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Chapter one



1985






Twenty-four-year-old George Alexis stood in his dressing room and stared at a calendar which read, November 5th, 1985. The musician had dark brown hair and olive skin due to his Greek roots and a tall and slender physique. His prominent cheek bones were more suited to a male model and his face resembled a chiselled Michel Angelo statue. 

The roar of thousands of people hummed in the background, but he didn’t bat an eyelash. 

“Five minutes, Mr Alexis,” said a woman with glasses. 

“Thank you, Jane.”

Taking a deep breath, he walked out of his dressing room, wound his way round a tunnel-like path and arrived on stage. 

“Ladies and gentleman, please welcome, George Alexis,” said the announcer. 

The curtains parted and George looked out at fifty thousand spectators, most of them teenage girls. The auditorium descended into a frenzy of cheers and he grabbed a microphone and opened with one of his most famous songs. He racked up a frenetic pace by running from one end of the stage to the other, his enthusiasm rubbing off on the spectators who cooed and cheered at every smile and wave he gave.

In the dying minutes of the concert, George asked, “How is everyone today?” 

“I’m absolutely wonderful,” a girl shouted from the front. 

George looked at her and she touched her chest, melting at his gaze. 

“I’ve been on tour all over the world but this is the best audience I’ve ever had,” he said, creating a flurry of cheers. “Sadly, I only have time for one more song.”

“Please don’t go,” shouted one of the girls. 

“I’m afraid I must. But I’d like to make it extra special by inviting someone on stage so I can serenade them. Does anyone want to come on stage with me?” he asked. 

His question was answered by a thousand yeses from all over the arena and was more deafening than the music. George held out his hand to one of the girls at the front, making her stare at him in wonder. 

The teenager took his hand and was hauled up on stage in one fell swoop, generating sneers from disappointed fans. He serenaded her with ‘Love me, love you’ and she looked at him in awe.  

When the song ended, the fans cheered with their customary zeal and George gave the girl a tender kiss on the cheek.

“You’ve been wonderful,” he told her. 




      ***

After the show, George jogged backstage and was given a bottle of water by one of his assistants, and he gulped down the liquid in seconds. The roar of fans had long since vanished and he was no longer the focus of thousands of teenagers. Despite running up and down for two hours, he didn’t look all that tired. Putting on his sunglasses, he marched through a warren of corridors as his assistant tried to keep up. 

“Don’t forget you’ve got an interview with Butterfly Magazine,” said his assistant.

“Remind me closer to the time,” he replied. 

“I am. Your interview is now.”

George stopped and said, “Where is he?”

“She is waiting for you in your dressing room.”

“Wonderful,” he said dully. 

Handing the empty water bottle to his assistant, he marched into his dressing room and observed a woman with short red hair sitting on a chair. 

“My name is Elizabeth Scott from Butterfly Magazine. It’s an honour to do this interview with you,” she said. 

George took the chair opposite and said, “My pleasure.”

“Could you take off your glasses? It’s a bit difficult to gauge your expression when I can’t see your eyes.”

“No.”

Elizabeth raised her brows and took a recorder out of her bag. “Shall we begin?” He gestured her to do so and she turned on the recorder. “You’re the most famous popstar in the world. You’re set financially. Is there anything else you crave in life?”

“To stay happy.”

“How would you define happiness?”

“Maintaining my hold as the most famous popstar in the world.”

“I see. Are you and Tiffany about to tie the knot?”

“We haven’t discussed it.”

“You haven’t? You’ve been together for three years and you’ve never discussed spending your life with her.”

“No, but even if I had I wouldn’t be divulging such information to a perfect stranger.” 

“How do you think tonight’s show went?”

“From the cheers I got I’d say it went really well.”

“So would I. I was especially moved by the serenade you gave that young girl. Are you working on anything new right now? A new album perhaps?”

“No.”

Elizabeth moved closer and said, “I sense you’re not as happy as everyone thinks you are. So why not walk away from it all?” 

George smirked and replied, “You’re mistaking exhaustion for unhappiness. And as for walking away from it all, singing is all I’m good at. If I’m not singing, I might as well be dead.” 

Elizabeth turned off the recorder and dropped it in her bag. 

“I think I have everything I need,” she said. She held out her hand and George shook it. “Thank you for doing the interview, Mr Alexis. Enjoy your tour.”

No sooner had Elizabeth left the room than his assistant drifted in. “Everything’s arranged for tomorrow. Make sure you get to the airport by 8am,” she said.

“I will. Thank you for being so helpful. I mean it.”

“I’m just doing my job.”

George walked out of the room, strode down the twisting corridor and got into a silver Mercedes Benz with blacked out windows. The driver, Luke, a tall and pasty man edged the car forward and joined the long line of other cars waiting to leave the car park. No one paid attention to the silver Mercedes as it didn’t look any different from the other vehicles. Being incognito allowed George to observe his fans jumping up and down, taking photos of one another, acting as though they didn’t have a care in the world. He sighed, feeling a dash envious. 

“Take the long way round. I need to clear my head,” George said. 

“Yes, sir.”

Once they escaped the city, Luke took less travelled roads with dense woodland on either side. George watched the landscape zip by and wasn’t thinking about the concert, but how he was going to tell his girlfriend he was going to end their relationship. He could have easily asked his assistant to tell her, or posted a letter to her when he was at the airport, but breaking up with her in absentia wasn’t his style. George had been practicing what he would say to her for days, getting every word just right, a daunting task for a man who’d penned countless songs about being in love forever. 

The car turned into a manor house courtyard and parked by the door. The residence stood five metres tall and one needed to throw one’s head back to see all of it. It was a very plain dwelling with no fountains, statues or ivy creeping up its walls. 

“Thank you, Luke. I’ll see you tomorrow at 5am,” George said, getting out of the car.  

“Don’t forget your passport, sir. Going to be difficult to fly to Paris without one.”

“I won’t. Drive safely.”

Luke drove out of the courtyard and George took off his sunglasses and walked into the house. 

Before him was a meandering staircase that disappeared into the shadows. The staff had gone home for the night and all the lights were on. His shoes clacked on marble floors and he scrunched his nose at Tiffany’s favourite perfume. However, Tiffany herself was nowhere to be seen. He assumed she was in any one of the twenty rooms or taking a late night swim in the pool. Since both options required him to search for her, he had half a mind to say nothing until after Paris. 

“Hi,” Tiffany said from behind. 

George spun around and blinked at a woman in a flowing blue gown and with long blonde hair. She wore a great deal of make-up and looked like she was about to go out.

“You look nice,” he said. 

“How was the concert?”

“Like any other concert in the last five years. Lots of pubescent screaming.”

Tiffany threw her arms around him and said, “We should announce our engagement. You love me and I love you so there’s no point waiting.”

His face dropped and he said, “There’s something I want to tell you.”

“That I’m the love of your life?” she asked flirtatiously. 

“No. I want to break up.”

She removed her arms from around his neck and laughed, but lost her smile when he remained blank. 

“You’re serious, aren’t you?” she said. 

“Yes.”

She slapped him across the face. “You bastard. I gave up three years of my life for you. Do you know how lonely I was waiting for you to come home from some godforsaken tour?” 

“That’s why I’m ending it. You deserve someone who won’t go on tour for months on end. Someone who will be with you whenever you want. Someone who loves you.”

“Is there somebody else?”

“No.”

“Don’t lie to me,” she said tearfully. 

“There’s no one. There’s only been you. One day you’ll find the right person.”

He touched her cheek and Tiffany shoved his hand away and scampered upstairs. George stared glumly at the floor. The last thing he wanted was to make her unhappy but that was exactly what he did, and he wondered if he should have left it after Paris. 

A thud rang out from one of the rooms and he looked up with concern. 

“Tiffany, are you all right?” he shouted.  

Hearing no reply, he walked up the winding staircase and reached the top of the stairs. None of the rooms were open, the corridor was steeped in shadow, and his girlfriend had disappeared.

Tiffany stormed out of one of the rooms and pushed him with every ounce of strength she had. George tumbled down the stairs, his limbs collapsing over one another, turning and ramming against the bars and posts until he ended up near the door. He lay on the ground with his sunglasses lying beside him, his chest no longer rising and falling, his pupils dilated into large black spots.

Tiffany stood at the top of the stairs, her breath bursting in and out of her chest. She fixed on George’s motionless body with a stunned look. After a couple of minutes, she crept downstairs and placed her trembling fingers on his neck. Yanking back her hand with a startled gasp, she stepped over him and let herself out the door.








  
  
Chapter two



PRESENT DAY







Twenty-four-year-old Elsa Harding sat at a table with her fiancé, Rupert and several guests. Before them was a feast of food cooked by Elsa which covered the entire table. Rupert was tall and thin and had large sunken eyes that made him look like a caricature. He didn’t have the intensity that made women swoon, yet Elsa looked at him adoringly. 

Thirty-year-old Rupert raised his glass and said, “I’d like to thank you all for coming to our engagement party. I know Elsa will make me a good wife because she loves keeping things tidy. In fact, if she ever wants to leave teaching she has a really good career in cleaning.”   

Samantha, Elsa’s friend, frowned at the statement while Adrian, Elsa’s brother, glared at him. The only person who did nothing was Lucy, Elsa’s work colleague. “Here’s to the rest of our lives,” Rupert said, downing the wine in one go. 

Elsa twirled her dark brown shoulder-length hair around her fingers and pouted at his words.

Rupert took a seat and Adrian said, “So you see my sister as a cleaning woman.”  

“Of course not,” said Rupert. “I mentioned it to emphasise how diligent she is.” 

“She also tells me you make her arrange things in spectral colours. Red, orange, yellow, green and so on,” Adrian continued. 

“I find it pleasing to the eye.”

“There’s pleasing to the eye and there’s being obsessed. I’d say you’re obsessed.”

Elsa sipped from her glass and the room descended into an uneasy silence. 

After dinner, Rupert, Samantha and Lucy left the room, leaving Elsa alone with Adrian. 

“You don’t have to marry him if you don’t want to,” Adrian said. 

“I want to marry him. You’re so overprotective,” Elsa replied. 

“As your brother it’s my job to keep you safe.”

“I’m not a child. I know you feel like protecting me because mum and dad aren’t alive, but I can take care of myself.” 

“If you ever need to talk, you know where I am. I have to get back so I’ll see you when I see you.” 

Adrian gave her a peck on the cheek and walked out of the house and Elsa slumped in her chair. 

Samantha, Lucy and Rupert chatted in the living room. Having no wish to join them, she grabbed the empty plates into one big pile, strolled into the kitchen and dumped them in the sink. The white counter tops, white floors and white curtains didn’t have one speck of dirt on them. Elsa opened a random cupboard and stared at a range of items arranged in spectral colours, then jumped because the olives were darker than the peas and should have been in front. Grabbing the bottle of olives, she placed it in front of the tin of peas and puffed out her cheeks. 

“That was quite a speech,” Samantha said from behind. 

“Not you as well,” Elsa said, shutting the cupboard door and turning round.  

“I’m sorry. You and Rupert make a lovely couple. He just needs to be reminded you’re not an employee.”

“Rupert and I are very much in love. We get on. We have the same interests. That’s all that matters.”

“You’re right, he seems the perfect match. But having said that, nothing is set in stone.” Samantha gave her a deep hug. “I promised Olly I’d be home early, so I have to go. See you soon.”

“See you.”

Samantha left the kitchen and Elsa deflated into a less than happy state. 

The house was silent for the first time that evening and she assumed Lucy had gone home too. She walked through a spotless living room decked entirely in white furnishings. There were no photos of her and Rupert on the mantlepiece, no ‘home sweet home’ posters on the wall, and no mugs with ‘Best fiancé in the world’, just an iciness radiating through the house. 

Plodding upstairs, she arrived at the master bedroom which had a king size bed, a nightstand and a black and white photo of Oxford Street hanging on the back wall. Like the living room: the curtains, quilt cover and carpet were steeped in white and gave the place a sterile feel. 

Elsa opened her wardrobe and exposed fifty outfits arranged in shades of red, orange, yellow, green, blue, indigo and violet. She clenched her fists at the orderliness before her and was a moment away from screaming when a woman’s laughter made her turn. 

Slowly leaving the master bedroom, she headed to the room at the end of the corridor. The closer she got to the room, the more noises she heard. Her face turned grim because she already knew what was happening. 

Elsa pushed open the door and found Rupert kissing Lucy on the neck while unbuttoning her blouse. 

“She’s here,” Lucy said, shoving him away. 

Rupert turned to Elsa and said, “We were just talking.” 

“It definitely looked like you were having a roaring conversation,” Elsa said. 

She walked to the top of the stairs when Rupert bolted after her and grabbed her arm. 

“Where are you going?” he asked. 

“I’m leaving.”

“Oh, you are?”

“Yes. I don’t want to marry you.”

“You’re not going anywhere,” he said sternly. 

Lucy walked passed them, ran downstairs and dashed out of the house. 

“You can’t make me stay against my will,” Elsa said. 

“Yes, I can,” Rupert replied strongly. “It’s been a long day so I want you to clean the kitchen and get ready for bed.”

Elsa looked at his hand gripping her arm and mumbled, “Okay.”

He let go of her arm and she trudged downstairs. 

She cleaned the dining room table and transported the remaining dishes to the kitchen. Washing and drying them thoroughly, she stacked them inside the shelf in spectral colours. The two yellow plates in the middle were barely different and she swapped them round three times before she was satisfied they were in the right order.

Once the house was spotless, she wandered into the master bedroom to find Rupert in bed. Elsa entered the bathroom, changed into a pair of white pyjamas, brushed her teeth and dropped her toothbrush in a glass. 

“Make sure it’s facing the front,” Rupert hollered from the bedroom.

Elsa turned the brush so the bristles faced the front. After wiping the counter top with a tissue so there were no specks of dirt anywhere, she turned the light off and got into bed. 








