
 

 

 

By Jo Gatford 

When he was five you took him to see the steam train to hear the whistle  ̶  a perfect D 

sharp, held longer than he expected, snapped off in mid-air and left ringing inside the steam. 

Water music. Then it was “McDonalds, Mama,” because he said the sound of the fryers 

mingled with the pop songs piped overhead and formed a mountain range that he rode up and 

down with his arm outstretched like riding airwaves out the window of a moving car. 

You took him to the barbers twice a month and they started getting embarrassed about 

charging you for “just a tiny trim” because it was only really the buzz of the clippers he 

wanted curving around the back of his ear. 

“You could do this at home for free,” the hairdresser said. You shook your head. He 

needed the squeak of the chair and the phut-phut of the hydraulics when they pumped him up 

to the top height, little shoes dangling from skinny puppet legs in perfect rhythm with the 

snip of the scissors.  

Bing Bong 



You took him to the doctor. “The same CD as last time,” he said, as you sat in the 

waiting room. Total Eclipse of the Heart, Sweet Caroline, Hi Ho Silver Lining. And, “That 

man’s cough sounds like he’s harmonising with himself.” And, “The bing-bong when they 

call your name – make them do it again, Mama.” 

“I can’t,” you told him, deflecting well-meaning smiles from other patients.  

“I need to hear it again,” he said, louder. 

“Shush now.” 

“But I need to, Mama,” he said, as if he were in pain, so you asked at reception if they 

could press the button for him but they gave you the same look his teacher gave you when 

she told you about the incident in assembly. “Obnoxious,” the accompanist had called him, 

shaking her head, “Criticised by a five-year-old!” Sing Hosanna to the King of Kings was his 

favourite, he told you, but the grumpy old cow at the piano had “lazy fingers, Mama. She 

didn’t move fast enough. I just wanted to show her how to do it better.” So you took him to 

the doctor because his teacher suggested that you should in a don’t-worry-but-this-could-be-

serious kind of way. 

“They’ll press the bell when it’s time to call you in,” the receptionist said, and turned 

her eyes down to paperwork she’d already finished. 

“You have a button right there,” you told her, fingernail pushed up against the safety 

glass that separated you. “Right there, that’s the one, isn’t it?” 

He sat where you’d left him, a good boy really, listening to the pat of his tears as they 

landed on his shorts, sniffing long and hard to hear the birds that sometimes tweeted inside 

his nostrils. “My nose is a wind instrument,” was his first joke. Your father-in-law was round 

for dinner; mashed potatoes and chicken pie. “Chickens don’t fly but they make a fluttery 

flappery flit flit sound when they try.”  

Your father-law spoke like the boy wasn’t there. “There’s something wrong with 

this… aural obsession.”  

“But it is an instrument, Grandpa, even yours. You can blow it, you can trumpet it, 

you can even make a sound when you breathe in. Mine will be even louder when it’s as big as 

yours.” 

You didn’t laugh at the time but you wanted to now.  

“Please,” you said, reaching your hands under the glass, across the counter. You’d cut 

into the queue and you didn’t care. 

The receptionist said she was sorry but she wasn’t at all. “If you take a seat–” 



And you knew how it would go if you went into that doctor’s office. Take a seat. 

Take a pamphlet. Take a consultation with a specialist. Take a pill, take a label, take your son 

out of his world and make him fit into a quieter one. “Press the fucking button,” you 

whispered.  

“I beg your pardon?” 

“Press the button just once, for a little boy who likes the bing-fucking-bong, and then 

we will leave without me screaming so loud I break this glass.” 

The receptionist looked at you and then at your son and you realised she had no idea 

about music beyond the Swingin’ Sixties compilation that she was forced to listen to thirty 

times a day, and you pitied her. 

Perhaps she felt it. She pressed the button. 

And, “bing-bong,” your boy sang, in a tone like rainwater. 

 

 

 


