of what was about to happen seemed utterly ridiculous – crazy that so much should rest on the whim of this unpredictable boy, whose weird antics usually seemed so diverting, charming even, but which now seemed only to be courting disaster. What would happen if he refused to play? Or played the wrong piece? Or, perhaps most bizarre of all, chose to play in a different key from the one the orchestra was expecting? What would happen if he just kept playing and wouldn’t stop?

I tried to quell the feeling of panic rising within me... yet in truth Derek was capable of all these things and worse. Again, I could hear Lina’s words ringing in my ears: who was I to expose him to possible humiliation on such a spectacular scale? And all this without his consent (for Derek could have had no idea of what agreeing to take part would entail). Who was I to put him on such a public pedestal from which he could so easily fall? Contemplating Derek once more, engrossed in his inner world, I was at least clear about one thing: the only person feeling the pressure at that moment was me. Derek was blissfully unaware that the world’s media had been closing in on him over the past few days and were about to subject his efforts to the closest scrutiny.

‘Nanny,’ said Derek, as elliptically as ever, being still for a moment.

‘Yes, Nanny’s sitting in the audience, waiting to hear you play,’ I batted back, unthinkingly decoding what he meant, concentrating on making my voice sound a good deal calmer than I felt. I didn’t want him to pick up on my nerves – but he was excited all right, and I knew it.

‘You will play very well.’

I was, of course, familiar with Derek’s eccentric use of pronouns.

‘I hope you do, Derek – everyone will be listening! They’re really looking forward to it.’

A pause, and then: ‘“Call me Irresponsible”.’

‘Yes, “Call me Irresponsible” first, then “L-O-V-E” – with the orchestra.’

We were interrupted by a knock on the door.

‘This is it,’ I thought, and then aloud, ‘Come in!’

But it was a stranger – yet another stranger with a camera – just like the many strangers who’d been assailing us all day. I’d thought that our dressing room was off limits.

‘One more photo?’

Despite my irritation at this invasion of our privacy at a time when I just had to keep Derek calm, there was something in the man’s tone that was friendly, persuasive, not threatening, just doing his job.

‘OK, OK, quick then.’

‘Playing the piano?’

There was a small upright in the dressing room, but this was the last thing I wanted, with Derek primed and ready to go with his first piece. If he played ‘Call me Irresponsible’ now, then the Philharmonia might get more (or less) than they had bargained for when Derek got on stage.

But the photographer was already ushering us into position, somehow mindful of the fact that Derek couldn’t see.

Easier to go with the flow... couldn’t risk making a scene now.

‘How about “The Entertainer”, Derek, like George Shearing?’ I said, quietly wresting back the initiative.

Without even seeming to check where the first notes were, Derek was off: fluently, cheekily in a jaunty up-tempo version of the Joplin number that owed little to the Shearing legacy. His fingers, so childishly contorted only minutes before, miraculously unfurled and began darting irrepressibly up and down the keyboard, as much in the air as on the notes, leaping over wide intervals with uncanny accuracy. Then, without warning, there were new chords, a jazzy rhythm; belatedly, Shearing had arrived. But no sooner had the master made his presence felt than Derek shoved him irreverently off the keyboard – his keyboard – with cascades of brilliant, shimmering scales, his fingers consuming the notes beneath them with an insatiable appetite for sound.

The photographer, seasoned from capturing a thousand of life’s oddities and extremes, shook his head. ‘How old d’you say he was?’

‘Nine.’

He listened for a couple of moments more, then a shrug of the shoulders, a couple of clicks, and he was done. Very efficient. A nod to me and a hand on Derek’s shoulder.

‘Good luck,’ and he was gone as quickly as he had arrived.

‘Good luck, indeed,’ I thought, wondering whether I should have been more assertive in shielding Derek from this untimely attention. I never dreamt that this one last photograph, franchised within hours to newspapers across the world, would do more than anything else to put Derek’s face, his achievements and maybe even a little of his spirit in front of countless millions of people, from Liverpool to Hamburg, Cape Town to Beijing, Melbourne to Tokyo. But that was still in the future, and for now my mind was fully preoccupied with the present, not daring to think beyond the next few minutes.

I became aware that Derek had finished his version of ‘The Entertainer’ and had retreated into himself once more. I put my hand gently on his arm, making contact but without wishing to trespass into his inner world. Again, I reflected on the day’s events. The trip to the Barbican Centre from SW19, hot and sticky from the sweltering summer heat in the car. No air-conditioning. Traffic. Noise. Fumes. Sweat trickling down my back. A heavy feeling of nausea. Radio 3 to keep Derek occupied.

At last we arrive, but nowhere to park. Driving round and round as aimlessly as my thoughts. Finally, a space, and no choice but to leave our sudorific cocoon. A short walk. Which door? Where do we have to go? Then all at once, I am leading Derek into the concert hall. He is jerking to and fro like a toy on a spring, excited without knowing why, quite beyond explanations or understanding.

‘Derek!’ ‘Derek!’ ‘Over here, Derek!’ From no-where, the flashes of countless cameras. The lights bounce off Derek’s face unnoticed, but he is alive to the voices. Strange voices, demanding voices, pushing, jostling. Conductor at war with the TV producer. ‘Must have an interview now’... ‘Need to rehearse’... ‘I insist!’... ‘I insist!’... ‘No!’ Raised voices. Another butts in. It’s News at Ten. Derek squeezes my hand tight. I hadn’t reckoned on this.

There’s no escape until, finally, someone leads us to the sanctuary of the dressing room – ‘Derek Paravacinni’ scrawled on a piece of card on the door in felt pen. Spelt incorrectly as usual. George Melly’s sign is on the door next to Derek’s. No mistake there. (Nanny later removes both cards to keep as souvenirs.) On our own at last. Deceptive calm. A sandwich and a bottle of water arrive, but Derek is not interested in food or drink. And then the wait. I long for a walk to break the tension, but don’t want to tangle with the media again.

After an eternity, Nanny arrives. Gets Derek changed. Her stubby fingers, awkward with age, struggle with the safety pins. He has to look perfect. This is her part in the whole enterprise, the raison d’être of her autumn years. My bow tie comes in for some attention too. Last goodbyes. A kiss for ‘Bumpy’ (as Derek is known); an unspoken expectation of me that he will come up with the goods.

Another period of heavy silence, then at last a knock on the door. It’s time.

‘Come on, Derek.’ I take his hand.

Out into the corridor; Derek is rocking again. He can hear the orchestra now and he starts to skip along. He trips up the first step on to the stage – surely he’ll fall flat on his face if he doesn’t concentrate.

‘Derek!’ I hiss. He stills momentarily. My heart is pounding in my head. Carefully, one stair at a time, we make our way up into the wings. Suddenly the orchestra is upon us, so close that you could reach out and touch the backs of the rearmost violinists. Powerfully, professionally, perfectly, the music drives forward to its climax. What are we doing here? Derek listens intently. Now his world is there before him. Thunderous applause. Derek jumps and lets out a squeal of excitement. My head is spinning. The compère is saying something, but I can hear only a jumble of words. He looks expectantly in our direction. Derek can’t wait to move.

We stumble forward together, a gawky couple. I try to appear confident, but it’s difficult to see with the lights glaring and I can’t think straight. I help Derek on to the piano stool, awkward in the knowledge that our every move is being followed by hundreds of pairs of curious eyes. He looks absurdly small and vulnerable sitting there, with the huge grand piano in front of him, legs dangling over the pedals. I sit down on the empty chair beside him. The conductor turns to me questioningly and raises his baton. In the audience, a subdued shuffling, murmuring and a final clearing of the throat are hastily squeezed into an expectant silence. I glance at Derek. He is visibly trembling with anticipation, twisting his fingers into knots. I look back at the conductor and nod. A silent upbeat, then the first hushed chord from the strings.

Derek’s hands move inexorably towards his eyes.

Another chord sounds.

I will him to come in, but the sickening realisation dawns that he hasn’t even felt to find where the keyboard is.

Derek slowly starts to rock forward.

I can’t bear to look and my eyes close involuntarily.

In the darkness, time stands still.

There is nothing I can do.

For the first time in his life, he is completely on his own.


Chapter One

Fight for Survival

Mary Ann lay absolutely still, silently praying that she had been mistaken. She allowed her gaze to fall on the clock beside her hospital bed and watched intently as the second hand traced a complete circle. Nothing. She started to relax. Another minute passed – 2 a.m. exactly, she noticed. Then suddenly, without warning, the pain was back, more urgent this time, unmistakable. Mary Ann groaned aloud, as much out of despair as discomfort, and fumbled for the bell push.

She sensed that the climax to a difficult six months (and a terrible week) was near. For the last seven days, doctors had battled to prevent her going into premature labour. But now it seemed, after only twenty-six weeks, she was about to lose the twins – her second such loss in recent years. Sadness mingled with anger dissolved into fear as she heard the nurse call for help.

She felt an overwhelming sense of powerlessness amid the frantic activity that followed. Doctors, midwives and nurses appeared from nowhere, it seemed: two teams, one for each baby. There was even an anaesthetist. In a moment of troubled lucidity, Mary Ann wondered how they had managed to assemble so quickly in the middle of the night: they must have known that something was about to happen. But what was the point? What was the point? This was 1979, and she knew all too well that no baby fourteen weeks premature had ever survived in the Royal Berks.

The pains grew in frequency and intensity. At one stage, partly hidden behind the knot of white coats, to the left-hand side of the room, Mary Ann caught sight of two incubators, standing empty. A huge, sustained contraction engulfed her. And another. Within moments, the first baby was out: a limp, pitiful scrap of humanity. Quickly, clear her airway, see if she will breathe. So it was the girl. A hazy memory stirred: girls fare better than boys. So if either baby were going to make it, this would surely be the one.

Mary Ann, her eyes still closed following the final exertion, couldn’t bear to look. No one said anything, though she was aware of the frenzied drama being enacted before her. Despite herself, she listened intently. No sounds of life penetrated the controlled but increasingly desperate bustle. Not a cry. Not a murmur. Nothing. Finally, the room became quiet. Keeping her eyes shut, Mary Ann could imagine the knowing looks exchanged by the medical staff.

Too devastated to react, she sank back into a torpor. Her physical respite was short-lived, however, interrupted by the first of another series of contractions. These were weaker, though, demanding less of her than before, and the second baby was delivered with unnatural ease. This time Mary Ann knew straight away that the situation was futile and she dared to watch as a pitifully small shrimp of a child was held up – scarcely bigger than the doctor’s hand. She couldn’t believe just how tiny the little boy was. Floppy, lifeless. Yet perfect. Her heart ached unbearably. Gently he was laid to rest next to his sister.

‘I’m so sorry.’

The doctor’s eyes were kind, but clearly there was nothing he could do.

There was an awkward silence as Mary Ann struggled to frame a response. In the end she said nothing and the doctor turned slowly away, while the nurses started the miserable process of cleaning and tidying things up. No one spoke. There was nothing to say. For Mary Ann, this was the lowest point in her life. Another two children lost. Her hopes and dreams snuffed out.

But something interrupted her melancholy train of thought. Yes, there it was: the faintest of whimpers. She held her breath, aware that everyone else in the room had also stopped to listen. A pause, then there it was again: the tiniest of muffled squeaks. Now all attention turned to the two babies. And as they watched, miraculously, the boy’s matchstick ribs perceptibly rose and fell.

The doctor looked back to Mary Ann, a new urgency in his eyes. ‘What do you want us to do?’

Her voice, though weak, was decisive. ‘Go with it,’ she replied, then fell back, exhausted.

The staff, who had been putting things away in ghastly slow motion, were galvanised into action. Quickly but carefully the baby was placed in one of the incubators, which was hurriedly wheeled out of the room.

‘They’re taking him to the special-care unit,’ a nurse informed Mary Ann. ‘We’ll let you know how he gets on.’

But the prognosis was poor. The hospital lacked the specialist neonatal intensive-care facilities that babies of such prematurity needed in order to survive the critical first few weeks and within the hour the hospital chaplain had christened him. Hastily, names had been chosen that reflected something of his distinguished lineage: ‘Derek’ after his maternal grandfather (Derek Parker-Bowles, who had died a couple of years earlier); ‘Nicolas’ after his father; and ‘Somerset’ after a paternal great-grandfather, Somerset Maugham.

It wasn’t until the afternoon of the same day – 26 July – that Mary Ann was well enough to take a good look at D.N.S.P., her second son. She peered in through the clear plastic lid of the incubator. There he was, lying face down on a small blue mattress. He was dwarfed by a tiny nappy, from the bottom of which two miniature pink feet poked out, no bigger than the tips of her fingers. The nappy reached halfway up Derek’s back, which was then bare to his neck. Through his thin, translucent skin, thread-like veins were visible. Tubes and wires from an alarming array of machines disappeared into bandages in his arms and up his nose. His eyes were shut, just like a newborn kitten, Mary Ann thought. She noticed a wisp of curly blond hair poking out from underneath a white woollen cap.

‘Good afternoon. Sister Walker.’ An assertive though kindly woman’s voice cut through her preoccupation. ‘You must be Mrs Paravicini. Welcome to Buscot Ward. And what do you think of your new son?’

Mary Ann started to answer, but by now Sister Walker was in the groove: ‘He’s a record breaker! The smallest we’ve ever had – just over 700 grammes.’ She smiled. ‘He keeps us on our toes, don’t you, Derek?’ she said, glancing down at him fondly. ‘Every now and then he forgets to breathe, so I have to remind him!’

Mary Ann wondered how on earth someone who was barely sentient could be reminded to breathe. The answer wasn’t long in coming. Looking closely at Derek again, she became aware that his back had stopped its rhythmical rise and fall, and one of the machines began emitting a loud, continous beep.

‘Derek!’ exclaimed Sister Walker in a jump-lead voice that startled him back into action.

Mary Ann felt suddenly weak and muttered something about returning to bed. This knife-edge existence was more than her nerves could bear. Surely it was just a matter of time before the end came.

But it didn’t. Not that day, nor the next, nor the ones that followed. Every morning, Mary Ann or Derek’s father, Nic, would come for the first visit of the day to see him in the special baby unit, fully expecting to be greeted with bad news. Every morning, though, Derek was still there; and on each occasion he was a little stronger and his prospects seemed a little brighter.

One of the most touching aspects of Derek’s care was his feeding regime. A small amount of milk was carefully collected from other mothers on the ward, before being mixed and refrigerated, then sent off site to be sterilised. On its return it was warmed and fed straight into Derek’s stomach through a tube, since he was unable to swallow. He also received blood from Mary Ann that followed a similarly circuitous route. It took only a matter of moments to draw a small amount from her arm, which was then rushed off to a unit in Oxford for sterilisation. On its return, that same small quantity – so precious to Derek – took two hours to infuse into his arm.

The most difficult part of Derek’s care, though, was monitoring his oxygen levels. This could only be done by pricking one of his fingers and removing a single drop of blood for testing. Inevitably, this painstaking, painful procedure took time, so it was impossible to prevent his ‘sats’ swinging up and down uncontrollably. At the time, the family were not aware of the physiological effects that these fluctuations were having, though the medical staff, of course, knew all too well. Best, they thought, not to worry Nic and Mary Ann at this stage, though, when the faint flicker of hope in their hearts was starting to take hold, despite their conscious attempts to suppress it.

In the middle of his second week, however, disaster struck when Derek contracted a chest infection. More tubes were inserted as he was ventilated to keep him alive. On three terrible occasions, the cardiac monitor went completely still as Derek’s heart – only the size of a grape – gave up the unequal struggle, and each time desperate efforts were made to resuscitate him.

Against all the odds, he pulled through. As the nursing staff’s own written account puts it: ‘Derek was determined to be a survivor.’ Their record shows that he was in hospital for a total of thirteen weeks, during which time there were increasingly more ‘ups’ than ‘downs’. At two months he took his first sip of milk from a bottle, although the nasal feeding tube remained in place for some time afterwards. Then, on 25 October, the momentous day arrived when Derek was deemed fit to be discharged. He weighed just over two kilograms and was effectively still three weeks premature.

It was at this point, although of course Derek didn’t know it, that one of the most influential people in his life moved centre stage. Derek clearly needed someone very special to look after him and, in the family’s view, there was only one person for the job. Miss Winifred Daly, known to readers of the Sunday Times as ‘Nanny Parker-Bowles’, but to all her friends, acquaintances and complete strangers alike simply as ‘Nanny’, was summoned back from her retirement flat in the Peabody Estate, Hammersmith to the family home in Warfield, near Ascot.

At a little over five feet tall, Nanny was not someone with whom Fate would tangle lightly. She was conviction personified: Nanny didn’t think things, she knew them. She was the rock of good-natured, down-to-earth assurance that Mary Ann and her brothers, Andrew, Simon and Rick, had relied on as children in the 1940s and 1950s. Now, quite unexpectedly, at the age of sixty-five, her career was given a new lease of life: the start of an Indian summer that she did not regret for one moment in the challenging years that followed, despite the many times when Derek would have caused her to scratch her head, had such a thing been decorous through her blue rinse. She was a woman of deep faith and, as far as she was concerned, Derek’s survival was God’s will: while He had attended spiritually to things over the past three months, it was now down to Nanny to take care of matters temporal.

She wasted no time. ‘For goodness’ sake, Mary Ann, you can’t let him out of the hospital with only that on!’ – pointing to his little white cardigan. ‘He’ll catch his death.’ She reached for a blanket. Never had Nanny wrapped up a baby so tightly against the autumn chill in the air.

It was strange having Derek at home after such a long time of seeing him only in hospital. He still seemed ridiculously tiny, Mary Ann mused, on the lap of his nine-year-old sister Libbet as she was allowed to hold him briefly under Nanny’s watchful gaze in the nursery. Libbet had been longing to see him and hold him and play with him, having only had tantalising glimpses of her new brother in the Polaroid photographs that had been taken in the hospital and propped up on the mantelpiece. And now here he was, asleep, his head in the crook of her arm, little pink face still screwed up like a flower bud, not yet completely unfurled. He was so irresistible that she simply couldn’t take her eyes off him.

It was a few days, though, before Nanny would allow the family’s three dogs, Tay the black Labrador, Nic’s whippet Hattie, and Nina the old Jack Russell, to satisfy their curiosity and give the newcomer a proper sniff. Nonetheless, the trio made their presence felt, barking more vociferously than ever if anyone should approach the house or the scrunch of tyres was heard on the long gravel drive, instinctively protecting the newest and most vulnerable member of their pack. Tom, the tabby cat, seemed more vocal too, pining for his usual share of attention. It was a long time before Nanny would trust him to go near Derek. Whenever someone opened the side door next to the nursery, a faint smell of the stables wafted in, and there was the regular clatter of hooves in the yard from one or more of the many horses that played such a big part in life at North Lodge Farm in those days: a mixture of finely bred polo ponies, racehorses and resting army mounts, though none had more affection bestowed upon it than the children’s own pony Bootsie, an ancient strawberry roan.

Nanny wondered how Derek would react to this blooming, buzzing world of rich and varied sensations after knowing only the sterile environment of the special baby care unit. Surely he would be anxious or restive, missing the safe and comfortable confines of his hospital cot? But Derek seemed to take all the fresh experiences in his stride and to be perfectly content in his new home.

Strangely content, Nanny thought as, later on that first evening, she switched off the light in his bedroom. She had made up a bed next to his cot so that she could attend to him in the night whenever she was needed. Now she viewed her new charge fondly as her eyes gradually grew accustomed to the dim light. He was already peacefully asleep, and little by little she felt able to relax.

Over the next few days, Derek’s life gradually settled into a new routine: an unvarying daily pattern of sleeping, feeding, being changed and gently stimulated in what at first were three-hour cycles. Every afternoon, weather permitting, there was a short walk outside in the pram so that he could benefit from the fresh country air. Most evenings there were visitors, family and friends, all keen to see Derek and remark on what a miracle his survival had been, how small he still was and so good-natured! And how was Nanny? What was it like, starting again with a new baby at her age?

‘You’re only as old as you feel,’ Nanny would say, somewhat stiffly, and Derek’s arrival had certainly charged her with a new vitality. A glorious feeling of warmth permeated her whole being, and she felt a fresh sense of purpose and a youthful energy that she thought had deserted her years before.

Duty done, the visitors were ushered out and it was bedtime. Derek always slept well, for which Nanny was thankful, though he still seemed wholly unconcerned about the dark, which continued to puzzle her. One night, when he was obviously still awake, she deliberately switched the light back on and then off again. As ever, there was no response. Once more, on and off. Nothing.

‘Mary Ann!’ Despite her ever-present composure, Nanny couldn’t disguise the anxiety in her voice. ‘Mary Ann! I think there’s something wrong with Derek’s eyes.’

‘Nonsense!’ Mary Ann came upstairs, though, and turned the light back on so she could scrutinise her young son for herself. There he was, lying with his eyes open, contentedly looking at the ceiling, or so it seemed to her. She waved her hand in front of his face. He didn’t react. She tried again, her hand closer this time. Still no reaction.

‘Derek!’ she said apprehensively, and at last he did respond, startling to the sudden sound of her voice.

Both women looked at each other, though neither said anything.

Eventually, Nanny turned and switched off the light. ‘Come on,’ she said, ‘we’ll phone the doctor in the morning.’

It was two long weeks before the family’s worst suspicions were confirmed. Nic and Mary Ann had to take Derek to London’s Moorfields Eye Hospital to be seen by a paediatric ophthalmologist. He would have to be examined under anaesthetic, a distressing prospect. But the examination didn’t take long, and afterwards the consultant came straight to the point: ‘I’m sorry to tell you that your child is blind.’

A stunned silence followed. Nic glanced at Mary Ann, his mind reeling. He had been hoping that Nanny and Mary Ann had somehow been mistaken.

‘Can anything be done?’

‘I’m afraid not.’ And the doctor proceeded to give a technical explanation of what had happened to Derek’s eyes during those long days in the incubator. He had developed a condition called retrolental fibroplasia (today known as retinopathy of prematurity or ‘RoP’). This had resulted from the uncontrolled levels of oxygen in his blood, which had caused certain vessels in Derek’s eyes to grow abnormally. These had damaged Derek’s retinas – the thin, light-sensitive films at the backs of his eyes.

Nic wanted to ask another question, but the consultant was in full flow.

Normally, the retina was made up of over a hundred million receptors called ‘rods’ and ‘cones’, which sent messages down the optic nerves to the brain. In Derek’s case, however, the retinas had become detached as a result of the scarring...

Nic interrupted him. He had to know. ‘So there really is no hope at all?’

The consultant met Nic’s gaze with some difficulty. ‘No. I’m sorry.’ He paused briefly, then added, ‘I’ll register him today.’

Register him? The words hung balefully in the air. What did the doctor mean, exactly? But it was clear that their son, who had fought so hard to survive, was to be disabled for the rest of his life. It was too much to take in. Nic couldn’t look at Mary Ann. Somehow, they found their way out of the room and met up with Nanny who had been waiting with Derek as he came round from the anaesthetic.

The drive home through the London rush hour seemed interminable, the gloomy silence in the car broken only by the bustle of the traffic outside. Nanny listened intently to Mary Ann’s fractured account of what had been said. Stoical as ever, she had already been planning what to do. Toys that make sounds, that’s what he needs, she thought, and as Nic pulled out on to Hammersmith Broadway, she started to make a mental note of the possibilities.

That night, Nanny made another decision: since Derek couldn’t see her, whenever she wasn’t physically in contact with him she had better keep in touch by talking or singing. So she got into the habit of telling him everything that she was doing, what was in the room around him, what she could see out of the window, what the weather was like, and so on. And when Nanny wasn’t talking, she was singing: all the nursery rhymes from her vast repertoire, songs from the shows insofar as she could remember them, and popular songs from her youth. At first, of course, Derek didn’t know what any of this meant, but he quickly got used to Nanny’s voice – a constant mellow stream in a complex and ever-changing auditory landscape – and by the time he was three he could do a creditable impression of her ‘warbling’.

Intuitively, Nanny intensified the daily routine, helping Derek to anticipate what was coming next by letting him smell his clean clothes before dressing him, for example, and always remembering to tap her fingers on the bottle before feeding time. Over the weeks and months that followed, Derek grew accustomed to these and a range of other household sounds too: the radio in the utility room that Alice, the daily, liked to have on while she did the ironing; the television in the drawing room; and, in time, Derek’s own ‘noisy toys’. Nanny had bought just about every conceivable sound-making toy for him, though Derek didn’t seem to play with these at all in the conventional sense, she noticed. He wasn’t interested in exploring what she gave him in any systematic way or testing it to see what it could do. Derek would simply bang whatever was handed to him on anything that was available: the tray on his high chair, the floor or another toy. He would keep going relentlessly until even Nanny’s patience was exhausted.

Derek’s fingers, though still tiny, were extraordinary too. They were constantly on the move, curling and uncurling and twisting over themselves like the tentacles of a baby octopus. His hands also developed some habits that made less comfortable viewing. Sometimes, clenching his fists, he would push them hard into his closed eyes. On other occasions he would put both thumbs in his mouth and extend his forefingers upwards, poking at his eyelids. Strangely, these behaviours seemed to cause Derek no distress, and if anyone gently tried to lower his hands from his face they invariably found their way straight back up again. At the same time, when he was lying down, Derek’s head would weave relentlessly from side to side. And later, once he could sit up, he would rock to and fro as well.

Why does he do this? Nanny wondered. In all her years of bringing up children she had never seen behaviour like it. Perhaps it was usual for blind babies? After all, he couldn’t see what he was doing (or what anyone else did, for that matter). Or perhaps there was more to it than that – but this was a line of thought that she couldn’t bear to contemplate, so instead she picked up her ‘Blessing’ (as she referred to Derek) and gave him an enormous hug. He giggled with pleasure. For above all, despite his penchant for self-stimulation, he loved human company: to be in contact with other people through their touch or sound or scent (later, as a child, he would identify people first by smelling their hands). He relished being held and tickled, and bounced up and down. And he delighted in hearing familiar voices, which for him signalled the presence of family or friends, many of whom were to remain loyal companions throughout his childhood and beyond.

At first, having heard that Derek was blind, those who had previously dropped in to see him without giving it a second thought now approached the nursery with some awkwardness – trepidation even – but no one could feel sad or sorry for Derek for long: from his earliest days at North Lodge Farm he seemed to exude a natural charm that people found captivating.

A favourite visitor was ‘Godfather Patrick’ (Lord Patrick Beresford) who shared the family’s love of horses, having been one of England’s highest-ranked polo players, winning the prestigious Cowdray Gold Cup twice. Not that any of this was remotely important to baby Derek, who just loved his godfather’s infectious laugh. Patrick had the marvellous quality of somehow being able to convey in his voice the mischievous twinkle that others could see in his eye, and he struck up an immediate rapport with his godson. He would often drop in on Sunday evenings just as Nanny turned on the television for Songs of Praise. As Patrick remarked, Derek seemed to find the sound of the hymns particularly attractive, and he would listen intently to the singing and the sound of the organ, fingers pressed in his eyes but his head, for once, quite still.

Patrick was one of a group of close family friends and relatives who were well aware of the reason why Derek had lost his sight, and Nic and Mary Ann were astonished when, quite unsolicited, donations started to arrive discreetly at North Lodge Farm. These were intended to enable the Royal Berks to purchase the latest neonatal intensive-care equipment so that premature babies in the future could benefit from the new technology that had not been available for Derek. In particular, it was vital that the hospital obtained one of the new transcutaneous oxygen monitors so that they could take continuous readings and avoid the uncontrolled fluctuations that had damaged Derek’s eyes. Unobtrusively, over £37,000 was raised in just a few weeks: as Mary Ann said to Nanny, the first tangible good that had come out of Derek’s misfortune. She could never in her wildest dreams have imagined the extent of the good that was yet to come.

It hardly seemed any time at all before Derek’s first year had passed and his birthday was due – albeit three and half months before it should have been. It seemed incredible now that he should have been a November baby. The day, 26 July, dawned grey but fine, and Nanny was up particularly early to make sure that all was prepared and perfect for the afternoon’s party. Amid the balloons and the jelly and the birthday cake, Derek gurgled happily, absorbing the sounds of excitement around him and banging the tray on his high chair with his spoon. Nanny was attentive as ever, ensuring everyone ate their fill and leading the singing of ‘Happy Birthday’. Libbet helped Derek to blow out the solitary candle. Charles, his brother, assisted in cutting the cake. Nic and Mary Ann chatted convivially with their guests.

But deep down, although they hadn’t yet confided in each other, the three adults were increasingly wondering what the future might hold for Derek. He seemed to be rocking more and more these days, and his fingers rarely left his eyes. There were strange depths to the young boy that they couldn’t fathom. Whenever he was left alone he appeared to retreat into an inner world whose nature they could only guess. At these times Nanny yearned to see behind those sightless eyes and into Derek’s mind to find out what he was thinking. Unbeknown to her, the clues were already there, but it would be some time yet before she understood the extraordinary developmental route that Derek was charting for himself.
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