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				Dedication

				For Selwa, who started it all


			

		

	
		
			
				Act I

				Act I

				Weeping? And why? And why?

				Ah, ’tis faith you are lacking.

				Un bel di, from Madama Butterfly, Giacomo Puccini


			

		

	
		
			
				Prologue

				Prologue

				Western Queensland, Australia: 1997

				She liked the mornings best. Mornings promised something that evenings never could: freshness, a new start. She tried to get any outdoor chores completed in the mornings, before the burnished sunlight hazed the sky and bit her skin. Afternoons were for dozing under the fan, or drinking chilled chardonnay on the patio. Mornings were for gardening, and the walk to collect the mail.

				If it was very hot, or on the rare occasions it rained, she drove: the mailbox was one kilometre from the homestead. But today she had walked, because she was vain about her figure; not that there was anyone around to see it. Out here, the mail only came three times a week, and her box was usually very full. Yet there was only one letter, a plain white envelope with no return address on the back. The front was addressed in close, spidery writing: Penelope Bright, Mununja, Queensland, Australia, 4940. She absently slit the side of the envelope with her fingernail. A single sheet, folded twice, dropped out.

				A pair of cockatoos flew overhead, screeching to the morning sun. She unfolded the paper, and read the single line inscribed upon it.

				I know all about Angie Smith. Now you’ll get what you deserve.

				Ice touched her heart.

				Dropping the letter, she reached out to support herself on the mailbox. The envelope landed in a puddle from last night’s storm, the muddy water making her address bleed. A flood of memories came back to her, snatches of things disconnected by time and distance. The smell of a fur coat she’d once worn, the blaze of the spotlight, the caress of a lover long since lost. She lowered herself to the muddy ground and rested her head on her knees. Her history lurked close like shadows, brimming with secrets and lies. People had written about her over the years, but none of them could know the truth.

				For it was not just a story about how a girl with nothing had become a woman with everything – wealth, fame, power – then turned her back on it all.

				It was also a story about how she had stolen another woman’s life.


			

		

	
		
			
				One

				One

				Kokondorf, Northern Germany: 1969

				The day that Ellie Frankel’s mother died was clear, blue and silent, with sun sparkling on the snow. Ellie, only fourteen years old and having difficulty coming to terms with the dark moment, had not felt the loss at first. It hardly seemed real: Mama couldn’t be dead. By the day they buried her, however, the elements realised what a terrible emptiness Mama’s death had left behind; and so had Ellie. Rain had been threatening over the village of Kokondorf since she awoke, huge sweeps of dark cloud hanging low and cold over the thatched roofs. Drizzle overnight had started the snow melting, and dirty slush had been cleared from around the grave to make room for the cheap wooden coffin. Ellie’s eyes and nose streamed with the cold and the grief as the coffin was lowered into the ground. Only eight mourners waited at the graveside, including Ellie and her father. It was too cold and wet to come out, and Ellie’s mother had no relatives in Germany. Ellie scanned the mourners’ faces: the butcher and his wife, Frau Pottsmann who had given Mama work sewing and ironing, and Frau and Herr Neumann from the neighbouring farm, with their eighteen-year-old son Dieter. Papa nudged her, nodding emphatically.

				‘I can’t, Papa,’ she said, struggling with her tears. ‘I can’t.’

				‘You must. Despite your tears, you must.’

				Ellie took a deep breath to ease the shuddering sobs. Then, in a clear, pure voice, she began to sing the first sublime notes of Schubert’s Ave Maria. Never mind that her throat was raw from crying, never mind that the sky chose that moment to open up and pour freezing rain on the scene, Papa had trained her since she was eleven years old to sing like an angel. And so, as the gravediggers scooped the sod into her mother’s grave, she did.

				As she sang, she conjured her mother’s face in her mind. Not the pale, thin invalid that stomach cancer had reduced her to, but the full-cheeked, soft-voiced woman who had sat beside her father at the fire every night, embroidering cushions and humming gently to herself. It was impossible that she wouldn’t hear that humming again, take comfort in that warm embrace. Her voice almost cracked, but she wouldn’t allow it to, wouldn’t let Papa down.

				Papa fell to his knees in the muddy snow and Frau Neumann went to him and squeezed his shoulder. The last notes of the song rang out and the rain intensified. Ellie didn’t know what to do so she stood, watching Papa’s back shudder with the effort of holding back tears. Dieter approached her, positioning his umbrella over both of them.

				‘You’re wet,’ he said. ‘You must be cold.’

				She looked up at his dark hazel eyes, but didn’t draw the same pleasure she usually did from looking at him. All her life, she had adored Dieter. She had followed him around as soon as she could walk, drawn his name in love hearts on her schoolbooks and, before her mother’s long illness had taken hold, other strange and addictive new feelings had made her tongue-tied and restless around him. Today, she had a heart too full of other emotions.

				‘I don’t feel the cold,’ she said.

				Dieter’s eyes went to the grave. ‘I’ll miss her,’ he said. ‘I’ll miss her English lessons . . .’

				Ellie smiled in spite of herself. ‘You weren’t a very good student.’ She adopted her mother’s crisp English accent and said, ‘If I can teach you, I can teach anyone, Dieter Neumann.’

				Dieter laughed and shook his head, but his expression soon grew serious again. ‘Ellie,’ he said, ‘I’m so sorry.’

				‘Ellie!’ This was Papa, climbing to his feet and reaching his big hands for her. His knees were muddy and his hair was dripping wet.

				Ellie turned away from Dieter and put her arms around Papa. ‘Shh, Papa, it will be all right. I’ll take care of you.’ The rain eased as she led her father back down the slope to their dented Volkswagen.

				He sat behind the wheel sobbing for a few moments, then gathered himself and started the car.

				‘You sang beautifully, my girl,’ he said as they pulled onto the narrow road. ‘Your mother would have been so proud.’

				Ellie’s gaze returned up the hill. ‘I hope Mama heard,’ she said, her breath fogging the window. ‘Wherever she is.’

				•

				Winter was long that year, but the spring thaw came as it always did. With the melting snow and shoots of green, Ellie decided that she hadn’t the luxury of languishing in her grief for much longer. Papa had allowed his sorrow to drown him. Some days, Ellie couldn’t get him out of bed before eleven o’clock. Papa taught music and languages in schools at the neighbouring villages. They had always got by on his small income and Mama’s part-time work, but one by one his employers grew impatient with him turning up late, or not at all. Ellie returned from school too many times, to see the Volkswagen parked on the side of the road exactly as it had been in the morning: a sign that her father hadn’t been anywhere. Hadn’t earned any money.

				Two or three times a week she managed to coax him out of bed. She laid out his clothes for him and fixed him breakfast, practically pushing him out the door before getting ready for school herself. It exhausted her, and she began to feel as though she was his parent, rather than the other way around. The responsibility was heavy; she didn’t relish it. But all she could do was keep going. 

				What little income they did make was disappearing rapidly too. The only thing that brought Papa a measure of relief was a glass or two of whisky every afternoon. He had always liked a drink, and Ellie knew it was a source of tension for her mother, who was too meek to complain. But now one or two glasses weren’t enough, and three or four became normal. By July, he was trading cabbages and beets for homemade whisky with a snaggle-toothed man named Thorsten who came by every Thursday. Ellie couldn’t bear the way Thorsten looked at her, as though he were hungry and angry at the same time, so she had started appearing on the Neumanns’ doorstep every Thursday after school, and staying until nightfall.

				Frau Neumann was a woman made up of warm colours and textures. Ellie loved her soft skin, her dark auburn hair, and her laughing dark eyes. She also loved Frau Neumann’s feisty temper, a contrast to her mother’s cool patience. They spoke very little, but Frau Neumann sensed that Ellie needed to be kept busy, and gave her little jobs to do to pass the time.

				‘How are things at home, Ellie?’ she asked one Thursday, just as she asked every week.

				‘Fine,’ Ellie replied, just as she replied every week.

				Frau Neumann’s mouth turned down a little at the corners, indicating she didn’t believe Ellie. They were sitting at the long wooden table in the Neumanns’ kitchen, while the appetising smells of spicy cabbage and roasting meat filled the room. ‘Your father is well?’

				‘Yes.’ Ellie put down the silver fork she was polishing, and said in a quiet voice, ‘He still misses Mama.’

				Frau Neumann touched her hair gently. ‘Of course he does. He probably always will.’ She stood and went to the wooden sideboard, where she began pulling down plates for dinner. ‘Will you stay to eat, Ellie?’

				‘No, I’d better get home to make Papa some dinner.’ Ellie never stayed, as much as she would have liked to. She understood that it was too much of an imposition, and Papa’s ugly friend was usually gone by the time the sun went down. She pushed back her chair, and it scraped loudly against the stone tiles. ‘Thank you for letting me visit.’

				‘It’s always a pleasure, Ellie.’

				Dieter appeared then, poking his fair head around the door. ‘Are you heading home, Ellie?’

				Ellie smiled in spite of herself. Dieter became more attractive as he grew older, but she had convinced herself that he never noticed her. ‘Yes,’ she said.

				‘I’ll walk with you. Let me grab my coat.’

				Prickling with expectation, Ellie left the Neumanns’ house with Dieter by her side. He wore a light coat, his hands thrust deeply in its pockets and his dark eyes fixed on the road ahead. They wound down the hill, the linden trees bowing above them. Ellie could see the lights of the village in the distance, and the dark spire of the church against the horizon. Dieter didn’t say anything for a long time, then he casually remarked, ‘I’m going away after Christmas.’

				Ellie’s heart sank. ‘Oh?’

				‘National Service.’

				Of course, Dieter was eighteen and was expected to undertake military training as were all young men of his age. ‘Where are you going?’ she asked, trying to sound bright.

				‘Bremen, for training.’

				‘That’s not so far,’ she said, thinking how far away it was. Her father’s old Volkswagen would never make it. ‘And it’s only eighteen months.’

				‘No, Ellie. I’ve enlisted. What else can a man like me do? I didn’t finish school, and I can’t get that kind of money staying in the village.’ All the time he spoke, his eyes were on the road in front of him.

				A night breeze gusted past, rattling the leaves in the trees and whipping Ellie’s long, dark hair into her face.

				‘So,’ she said softly, ‘when will you come back?’

				He shook his head. ‘I don’t know. Perhaps I won’t come back.’

				They walked on in silence and Ellie’s house came into view.

				‘I wanted to tell you myself,’ Dieter said as they stopped outside her front door. ‘You’ve been a good friend to me, Ellie.’

				‘Dieter, I –’

				Just then the door flew open, and her father was there. His greying hair stood up crazily on his head and he stank of whisky. ‘Ellie, you’re home! Good. I have exciting news.’

				Dieter was already turning away, raising his hand in farewell. ‘I’ll see you next week, Ellie.’

				‘Yes, I’ll see you then.’ Christmas was still three months away. There would be time to see him, to memorise the adored contours of his face. But she knew that after he had gone, that was the end. He would meet somebody in Bremen, somebody more mature and beautiful, and marry her and never come back. Her instincts told her to get into her bed, pull the covers over her head, and nurse her sad imaginings until she fell asleep. But Papa had an idea in his head and wouldn’t let it go.

				‘Come inside, come inside,’ he was saying, leading her gently by the wrist. ‘Thorsten brought me a newspaper, I’ve seen something wonderful.’

				Curious, she followed him into their messy lounge room. Dust and music scores were piled on every surface. He found the newspaper and opened it for her, indicating a little square in the bottom right-hand corner of the second-to-last page. She read, Regional Aria Singing Competition. It listed several locations, and Papa had circled, Wiesenbach-Kokondorf area. Kokondorf Village Hall, 1 February 1970. Prize 50DM. Below the announcement was an entry form, which her father had already filled out in his sloping left-handed scrawl. He had even filled out the three songs she would sing; one of them was murderously difficult.

				‘You want me to sing?’ she asked.

				‘I want you to win. Imagine what we could do with fifty marks!’

				‘Papa, I will sing for you, but I can’t guarantee I’ll win.’

				‘I know you will win. Nobody sings as beautifully as my Ellie.’ Infused with new excitement, he moved to the old upright piano in the corner and began to fiddle with the stained yellow keys. ‘We’ll start with the Giordani and the Handel to warm up, then go straight to the Mozart –’

				‘Not that song, Papa! I’m only fourteen.’

				‘You’ll be fifteen by the time of the competition.’ Here he puffed his chest out proudly. ‘And you have the best teacher around.’

				Ellie had to smile. Her father had once been an opera singer of great promise. He had been the star pupil of the famed German tenor, Franz Auerbach, who had called Papa the most promising voice of the decade; he had studied languages with Honours at the University of Hamburg. But a bout of pneumonia at the age of thirty-five had scarred his lungs and put an end to his career. His disappointment over this turn of events had been alleviated by meeting her mother, who was a nurse in the hospital. She was an English girl, looking for adventures in travel. He was keen to provide her with some and they had lived and worked all over Europe and the Isles. Papa had many stories of their travels, and Mama had always smiled and nodded along when he grew passionate and excited telling his tales. Soon enough, Ellie had come along and Papa had poured all of his ambitions into his young, talented daughter. She had learned to read music at the same time she had learned to read words, her first trembling notes as a six-year-old had been coaxed into tunefulness, and the techniques of an operatic soprano had been trained into her body and her throat since she was eleven. Her ability far exceeded her age, but the only places she had yet sung were local weddings and at her own mother’s funeral.

				‘Come, let’s try it now,’ he said, searching on top of the piano for the score.

				Ellie waited patiently. Since her mother’s illness, Papa had barely touched the piano. Her singing lessons, which had once been offered daily, had dwindled to weekly or less. To see him so full of purpose, riffling so assiduously through the layers of mess, made her heart glad.

				‘Here it is,’ he said, pulling out the piano and vocal score of Mozart’s Così fan tutte. He found the page, and played the introduction to Come scoglio. Ellie scanned the music with her eyes and winced. It was a fiendishly difficult aria, certainly too hard for her.

				‘Papa, are you sure?’

				‘Here, here,’ he said, banging her first note hard on the piano, then began to sing in falsetto, ‘Come scoglio . . . immoto resta . . .’

				She sang, and of course the first few notes weren’t hard. But soon they were flying up over the top line of the stave, and as her father flipped the page she saw the long lines of florid runs and caught her breath.

				‘Papa, Papa, wait. Let me study the score a few days,’ she said, placing her hands over his on the piano. ‘I need to get the Italian right. I need to learn those runs . . . those runs . . .’

				Papa turned to her with serious eyes. ‘My girl, I know you can do this, and you will do it beautifully.’ His gaze went to the empty bottles on the table. ‘I will do everything I can to help you. I’m sorry if I have let you down lately.’

				Moved by his sad eyes, Ellie climbed into his lap and threw her arms around his neck. ‘Papa, I love you. You never let me down. Let’s learn this song then. Let’s not wait.’

				At first he was true to his word. He stopped drinking or, at least, he limited himself to one whisky every evening. He went back to work, and in the afternoons when she came home from school the house was almost tidy. Lessons began the moment she came in the door. Sitting at the piano, he would warm her up with long rows of scales. Then he would strike up the opening notes of her first song, Handel’s Care Selve. That one she could sing, and the other pretty Giordani piece. But his smile, his nods of approval did not carry over to the Mozart piece. And so Come scoglio became a five-minute nightmare, repeated over and over, as she sang and he shouted at her sternly.

				‘Don’t sing from the throat . . . Use your diaphragm . . . Neutral vowels, neutral vowels . . . Open the vowel there or you’ll kill yourself . . . Open, open, open above the passagio, foolish girl, open! . . . Stop croaking, start the note clearly . . . No, no, no, terrible onset, no portamento . . . I said no portamento . . .’ And when the long runs came up, he would start his chant, ‘Faster, faster, faster . . .’ as his fingers flew over the keys and she tried to manage her breath.

				One evening, on the eighth rehearsal of the song, she was singing one of those diabolical runs, when her brain refused to continue any longer without breath. She fainted.

				When she came to, her father was leaning over her, smiling.

				‘Now we are getting somewhere,’ he said.

				But after the first month, the level in the whisky bottle began to creep down too quickly, and Ellie had a horrible realisation. On the evenings that she sang well, he stayed sober afterwards, bustling about cooking dinner and making merry chatter. On the evenings she sang poorly, he would sag in his armchair in front of the fire and drink everything in the house. The pressure was almost unbearable: sing, and sing well. Some days she could do it, but some days she couldn’t, and her father’s drinking worsened.

				Ellie never told Frau Neumann how bad things had become at home, and being at the Neumanns’ house once a week certainly relieved the anxiety. She saw Dieter from time to time, but never alone. He would come in from the cowshed, blond hair falling in his eyes, and his mother would say, ‘What will I do without you, my boy?’ and Dieter would smile weakly.

				Christmas came and went, and Papa was so consumed with training Ellie for the competition that he didn’t seem to notice it was his first Christmas without Mama. Ellie noticed, of course. Mama had always insisted presents were opened on Christmas morning, not Christmas Eve as they were in Germany. This year, there wasn’t money for presents so Ellie didn’t have to carry on the tradition. Papa didn’t offer to go and cut down a tree, so Ellie pulled out their tired decorations and hung them around the fireplace, saving for her bedroom a little glass angel that Mama had loved. 

				Then, in the cold of January, the day came for Dieter to go away. Frau Neumann organised a little farewell party, and Ellie sat with Papa by the fire in Frau Neumann’s cosy kitchen letting the voices of the Neumanns’ family and friends wash over her. Her gaze kept returning to Dieter, who was talking animatedly to another young man of his own age, and who had barely looked her way all afternoon.

				‘Ellie, could you get me another drink of wine?’ Papa said, handing her his empty glass.

				Ellie cringed. Papa had already drunk seven glasses. ‘Papa, can you wait a little while?’ she whispered. ‘I don’t think Herr Neumann has much more wine.’

				‘Nonsense,’ he slurred. ‘I know he has a cellar full.’

				So Ellie stood up and, embarrassed, returned again to the table set up with Herr Neumann’s wine bottles.

				‘Another for your father, Ellie?’ Frau Neumann said, eyebrows shooting up in concern.

				‘Um . . . yes,’ she replied.

				Herr Neumann frowned, casting his glance over to Papa. ‘He’s nearly unconscious in his chair.’

				Ellie turned to look back at her father. His head drooped to his chest, then jerked up again. ‘He’s tired, he hasn’t been well,’ Ellie lied.

				Herr Neumann poured the wine and handed it to her grudgingly, and she returned to Papa.

				‘Here, Papa. Would you like to go home after this one? Perhaps you need a rest.’

				‘I’m fine,’ he said, sipping the drink. ‘Stop fussing so much.’

				‘The Neumanns must think –’

				‘What do I care what the Neumanns think?’ he snapped, in a harsh whisper. ‘They’re ignorant farmers, they’ve never even been out of the pigsty.’

				A gentle tap on her shoulder turned her around. It was Dieter, his deep, liquid eyes fixed on hers.

				‘Ellie?’ he said. ‘Can I have a word?’

				‘Yes.’

				Dieter’s gaze went to Papa, then back to Ellie. ‘In private.’

				Ellie was sure that Dieter wanted to talk to her about Papa’s behaviour, and died a little with shame. ‘I . . .’

				‘It will only take a minute,’ he said.

				‘Go on, go on,’ Papa said gruffly. ‘I’ll be all right.’

				Ellie followed Dieter out of the kitchen and down the corridor to the storeroom. From here, they crossed into an enclosed sunroom. Dieter led her in and then shut the door behind him. Ellie sat on an old armchair, glancing at the snow outside. The sky was grey, and the sunless windowpanes were chilly.

				Dieter pulled a chair up beside hers, and leaned forward so his elbows were resting on his knees. She dared not meet his eyes.

				‘Ellie, it’s not your fault.’

				She pressed her lips together, then said, ‘What do you mean?’

				‘I’ve known you since you were a little girl, Ellie. You always take too much responsibility on yourself. When your mother was ill, you worked so hard. And now I see it with your father –’

				‘There’s nothing wrong with my father,’ she said sharply.

				Dieter just smiled. ‘Oh, Ellie. Anyone can see what’s happening. You run about after him, looking guilty if he asks for another drink, acting as though it’s your fault that he is the way he is.’

				Ellie shook her head. ‘It is my fault. If only I could sing better . . .’

				Dieter laughed softly, kindly. ‘No matter what you do, he will still drink. He’s a grown man. What can a girl as young as you do?’

				That stung. She had hoped that he might have seen the glimmer of womanhood in her.

				‘Mama is worried about you,’ Dieter continued. ‘You can come to her if you need help.’

				‘Thank you. I mean . . . I know that.’

				He stood, and reached out a hand to help her to her feet. ‘Goodbye, little Ellie,’ he said, leaning in to kiss her cheek gently. ‘I know you’ll bloom in years to come. I’m sorry I won’t be here to see you.’

				‘You’ll come back, won’t you? To visit?’

				He shrugged. ‘Who knows? After training, I’m heading to Munich. Mama and Papa will come to visit when they can, but I expect to get posted somewhere. Perhaps I will get home from time to time. I hope to find you happy if I do.’

				Dieter turned away and Ellie lingered a few moments in the sunroom. The cold outside seeped quietly into her heart.

				•

				On the evening of the competition the snow was piled up high outside the Kokondorf village hall, an echoing brick construction adjoining the church. Inside, two rusting radiators tried vainly to heat the dank space. Ellie sat in the front row along with the other contestants, trying to warm her hands under her jacket. Papa sat next to her, sober, smoothed and shaven, smelling of soap and hair cream. On the low stage, a woman no younger than eighty was running through scales on a slightly out-of-tune piano. Ellie felt the first flutter of stage fright, but took a deep breath and wouldn’t allow it to take her over. She glanced up to where the adjudicator sat, at the side of the stage, dressed in his elegant suit and wearing an expression of bemusement at the small provincial event. He was from Hamburg, a voice coach with an opera company there. Ellie could see his gaze judging the limp left-over Christmas decorations, the mismatched chairs, and the contestants’ clothes. Ellie wore her best pinafore and a clean white blouse, but her tights were spotted with darning, and her shoes were scuffed.

				Five minutes before the competition was due to start, the door of the hall flew open and a young woman in a red taffeta gown and a fur stole strode in. She walked tall and held her head high, and her lips were turned up slightly at the corners in a smug smile. As Ellie feared, she came down to sit in the front row with the other contestants. Ellie squirmed, feeling like a dull moth next to her. The other contestants all seemed to sense that they were outclassed already, exchanging glances and tight smiles with their parents or spouses or friends.

				Thirteen singers sang that night, and Ellie was sixth. She tried to clear her mind as she watched women and men of all shapes and ages climb the three steps and wait with frightened eyes for the accompanist to play them in. Ellie was easily the youngest there. Among the other singers, Ellie saw a lot of earnest interest, but no real spark of talent, and her mood began to lift. By the time it came to her turn to climb the stage, she had convinced herself she might win.

				She paused a moment on the stage as Papa had told her to, offered the audience a smile, announced herself and her first song, then nodded to the accompanist. The music started, and she began to sing. The Handel piece went smoothly, the Giordani piece even better. Papa beamed at her, eyes alight with pride and relief. But when she announced the final piece – the Mozart, the nightmare – the woman in the red dress let slip a snigger of derision. Ellie lost her nerve.

				Her breathing went first. Rather than the deep supportive breathing she needed to undertake such an ambitious song, she started shallow breathing in her chest. She tried to correct it, but was already in mid-phrase and her first high note came out sounding forced and thin. Papa had tensed forward; he made a fist and slammed himself under the ribs, signalling to get her breath under control. But the harder she tried, the more she lost her focus. The long, fast runs were approaching too quickly, and her vision brightened at the edges with fear. The unthinkable happened: halfway through the first run, she had to take a breath. It was all over, she had failed.

				Ellie made her way despondently and perfunctorily to the end of the song, then took her seat next to Papa. He put his arm around her and squeezed her tight against his side, kissing the top of her head. But she knew how disappointed he was.

				‘Don’t you worry,’ he said quietly to her. ‘The first two songs were brilliant, and much better than anybody else who has sung here tonight.’

				Then the red-dress woman took to the stage. She announced herself as Christa Busch, the smug half-smile never leaving her lips. As the introduction to her first song started, her eyebrows began to emote madly, and a Schubert love song oozed from her mouth. Everything about her was polished, shining, radiating self-belief and painfully faked emotion; no matter that her voice was a touch hooty, she had all of the confidence that the other contestants lacked.

				It was no surprise, an hour later when the adjudicator took to the stage, that Christa Busch won the fifty marks. Papa, who had been trying to convince himself that Ellie’s performance wasn’t a train wreck, finally had to acknowledge that the last four months of work had not brought him the result he’d dreamed of. Shoulders sagging forward, he led Ellie from the hall.

				He opened the door to the Volkswagen, then his eyes caught on something across the road.

				‘Ellie,’ he said, ‘wait here in the car for a minute.’

				Ellie turned to see where his gaze was leading. The local pub, of course. She watched him walk away, off to buy a bottle of whisky to douse his disappointment. A sense of desolation washed over her, as though she were in a boat drifting further and further from shore, with no hope of making her way back. She had lost more than the competition: she had lost her father. Rather than getting into the car, she waited in the cold, clear air, watching the other contestants leave, watching Christa Busch climb triumphantly into a shining new BMW, watching the adjudicator emerge with his long overcoat on and move towards his own vehicle.

				He saw Ellie, and raised his hand in a wave. She gave him a cautious wave in return, and he approached her purposefully.

				‘Ellie?’ he said, a fog of breath emerging from his mouth. ‘That’s your name, isn’t it?’

				She nodded. ‘Ellie Frankel, sir.’

				‘The Mozart piece was too big for you,’ he said plainly.

				‘I know.’

				‘Then why did you sing it?’

				She shrugged, feeling young and foolish. ‘My father . . .’

				‘How old are you, Ellie?’

				‘I’m fifteen.’

				He broke into a grin. ‘Really? Fifteen?’

				Ellie couldn’t help smiling back.

				‘Fifteen . . . God in heaven, only fifteen.’ He touched her shoulder lightly. ‘The West German Opera runs a program for promising young performers. You have to be at least twenty, but no older than twenty-five. Remember that. In five years, Ellie Frankel, if you keep practising and don’t take on any more stupidly ambitious songs . . .’ Here he smiled again ‘. . . I can’t imagine them turning you down.’

				‘Do you think so?’ Five years seemed a long time.

				‘I make no promises, but you are a very talented young woman. I wish you the best of luck.’ He nodded and turned to go.

				Ellie called back to him. ‘Excuse me? Can you tell me, does the West German Opera pay its young performers?’

				‘Why, of course. A real wage, as all professional singers are due.’

				‘Thank you,’ she said.

				He moved away, letting himself into his car and reversing it into the road. As he drove past, Papa emerged from the pub clutching a brown paper bag. Ellie wouldn’t let her heart sink. This was temporary, only temporary. In five years, everything would be different. She considered telling Papa about the West German Opera, but decided against it. No more of this awful dance of expectation and disappointment. No more competitions. Just practise and practise every day, single-mindedly, with unwavering focus.

				Perhaps five years was not such a long time after all.


			

		

	
		
			
				Two

				Two

				London, England: 1975

				TWO

				The limo was late and Penny Bright wasn’t happy about it.

				She sat on the corner of a leather armchair in her manager’s Lambeth townhouse while he frantically made phone calls. Live interviews always made her nervous.

				‘I hate being late, George,’ she muttered to him as he waited on hold. ‘You know how tense it makes me.’

				‘You’re a pop star,’ he replied good-naturedly, drumming his fingers on the coffee table. ‘Everybody expects you to be late.’

				She worried a fingernail with her teeth and rolled her eyes at him, an expression masked by the large sunglasses she wore despite the fact that it was evening. Dressed in a satin mini, lace-up knee-length boots, and a fur coat, with her dark hair artfully dipping over one eyebrow, she was ready for her live interview at Radio One to promote the release of her new single, the album that was recorded and soon to follow, and announce plans for a concert tour in the new year.

				Only the interview was in twenty minutes and the limo was late.

				Finally, George got hold of somebody who could help. He was talking in hushed, urgent tones, and Penny’s ears pricked up. She watched him closely.

				‘What is it?’ she asked, when he had hung up the receiver.

				‘It seems the DJ announced that you were coming in for a live interview. There’s a crowd gathering outside Broadcasting House. We can’t go in the limo, they’ll know it’s you. They’ll mob the car.’

				‘What are we going to do?’

				He snatched up a set of keys from near the front door. ‘We’re going to take my wife’s car. Come on.’

				She rose and followed him out to the street, where a neat, white MG stood waiting for them. She forced a smiled as he unlocked her door, brushing a strand of dark hair out of her eyes. ‘I suppose this means I’m really famous now?’

				George gave her his customary disapproving frown as they climbed in. ‘Two top ten singles usually does count as fame.’

				‘The first single doesn’t count, though,’ she replied as he started the car. ‘You bought most of those.’

				‘It worked,’ he replied, pulling into the street.

				She patted his wrist as he changed gear. ‘Where would I be without you?’

				‘Where I found you, I expect,’ he said.

				‘Maybe you’re right,’ she murmured. She fell silent, watching the night-time London streets flash past. Over the Thames and up past St James Park, then into Soho; the place where George had discovered her two years ago, just after her eighteenth birthday. She loved the grimy, bohemian streets for their variety and texture, as much as she hated them for knowing things about her that nobody else knew. Back then, she had longed to play music, had hustled for gigs, had sat for hours in her bedsit tooling around on her guitar with song ideas. She’d thought being Penny Bright, pop star, could lift her out of her grim reality. It had been alarming to realise that her problems had followed her.

				The car sped on. She was going to be late. Her stomach itched. Soon they were turning into Portland Place. Penny caught her breath.

				‘My God,’ George gasped, slowing the car.

				People everywhere. They crowded the footpath, spilled out onto the road. As the car rounded the corner, the imposing 1930s façade of Broadcasting House came into view, lit up warm against the chill London evening. Two policemen were trying to disperse the crowd.

				George frowned at her. ‘Duck down. I’ll go round and see if there’s a back entrance.’

				Penny loosened her seatbelt, slid down into the footwell and tried to pretend it was all a game. People were here because they loved her, not because they hated her or wanted to hurt her. George accelerated, then slowed again.

				‘The police are getting me to pull over,’ he muttered harshly. ‘Damn it, I could have got past.’

				Penny got back into her seat. Eager eyes spotted her, the crowd surged towards the car. One of the police officers, realising what was happening, hastened to her door. George climbed out and fought his way through the bodies to let her out. With George on one side, a police officer on the other, while the second police officer attempted to separate the crowd in front of her, Penny made her way towards the Broadcasting House entrance.

				‘Penny! Penny!’ Her name echoed all around her.

				The cool caught her cheeks. Everything moved in slow motion. Dutifully, she smiled and waved, flash cameras went off all around her. She let George and the policemen protect her while the sea of adoration rolled and pitched around her.

				‘Penny! Over here!’

				‘Smile for me!’

				‘I love you!’

				Their progress slowed. Hands tried to shove autograph books in her face. George was shouting at people to move back. She tried not to let it bother her. This was what she wanted, wasn’t it?

				Then, one brutal voice from the edge of the crowd chilled her heart.

				‘Angie!’ He spat it. Like a curse.

				Despite herself, she whipped her head around to see who had called that name – that name that nobody here should know – but she couldn’t see who had said it. Only glistening eyes in smiling heads, like grinning marionettes in the reflected light of the building. Too many people. She couldn’t breathe.

				George must have felt her body tense. He pulled her hard against him and barrelled forward. A security guard opened the door to the foyer, and finally they were inside, safe. People hammered on the door behind her, but she was already being hurried to the studio, the echo of that harsh male voice refusing to fade.

				•

				Back in her own little flat, far away from the attention and adoration, Penny found she couldn’t sleep. She tried for a long time – her right side, her left side, flopped over pillows on her front – but eventually even the trying was keeping her awake, so she got up.

				Switching on her light, she checked the watch lying on her dresser. Midnight. That was the problem with this crazy business. Most nights she was up at this time anyway, working. Rehearsing late, or fiddling around with a new song in the studio. During the down times, George insisted she rest, catch up on sleep. But how could she? Her body clock had been rewired now.

				It hadn’t helped that somebody had called her name – her old name, her real name – outside the Radio One interview. Angie. Who could know her? She supposed it was crazy to assume that nobody would remember her from before: before George, before two top ten singles, before Top of the Pops and the cover of Jackie magazine. But who from that unformed part of her life would bother to queue with hundreds of fans, just to call her name and disappear? Not her family. Her ageing mother had made it clear long ago she wanted nothing to do with her wayward daughter; her cousins and other extended family – who, to be frank, had never been particularly interested in her anyway – were dotted around Wiltshire and rarely ventured into London. There were others from her past, but she hoped she had left them behind forever.

				She pulled open her top drawer and rummaged around inside. Her fingers closed on a small clear container, half-filled with white tablets. She shook one of the tablets into her hand. That would help her sleep.

				Penny went to the bathroom and filled a glass with water. As she swallowed the tablet, she studied herself in the mirror. She hated herself without make-up. Her skin was sallow, dark shadows under her eyes, irises so black that they looked like two drops of murky oil. Without thinking, she reached for her make-up bag. As the tranquilliser worked to slow her movements and her mind, she lined her eyes in electric blue, swept mascara onto her lashes, dabbed foundation on her skin . . . It didn’t matter that nobody would see her. Penny could see herself.

				Finally, she felt tired enough to return to bed. With the light out, her thoughts turned once again to the voice in the crowd. What was she so afraid of anyway? So what if somebody knew about her slightly shady past? She had done nothing unforgivable, she had done only what she had to in order to survive. Whoever he was, he couldn’t hurt her.

				Penny drifted off to sleep, vague impressions of years-old shadows working their way into her dreams.

				•

				Angie Smith had run away from home at sixteen. If it could be called running away when nobody bothered to come after her.

				She’d always wanted a normal family. Her friends at school had normal families, with two parents and siblings. They went on holidays to the seaside, they attended school fetes and sports carnivals, they lived in houses busy with noise and cooking smells and friendly dogs who got underfoot.

				Instead of a normal family, Angie had a mother: forty-five years older than her daughter. Her mother had been made hard by her abusive Greek husband, Angie’s father, who left for a much younger woman on the morning of Angie’s seventh birthday. After his departure, all traces of him had been erased: not a word of Greek was uttered in the house again; his surname had been carefully replaced on all official documents; wedding photos and sports trophies had been consigned to the rubbish bin. Angie’s mother became strictly religious, tyranically harsh, and obsessively clean. Of all the things Angie felt for her – sometimes embarrassment, sometimes pity, often anger – love was not one of them. Love needed warm light and gentle tending to grow. Love had been beaten out of Angie in the cold, hospital-scented bathroom with her father’s wide leather belt, one of the only things he had left behind.

				Like most mistreated children, Angie had put up with this harsh life for a long time. She never questioned it; it was all she’d ever known. Twice a week she stayed an afternoon with her neighbour, Mrs Archer, while her mother was at work. Mrs Archer ran a bed and breakfast hotel, and Angie loved to help her fold towels and arrange the little breakfast jam jars. Mrs Archer was kind, and asked a lot of questions about her home situation. Angie knew there was something shameful about her relationship with her mother, so confessed nothing. Nevertheless, one day Mrs Archer came around to talk to her mother, voices had been raised, and after that Angie wasn’t allowed to visit her again.

				Adolescence, however, had woken Angie. Her natural drive for independence had brought about clash after clash, and now that she was taller than her mother she couldn’t see why she should put up with the physical bullying anymore.

				A kiss behind the school shed had brought the situation to a head. Angie didn’t particulary like Jamie Green, but kissing was new and interesting to her so she’d given it a try. Precisely as her mother was pulling up in their old Vauxhall to pick her up from school.

				The beating had been particularly savage, and Angie was by now old enough to figure out that there was jealousy in her mother’s actions. After the long prayer that they always had to recite together after a beating, her mother had taken Angie by the shoulders, met her eyes evenly and said, ‘Don’t you dare touch a boy again. I’ll put you out on your ear and never take you back.’

				To Angie, this didn’t sound like a bad option at all. A month later, she lied to her mother, told her that she had missed a period. She had to endure another belting, but she almost smiled through it, knowing it would be the last one. That night her mother packed her a bag and told her never to come back. With five quid in her pocket, Angie headed out with her thumb pointing towards the main road.

				It was a clear night, with a frosted quarter moon tipping the shadowy trees with blue light. An ineffable smell of earth and rotting leaves washed over her as she left civilisation behind and tracked towards the A363. The only sounds for a long time were her footfalls and the occasional hoot of an owl. Then a lorry had come rattling out of the dark, headlights blazing, diesel fumes spewing. She turned to wave it down, and at first it didn’t slow. Then the brakes squeaked. It stopped a few hundred feet ahead.

				Angie ran towards it, the door opened. A burly man in a musty pullover smiled down at her.

				‘Where you goin’, luv?’

				‘London.’

				‘What a coincidence.’

				She began to climb in, when he said, ‘You’ll have to pay.’

				‘I’ve no money,’ she lied. She was saving what she did have for when she arrived in London.

				‘Don’t need money, just need your right hand.’ He winked. ‘Reckon a lass like you might know what to do, eh?’

				Angie hesitated, confused.

				‘Hop in, luv. I’ll show you.’

				She slid warily into the seat next to him, and closed the door against the cold. He gently grasped her hand and pressed it into his groin, fumbling with his zipper.

				‘It’s just like shaking hands,’ he said, ‘only faster and firmer.’

				It was over in moments, and he gave her a hanky to wipe her fingers clean. Then he put the lorry back in gear and offered her a gap-toothed smile.

				‘Ever been to London before?’ he asked.

				She shook her head.

				‘What’s your name?’

				‘Angie Smith.’

				‘Well, Angie Smith. I reckon you’ll get along just fine,’ he said. And the lorry roared off into the dark.

				•

				George unlocked his front door at one a.m. As always Aila, his wife, had left the outdoor light on for him: a sign of her endless thoughtfulness as much as a welcome back to the cheery brightness of domesticity, after the shadowy excesses of the pop music world. Usually, on a night with a late rehearsal, she would be fast asleep by the time he got home, and one of his chief pleasures in life was to watch her sleep unknowing, as she curled on her side with her fair hair trailing on the pillow, eyelashes half-moons on her still-soft cheeks.

				He was surprised, then, to find lights on inside the house. He slipped out of his shoes and left them in the entranceway, moving into the lounge room in his socks. The house had been shut up against the March cool, and trapped the mineral smell of Aila’s oil paints inside. Aila loved to paint, still lifes mostly. Despite years of devotion to her hobby, she confessed (and George reluctantly agreed) to no real talent for it. He had organised for her most recent attempt, a bowl of flowers against a black background, to be framed in gilt and glass, the expensive trappings lending it the aura of real art. She sat under the painting now, on the leather couch, wearing a button-up, long-sleeved nightdress in pale blue, her silky hair loose about her shoulders. He could tell immediately something troubled her: her fingers fidgeted with the piping on a cushion, her blue eyes were anxious saucers.

				‘Aila?’ he said, pocketing his keys. ‘Is everything all right?’

				She leapt to her feet. She was always pale, but looked even more so tonight. ‘I don’t know. I’ve been . . . I had an odd phone call.’

				‘Odd?’ He took her shoulders gently. ‘When?’

				‘At around seven. A man with a strange voice. It sounded muffled or strangled, like he was trying to disguise it. It frightened me, it . . .’

				‘What did he say?’

				‘He asked for Penny. Only he didn’t call her Penny. He called her by her real name. He said, “I need to speak to Angie.” At first I thought it might be a relative, somebody important. I told him she didn’t live here but I could take a message for her, and then . . .’ She took a deep breath and slowed her words. ‘He threatened her. He said he knew what kind of person she was, and he was going to make her suffer.’

				George’s heart went cold.

				‘He said such awful things, George. Awful, violent things. I hung up on him and I was so afraid he’d call back that I left the phone off the hook.’

				George pulled her close. ‘Don’t worry. Don’t worry. You know what fans can be like.’

				‘But how did he get our phone number?’

				‘I don’t know.’ He kissed the top of her head. ‘Aila, it’s very important you don’t tell Penny about this.’

				Aila stood back, perfectly curved eyebrows shooting up in surprise. ‘We have to tell her. If there’s somebody out there who wants to –’

				But George was already shaking his head. ‘We don’t know who it was, we don’t know if he has any intention other than to frighten us. Penny and I are leaving tomorrow for a promotional tour. We have forty-six interviews lined up over five days. I need her to be calm and focused.’ George knew that Penny was vulnerable. Any little trigger could start her obsessing, turn her mind in on itself. She already relied too much on her pills: sedatives to calm her and help her sleep, uppers the next day to give her her spark back and help her be the perfect pop star. ‘Let me take care of it. Are you worried about being home alone? I can call the security company and have somebody come by tomorrow.’

				‘I’ll go to my sister’s until you come back. If that man, whoever he is, can get our phone number, he might be able to get our address too.’

				Already, George was explaining the phone call away. He’d been in the business for more than twenty years, and had encountered plenty of odd people. Fans liked to declare their love in weird ways, or their anger: over time he had collected packages full of imported chocolates and packages full of bloody nails from the post office. But, in the end, none of these odd people had tried to touch one of his artists. Usually, an incoherent poem or a veiled threat in a letter were as close as they got. People who did such things were strange and furtive by nature; they didn’t want to come out of their holes for a confrontation.

				Aila was snuggled against his chest again, and he stroked her soft hair, heart-weak for her: home alone, worrying about the stranger on the phone. She was small and birdlike and his arms closed around her ribs. The instinct to protect her, always strong, was keener than ever tonight.

				‘There’s nothing to worry about,’ he murmured against her hair. ‘Trust me, nothing will come of this.’

				•

				Penny was sick to death of talking about herself. Forty-one interviews down, five to go. For five days she had been in and out of radio stations, some shiny and grand, others grimy and cramped; in and out of newspaper offices, record stores and pubs. Smiling, shaking hands, pretending to flirt, all over England, Scotland and Wales. George said that top ten singles weren’t enough. If she wanted to cement her place in the pop pantheon, she needed a number one. She needed big attendances at the concert tour in the new year. This meant she had to work harder. She didn’t complain; she was just glad that George had enough ambition for both of them.

				On the road back south, due for an interview in Sheffield, George took an unexpected exit off the M1 just past Darton. Penny, who had been idly gazing out the window at the early morning mist, turned to him sharply.

				‘Where are we going?’

				‘A little side trip. Won’t take long.’

				Shortly, they were turning into a winding country lane, under trees and past lichen-dotted stone walls. The mist gathered in hollows, lit gold by the morning sun. George indicated, then turned the Mercedes into a dirt side road that wound up to a cemetery. He pulled over, leaving the engine running.

				‘I’ll leave the heater on for you,’ he said, opening his door. He pulled his woollen scarf snugly about his neck. ‘Wait here.’

				Then the door had closed behind him and she was left alone to watch him trudge over uneven ground, down a slope and out of sight. The car idled quietly, the dry heat stinging her eyes.

				She sighed, leaning back in her seat. She didn’t feel like talking. In fact, she was tired from a late night and an early wake-up. Instinctively, she felt in the pocket of her fur jacket and pulled out a bottle of uppers. She dry-swallowed a couple then flipped down the visor to check her reflection in the mirror. Hating what she saw, she flipped it back up and closed her eyes.

				She didn’t like having to rely on the pills, but reassured herself that if doctors prescribed them, they must be safe. As always, she did what she had to in order to survive: her schedule was punishing and her flesh too weak to get through it without assistance. Other drugs, the illicit ones that the musicians in her backing band took so casually, were not for her. Penny liked to stay in control, know what she was saying and doing. Her only experimentation with cocaine, a few months before she’d met George, had scared her to death. It was in an overheated nightclub, surrounded by cigarette smoke and loud music. At first, she had loved the rush of shadowy excitement. But when the inevitable sag came, it was accompanied by a horrible paranoia. The delicious shadows had got inside her mind and twisted themselves into nightmares.

				An awful, grey dread had crept over her. She’d rushed out onto the street, where the moist cool was soothing on her hot face. The conviction that she had to get home, away from the night and the lights and these horrible feelings, became so compelling that it threatened to unhinge her completely. No cabs anywhere. She decided to make her way out to Wardour Street, but her sense of direction was shot to pieces by the cocaine and she wandered into a dead end instead. The smell of rotting food and old beer bottles confronted her; flashing neons outside a dingy club; a prostitute wearing a cat mask, idly twirling a velvet tail. She backed up, thought she’d found the right street but realised too late she hadn’t, found herself in a narrow alley. Dirty bookshops brazenly displayed their wares in the flickering streetlight. Smoky strip clubs spewed music and laughter. Two men and a woman kissed and groped each other behind a stinking drainpipe. And everywhere, people. Tall people, short people, fat and thin people, staring at her with glassy eyes and smiling grotesque smiles, shouting comments and catcalls. Her legs were freezing, and tears chilled on her cheeks. She ran and ran, finally arriving at the quiet green space of Soho Square. Here, on a bench, she sat.

				‘It’s all right, it’s all right,’ she had said, hugging herself against the cold and the dread. Quiet began to creep back in. It was just the cocaine, that was all. Poison in her blood, whispering lies to her brain. She vowed she would never touch drugs again.

				Penny opened her eyes, blinking away the distressing memory. Where was George?

				She reached across and pulled the car keys out, then went to follow him.

				Her breath fogged the air in front of her as she made her way down the overgrown path. The morning’s dewfall had left the grass glittering in the sunlight. George, all in black with his black hair untidily flopping in his eyes, stood by a simple cross-shaped headstone. Curious, she joined him, peering at the inscription on the weather-eaten cross.

				‘Dorothy Fellowes?’ she asked.

				‘My mother.’ He indicated the headstone. ‘You know, I’ve often thought about replacing this with something more beautiful: a weeping angel, perhaps, or something fancy with lines from Shelley.’

				‘Why don’t you?’

				He shrugged. ‘It doesn’t seem authentic somehow. A grown man, wealthy now, trying to revise the past. My sisters and I chose this cross because we liked it. To change it now . . . it would be almost dishonest.’

				Penny peered closer, reading the dates. She wasn’t certain how old George was, but suspected he was approaching his mid-forties. If that were so, his mother had died while he was still a child. She felt a stab of pity for him, imagining him as a solemn dark-haired boy coping with such a loss. 

				‘And your father,’ she said, ‘is he . . . ?’

				‘Dead too, yes. I don’t know where he’s buried. I don’t care to know.’ He smiled grimly.

				She was curious but didn’t want to pry so she said nothing. Her fingers were twitchy as the uppers began their work on her nervous system; she was keen to get back in the car and on their way.

				George sensed this, and turned away from the grave, moving back towards the path.

				‘So you come from around here originally?’ she asked, falling into step beside him.

				‘I was born two miles up the road.’

				‘But you don’t have a Yorkshire accent.’

				‘Not anymore. It’s a long story.’ He put his hand out for the car keys. ‘We’d best get going, I know you hate to be late.’


			

		

	
		
			
				Three

				Three

				South Yorkshire: 1939

				George Fellowes made his first quid in the entertainment industry when he was seven. He’d just discovered that his friend Arthur Patterson was able to belch God Save the Queen on cue. Charging a ha’penny admission, he set up a makeshift stage in the back of the janitor’s shed and packed in fourteen school friends. Later, he and Arthur split the proceeds, and he bought a paper bag full of red licorice after school. He knew he’d have to share it with his four sisters if he went straight home, so he took the long route past the canal. As he sat on the marshy edge of Oakenshaw Beck, watching the way the saplings dappled the sunlight, he savoured the sticky treats. Even though his father later gave him a walloping for tardiness, it couldn’t take the sweet taste out of his mouth.

				George loved music. He loved music almost as much as he loved breathing, but as the fifth child of a Methodist family in a mining village just outside Barnsley, the times he actually heard music were very few and very infrequent. The wireless was only for news about the war, they certainly had no gramophone, and his father was highly suspicious of local concerts and performances, even the brass bands so beloved of other coalminers. So music was a stolen pleasure, to be listened to on random gusts from the bandstand, drifting quietly from other people’s homes, or in the passing whistle of Tom the milkman, whom everybody said had once been in a real choir. His own forays into performance, trying to sing or pick out a tune on the school piano, had proven to him only that he had no innate ability, and this conclusion was reinforced by his mother, who pronounced his humming ‘tone-deaf’. He was accepting of this, and decided that even if it wasn’t a language he could speak, it was still a language he understood every nuance of just by listening.

				Many years later, he would reflect on why his parents had so many children. After all, they weren’t Catholics. But one conversation from his early childhood did replay itself over and over in his mind. His mother, pregnant again, was frying sausages in the dim kitchen while his father, smelling of soap but never really able to get the coal grit out of his pores and fingernails, berated her.

				‘It had better be a boy this time. Girls are a bloody curse. You’ve already given me five daughters.’

				At the time, George had explained this comment away as a slip of the tongue. Of course he meant to say: four daughters and a son. But later, after the storm of violence and confusion that engulfed them all and scattered them to the four winds, he thought he understood better. To his father, he was weak, effeminate, interested in all the wrong things. His one trip down the pit – his father had invited him with the jocular challenge that he was never interested in what the old man was up to – had been a disaster. The further he receded from light and air, the more panicked his heart and lungs had become, until his father had shamefully been forced to make a special trip up to the surface to bring the boy back to his mother.

				But he was a son, not a daughter, not even in an honorary sense. His sisters were an exclusive club into which he was never invited. Their games made no sense to him; in fact he suspected they changed the rules regularly to confound him. They were a wild, giggling mob of tangled fair hair and darned stockings, switching to immediate saucer-eyed sobriety the instant their father walked in the front door. They were as one; sharing secrets until late in the night in private code, holding hands on the way to school, wiping each other’s tear-stained faces. Belle, Violet, Rosie and Annie. For a long time he wished fervently that he could be part of their world. But he soon learned not to envy them. He discovered that they hadn’t bonded so closely simply because they were sisters, but because they were survivors.

				•

				George’s nightmares as a child were often the same: a male figure, hulking and black and smelling of coaldust, creeping into his room and watching with glittering eyes. He and his sisters all slept in the same room. Belle and Violet, the eldest two, shared a bed with him; while the younger girls slept on a mattress on the floor. Belle and Violet were both teenagers by this time, and he liked to pretend Belle’s warm, womanly body belonged to his mother. He usually slept well, and his abrupt awakenings after the nightmares were easily soothed by Belle’s sleepy fingers on his brow.

				But knowledge came, as it does, with age. The black figure in his dreams was not always in his dreams, it was sometimes in his room. He’d crack open tired eyes to see his father stealing in, silently, silently, rousing one of the younger girls and taking her gently by the hand . . . somewhere. She would return within half an hour, wordlessly climb back in with her sister, and sleep would claim them all again. It wasn’t his curiosity that was aroused, but his jealousy. What special indulgence were Rosie and Annie being afforded? Just before his eighth birthday, he found out.

				He had to be careful climbing out of bed. Belle slept lightly, and would hear him. He got his feet free of the covers and wriggled on his stomach to the end of the bed, dropping lightly to the floor and padding across the peg rugs to the door. He cracked it open a fraction, peering into the living room. He couldn’t make sense of the firelit scene. Rosie, shivering on the couch in her nightgown, arms tight across her chest, eyes fixed firmly on the ceiling. His father’s muscular, shirtless back was turned, he was fiddling with the buckle of his belt.

				A hand closed over George’s mouth. He struggled for air, as Belle pulled him back into the bedroom and closed the door quietly. Her eyebrows were drawn down sternly.

				‘Get back to bed,’ she hissed, releasing him and propelling him towards the bed.

				‘What’s Rosie doing?’

				‘Bed!’ she ordered. ‘Now.’

				George scrambled into bed, where Violet sat up watching them.

				‘It’s not his fault, Belle,’ she said.

				‘He shouldn’t be such a peeping Tom.’

				‘He’s just curious. We should tell him.’

				‘He doesn’t need to know.’

				George was bewildered. ‘What? What’s happening?’

				Belle slid into bed beside him. ‘He did it to all of us,’ she said. ‘He did it to me, and to Violet, and then it was Annie’s turn, and Rosie’s.’

				‘Did what?’

				Belle refused to answer, but Violet picked up the thread. ‘You’re not to worry, George, he won’t do it to you. And he’ll stop as soon as Rosie and Annie are old enough. He doesn’t want them to make babies, not slow ones or ones with fingers missing.’

				‘I don’t understand.’

				‘Enough!’ Belle hissed in the dark. ‘It doesn’t do to talk about this. Go to sleep.’

				Make babies? George’s understanding of the process of making babies was incomplete, but he had grasped the basics from what Loose Lizzie Hawkins had whispered to him while pressing her skinny chest against his down at the canals one afternoon. Even though nobody had told him so, he knew with instinctive certainty that what his father was doing to his sisters was horribly, horribly wrong.

				Over the coming months, as his hatred for his father grew, he plotted elaborate and violent revenge. It was a man’s job. Mother was too scared to stop his father, his sisters too weak. He counted the days until he would be ten, the magical age that he believed would bring him enough strength and courage to take the villain on. Something dark and primitive had awoken within him, and his secret drawings of knives and guns and fabled German war tortures became more frequent. Perhaps these violent imaginings would have eventually warped him, transformed him forever from a clever, music-loving boy into a twisted bully. But something soon happened to put an end to it. His father left the mines to join the army. On the day that his father was despatched to Italy, George hid down at the canals and refused to say goodbye.

				•

				The rest of the war was an idyllic dream. The closest the German bombers came was a chemical factory on the road to Sheffield. The sounds of the buzzing planes and the bombs exploding were muffled by distance, as though under a thick blanket. It had been exciting, not frightening, a reminder somehow that he was connected to a larger world beyond the narrow window of village life. The new baby was born, a girl named Carol, and Violet took care of her while Belle and his mother went to work pegging rugs at the rug mill. His mother didn’t seem to miss his father at all, and Carol grew into a beloved toddling sister, full of sunny smiles and giggles. She was as mute as a little woodland creature, though. Perhaps she didn’t speak because she didn’t need to, with five siblings to speak for her and to answer all her whims even before she knew she had them. His sisters’ wild humour went unchecked, and it was as though light and air had been allowed into their dark, stuffy home for the first time. George thrived in the new environment and he began to return to his old love of music.

				His school teacher, Mrs Fogg, also played piano for the local dance studio. George attached himself to her very closely, spending most Saturday mornings at the dance studio, turning pages for her and learning the mysteries of rhythm and melody. She invited him back to her house for lunch every week, where she had a gramophone and records, and a wireless permanently set to the American Forces Network. Swing and jazz poured through her house, and her husband played the guitar and sang in a shaky baritone voice. Mrs Fogg was so impressed with George’s commitment that she arranged a treat for him. A real swing band from London were putting on a concert in Sheffield, and Mrs Fogg and her husband were going. Would he like to come with them?

				George’s mother agreed happily, and they took the late afternoon train to town. As dusk closed in, George’s excitement grew. The band were playing at the Lyceum. He had never seen so many well-dressed ladies, with their tidy hairstyles and clicking high heels. Inside the richly decorated theatre, in a seat that squeaked every time he moved, he watched with awe as the lights dimmed and the curtain swung back. Magic! The hot lights and loud music intoxicated him. When Mr and Mrs Fogg dropped him off outside his house later that evening, his blood was still dancing.

				Spare keys were an expense beyond the family budget, so he knocked at the door while the Foggs waited. The door creaked open, leaking light and warmth from inside. Violet peered out.

				‘Come in quickly, George,’ she said, hurrying him in.

				He turned to thank his hosts. ‘I had a lovely time and –’

				Violet yanked his arm. ‘I said quickly.’

				Bewildered, he allowed himself to be led inside, and the door was shut firmly behind him.

				‘What’s wrong?’ he asked, but he spotted the figure before the question was out of his mouth. A man, his bearing and profile horribly familiar, hunched by the fire. His father.

				‘Well? Are you going to say welcome home, or are you going to stand there swallowing air?’

				Still George couldn’t bring himself to speak. His father rose and spat in the fire. It hissed momentarily. ‘Just as I thought,’ he grumbled. ‘You would have all been happier if I’d taken an Italian bullet.’ With that, he loped off to the bedroom. He slammed the door so hard that the house shook.

				•

				George’s family didn’t celebrate VE Day like most folk.

				Tension had been growing since his father’s return, and the tension centred around little Carol who was four years old, now, and had still never uttered a word. Until one afternoon when she spoke up loud and clear.

				‘Don’t!’

				George and his mother rushed from the kitchen, and the girls from the bedroom, to see what had jolted her out of her muteness. Carol was outside on the patchy grass, her little tear-stained face indignant. His father stood a short distance away by the chicken coop, looking angry and guilty all at once. Everybody suspected what had happened, but nobody said anything.

				‘Come on, inside,’ his mother said, leading Carol firmly by her shoulder.

				George and his sisters shuffled inside too, and it felt like being woken up from a long sweet dream.

				At midnight, George was roused from sleep by the sound of raised voices. Rosie and Annie were already awake, climbing onto the bed that George now shared with Belle, Violet and Carol. They huddled together, listening as their parents shouted at one another. George’s blood chilled. He’d never heard his mother fight back. Ever.

				‘You’re not going to touch her.’

				‘She’s my daughter too. A man’s allowed to spend time with his children.’

				Back and forth the shouts went, growing more and more intense. There was a thump and a yelp. Violet clutched Carol, silent, against her chest and wept. George’s heart began to pound. The noises grew more animalistic, grunts of struggle, pants of attempted escape. George knew he should go out there, tell his father to leave his mother alone. But he was terrified; he had never felt more like a little skinny boy.

				Then his mother started to scream, ‘No, no, no!’

				Rosie clapped her hands over her ears. With a loud flat bang, the screaming suddenly stopped. Then another bang, and a thud. The children waited in the dark. The clock on top of the wardrobe ticked loudly. Violet choked on little sobs. George’s heart shivered with searing ice, the moment too real, too hot, to comprehend.

				Finally, Belle said, ‘I’m going out there.’

				‘No, Belle,’ Rosie said. ‘You shouldn’t, you –’

				‘Mum might need our help.’

				‘I’m coming,’ George said, leaping off the bed. Together they advanced towards the door.

				The living room was lit up brightly. Belle saw the still, pale arm and the oozing river of blood from behind the sofa and backed away, stifling a scream. George, unable to fathom what had happened, began to cry softly. ‘Mummy? Mummy?’ he said.

				But she was silent and cold as the grave. 

				•

				The unfamiliar smells of George’s new home seemed more acute now that it was night-time, now that objects were obscured by shadows and he couldn’t imagine accurately the dimensions of the large bedroom he’d been given. Despite the fact that there were radiators under every window, the house seemed chill, and he felt very small under the high empty ceilings. He curled on his side and tried not to cry.

				The war had made many orphans, and nobody wanted six of them at once. Belle and Violet were old enough to fend for themselves, and now rented a tiny room above the mending shop on Barnsley’s high street. They worked hard, too hard to look after anyone but little Carol. Rosie had been taken in by the local preacher’s family and Annie had been despatched to her godmother in Wales. George, by dint of the fact that he was a boy, had been singled out for special treatment. The headmaster of his school knew of a couple in Brighton, childless since their three-year-old daughter had drowned, who were willing to foster him. The Lewinses were very wealthy, in their fifties, and kindly enough in their way. But for a thirteen-year-old boy missing his mother, reeling from the shock of his father’s violence, their weak smiles and handshake greetings provided little comfort.

				Deep in the dusty room, a clock ticked its methodical rhythm. He was used to warm bodies around him, light under the door. Not this quiet darkness, where his edges blurred as though he could disappear into the night.

				The door cracked open. A slow footstep: Mr Lewins. He approached the bed, smoothed the cover in a gentle, paternal gesture. It was so different from his own father’s actions that it stunned George into wide-eyed surprise. After a moment, Mr Lewins realised George was still awake.

				‘Boy?’ he said. ‘Can’t you sleep?’

				George shook his head vigorously.

				‘Why not?’

				‘I . . . Everything feels different.’ George’s voice trembled. Don’t cry, don’t cry, don’t cry.

				‘Everything is different,’ Mr Lewins said. He hesitated, as though he was thinking about sitting on the edge of the bed but then decided against it. Instead he stood awkwardly. His voice was gentle. ‘Everything should be different. You came from a bad home. Your father was a bad man. You can leave that behind you now. Forget it. Be a new boy . . . a new man.’ Here he placed his hand over his heart, almost as though he was taking a vow. ‘There’s great shame in having a murderer for a father, and a self-murderer too. Let everything be different, and guard yourself against repeating his mistakes.’

				George grappled with his feelings. He was ashamed of his father, but he still loved his mother, his sisters . . . he didn’t want to forget them.

				‘I know, boy, that life can deal you a savage blow. Your character is measured by your ability to put it behind you, embrace the future and forget the past.’

				A long silence ensued. Finally, George said, ‘Thank you, Mr Lewins.’

				‘You’re welcome, boy.’ He turned and left the room, closing the door quietly behind him.

				Embrace the future, forget the past. It became George Fellowes’s new mantra.


			

		

	
		
			
				Four

				Four

				Kokondorf: 1975

				‘Papa, come on. We don’t have much time.’

				Papa lifted his head from his chest, fixing bleary eyes on her. ‘Practise, Ellie? Today? It’s your birthday. The Neumanns will be here soon.’

				‘Exactly. Which is why we have to practise now. Before they come.’

				Papa heaved himself out of the chair by the fire. He had grown swollen and ruddy from the years of alcohol, and now even the mornings weren’t safe from his drunkenness. Sometimes at dawn, as she left for the dairy – she had a poorly paid job there that barely covered the rent – she would find him sipping whisky and gazing out at their overgrown garden as though the meaning of life was hidden somewhere out among the rocks and fallen leaves.

				The sickness was affecting his coordination, too. He could barely play the piano anymore, his fingers slurring and tripping over the keys. But he still had a good ear for teaching, and found the threads of the man he once was when she began to sing.

				‘No, no . . . here, again. Curve your tongue or that “ee” will come out too thin . . . Not so lazy, Ellie. Open your throat. Find your support.’ And so on. His extreme perfectionism had transformed Ellie, over her teenage years, into a singing machine. On her twentieth birthday, she possessed a sound beyond her years. Not even Mozart’s Come scoglio was beyond her capabilities now. Along with technical skill, the years of anxiety about Papa and the creeping poverty they suffered had caused a rapid emotional maturity. Every disappointment over selling some cherished item to pay the debt collectors, every misery over finding Papa sprawled unconscious on the kitchen floor, every ache in her bones from the long days washing bottles at the dairy, now went towards her art. She surrendered everything to the music, developing a haunting, aching tone that made her voice utterly unique.

				In the middle of a high note, a knock sounded at the door.

				‘That will be our guests,’ Papa hurrumphed, struggling to his feet and shuffling to the front door.

				Ellie folded away her music and when she turned to greet Frau and Herr Neumann, she realised there was somebody else with them. A tall man, with wheat-blond hair and deep hazel eyes.

				‘Dieter,’ she yelped, suddenly wishing she had bothered to put on a pretty dress and brush her dark hair.

				‘Surprise,’ he said, moving forward to take her hands warmly. ‘Ellie, you look wonderful. Last time I saw you, you were just a little girl.’

				‘I was fourteen,’ she protested, but Dieter had already moved on to shake Papa’s hand.

				‘And Herr Frankel, I am pleased to find you well.’

				‘Well? Well? You are surprised to find me alive, I should imagine,’ Papa replied gruffly, heading towards the kitchen. ‘I suppose some birthday cake is in order.’

				Frau and Herr Neumann hugged Ellie in turn, and Frau Neumann handed her a wrapped package. ‘Go on,’ she said, ‘open it.’

				Papa hadn’t been able to afford a birthday present for her, so Ellie was touched by the gift. She picked off the ribbon and found inside a little silver music box. When she opened it, it played Un bel di from Puccini’s Madama Butterfly.

				‘Oh, it’s beautiful!’ she exclaimed.

				Frau Neumann leaned close, whispering directly into her ear. ‘No matter how bad things get, Ellie, promise you won’t sell it. It’s yours to keep, not his to drink.’

				Ellie’s face flushed with embarrassment, and she was glad that Dieter hadn’t heard. ‘I promise,’ she said.

				As they ate cake and drank hot coffee, Ellie couldn’t help seeing the house as Dieter must see it. They had sold so many possessions, that now it seemed bare and blank: a tablecloth washed clean of colour, two glass candle holders, three mismatched chairs, a threadbare armchair. There wasn’t a piece of good china left in the sideboard, a photo frame left on the mantel, a single one of Mama’s English books on the shelf. Even the drapes Mama had sewn so carefully had been sold, and folded calico had been hung in their place. Nor could she take her eyes off Dieter. She hadn’t seen him for such a long time, but still she felt the familiar pull on her heart. The honey-coloured skin on the back of his neck looked so warm and inviting, his long square hands moved so gently and so precisely as he explained something to Papa.

				When the birthday cake was finished and Papa was inviting Frau and Herr Neumann to sit with him by the fire and have a glass of port, Ellie moved to clear away the dishes.

				‘Let me help,’ Dieter said.

				‘There’s only a little,’ she replied, not wanting him to see the kitchen.

				‘I insist.’ He followed her to the kitchen. Empty bottles lined the windowsills; Papa saved them so Thorsten could refill them, but they were never rinsed well enough and the room stank like an old pub.

				Ellie filled the sink with water while Dieter told her that he was home for good now. He had served his time in the army and hadn’t enjoyed it.

				‘I want to grow my hair,’ he laughed. ‘I want to think about life, not death. So I’ve come back to help Mama and Papa with the farm.’

				Ellie was overjoyed, but trying not to show it. He carefully dried the dishes and stacked them on the bench as he told her about Munich, about the things he had seen and done in his time away. Munich sounded wonderful, a big city where all manner of marvellous things were available at any time. Their rural life seemed positively backwards by comparison, and she wondered that Dieter could bear to return to a town that only offered one bus service a day, and where the shops still closed at midday for lunch.

				Dieter explained that he had bought the music box for her birthday.

				‘Mama asked me to get you something nice, and I remembered you loved to sing.’

				The music box was twice as precious now.

				‘Do you still sing?’ he continued.

				‘I do little else. I’ve finished school, I’ve looked after Papa, I’ve worked at the dairy . . . but mostly I’ve spent the last five years just singing.’ She dropped her voice to a whisper as she explained to him about the West German Opera’s program for young performers, and how she had already signed up for an audition in March. ‘Papa doesn’t know,’ she said. ‘I haven’t told anybody, not even your mother.’

				‘How will you get to Bremen for the audition?’

				‘I’ve put a little money aside. I’ll have to catch the train.’

				‘Save your money, Ellie. I’ll drive you.’

				‘You have a car?’

				‘It’s an old heap. I bought it in Munich. But it will get us to Bremen and back without any trouble.’

				Ellie beamed. Dieter smiled back and something passed between them. She couldn’t describe it; it was like electricity, like a sudden knowingness blooming out of the dark. Their eyes connected, there was a spark, and then she found herself looking away, confused and flushed.

				Frau Neumann was there a moment later, standing at the door to the kitchen. ‘I think it’s time we go, Ellie,’ she said. ‘Your father isn’t well.’

				The familiar anxiety needled through her. She saw them off, then turned to Papa, who breathed heavily and could barely lift his head. He wasn’t sick, just drunk.

				‘Papa?’ she said, kneeling next to him and rousing him with a gentle shake.

				‘I’m so tired, Ellie,’ he said. ‘So very tired.’

				‘Let’s get you to bed, then.’ She helped him stand, and supported some of his weight as he stumbled towards the bedroom. She tucked him in, and sat on the edge of the bed. ‘Would you like me to sing a song, Papa?’

				He mumbled something, it may have been a yes or a no. In any case, her heart felt happier than it had for a long time and she wanted to sing. So she sang a lullaby while Papa drifted off and the snow fell silent and soft outside the grey windows.

				•

				On the first Monday in February, after two days of rain that had washed the snow into muddy rivulets, Ellie returned home from the dairy to find the front door of her house open. It wasn’t unusual for Papa to go out to the pub in the afternoon, and he was certainly forgetful enough to leave the door unlocked, but she was wary all the same. A large white van was parked out the front. As she drew closer, she could hear men’s voices inside the house.

				She hesitated on the threshold, listening hard.

				‘You take that end.’

				‘It’s too heavy.’

				And then the clunk of a piano key.

				Her heart started. She raced inside to find two men, burly and clothed in overalls, trying to manhandle the piano out of its corner.

				‘Stop!’ she shouted. ‘Don’t move it. You’ll throw it out of tune.’

				‘What does it matter to you if it’s out of tune?’ one of them said, angrily. ‘You won’t be playing it.’ He pulled a sheet of paper out of his pocket and held it up for her to read. They were from a debt collection company, and Papa’s debt was much higher than she had thought. They had orders to remove anything of value from the home.

				‘I said stop,’ she said again with more force, as they made to heave the piano.

				‘Just get out of the way, little miss,’ the other man said. ‘There’s nothing you can do.’

				Ellie laid a firm hand on the top of the piano, lying to buy time. ‘You’ll never move it like that without breaking your backs. It has an iron frame, it’s too heavy. You need four men.’

				‘Well, I’ll come back tomorrow with four men,’ the first man replied, quite happy to give up his end of the instrument.

				She thought quickly. ‘There will be no need. I’ll discharge my father’s debt immediately. Wait here.’ She dashed into her bedroom. The little silver music box was the only shiny thing in a room full of washed-out colours. A white bedspread now faded to grey, rose cushions stained and darned into incoherent colourless patterns. She flipped open the music box, and the theme of Puccini’s great aria tinkled and plinked on a loop. But it wasn’t the music box itself she intended to give away. It was worth nowhere near enough for such a large debt. She intended to give away what was inside.

				Ellie pulled out her mother’s wedding ring. When Mama died, Papa wore it on his pinky finger for two years, until he lost it in the snow one January. They had found it, and he had given it to Ellie for safekeeping. Ellie rested it on her palm now, hesitant and guilty. Mama’s words returned to her memory. She always took the ring off before doing laundry, perching it high on a ledge above the tub. ‘A ring is a circle, it stays together and never ends. Like a family. Like our family,’ she used to say. ‘I can’t let it wash down the drain.’

				Ellie’s fist closed over the ring. She couldn’t let them take the piano. How would she practise? The piano was her future, this ring was her past. With searing clarity, she knew that she should never endanger her future by clinging to the past.

				‘I’m sorry, Mama,’ she said in English, Mama’s native language. She kissed her fist once then returned to the living room. ‘Here,’ she said, holding out the ring on her palm. ‘Take this instead.’

				The second man, the kinder one, plucked the ring off her palm. ‘Is it gold?’

				‘Yes. It was my mother’s wedding ring.’

				The other man narrowed his eyes. ‘We’ll have this valued, and if it’s not gold, we’ll be back to take that piano.’

				‘You won’t be back.’

				He laughed bitterly. ‘The way your father runs up debts, I think we will.’

				They left, and Ellie slammed the door on them and on the cold. She ran her fingers over the keys, checking the intonation. It was still fine. She sang the first lines of her audition song. Only five weeks to go. If she didn’t pass the audition, there would not be another chance for her. The debt collectors were right: eventually they would be back, they would take the piano.

				Now she had given away Mama’s ring, there was no room for failure.

				•

				Ellie stood under the ash tree at the bottom of the hill, stamping her feet in the melted snow and fogging the air with her breath. She refused to put her heavy coat back on though. It was moth-eaten and ugly, and how she looked was important today. Not just for the audition, but for the drive down there. Dieter was taking her. She checked her watch. He was supposed to pick her up five minutes ago, and now she was getting anxious. The whole operation had to be secret. She had left the house that morning as usual, telling Papa she was going to work, her best blue dress hidden under the ugly coat. Then she had sheltered behind the church to put a little lipstick and mascara on, crouching out of the cold morning breeze and peering into a tiny plastic mirror. She hoped now, as she waited under the ash tree, that she had put it on straight. Ellie had never spent much time thinking about her appearance. She knew she was a little too generous in her curves, like her mother. She had much darker eyes than Papa and good, clear olive skin. How Dieter saw her or what his taste preferred was a mystery. Maybe he still saw her as a little girl, nobody to take seriously. Today’s act of kindness was probably brotherly, and perhaps he would be embarrassed to see her made up with lipstick. She thought about wiping it off, when the distant beep of a car horn drew her out of her reverie.

				She turned to see Dieter’s old Opel rattling down the hill towards her. She smiled and waved, and a few moments later was mercifully inside the heated car and out of the cold. Just in time, too, as it started to rain.

				‘Sorry I’m late,’ he said. ‘The car wouldn’t start. Did you slip away from your father easily enough?’

				‘Yes, he thinks I’m at work.’ There was something almost delicious about sharing this deception with Dieter, though Ellie reminded herself that she was sneaking out for an audition, not for a date.

				Dieter told her that he still didn’t understand completely why she hadn’t told Papa about the audition, it seemed to him that her father might need things to look forward to, to keep him going. It wasn’t easy to answer him. Many times over the past few years she had thought of telling him, precisely for that reason. But she always stopped herself, imagining the worst: if she failed, it could plunge him into a decline that he wouldn’t come back from. Dieter was silent, and she knew he was thinking that Papa seemed already to be on such a decline. Perhaps that was right. Perhaps even the news that Ellie had passed the audition, had found paid employment singing opera, would not get through to him.

				No, she wouldn’t allow herself to think that. If she passed the audition, she would save him, simple as that. The pressure that these thoughts created was immense, but Ellie had learned to thrive on it. The harder she was squeezed, the better she sang.

				The drive down was wonderful. Yes, the car rattled and smoked, a spring in the seat poked her thigh, and at one stage the rain grew so heavy that it spat in through the heating vents which then all had to be turned off. But she was in Dieter’s company. Just the two of them, his firm hands on the steering wheel, speeding through the grey morning on the way to the city.

				The audition was in a small theatre four streets back from the Marktplatz. She wished that Dieter would take her hand on the short walk there, but he didn’t. She felt all elbows next to him. Bremen was so different from the village: bustling with people and rattling with trams. Despite all this noise, the people here were much more relaxed than back home. A young couple slouched against the sill of a music shop, kissing lazily, their hands in each other’s back pockets. Nobody even looked twice at them.

				A sign for the auditions was taped to the stage door. Dieter left her there with a smile and a ‘Good luck’ and she went in. In a well-lit backstage room, an attractive young woman with long pale hair in plaits took her name and her sheet music to give the accompanist. The young woman wore a long, lacy dress with a vest and knee-high boots, and Ellie felt hopelessly old-fashioned in her button-up blue floral. Ellie lined up against the wall to be photographed with an instant camera. The young woman wound the handle until the picture popped out, and clipped it to the top of a form. As Ellie filled it out, she listened to a tenor singing inside the auditorium. Her years of training made her able to pick everything that was wrong with his voice. His tone was too covered, he sounded like a cow mooing. The form asked questions like, ‘Why do you want to sing with the West German Opera?’ and ‘Are you willing to relocate to Munich?’ Of course she had considered all these questions before, especially the one about moving. She knew that opera singers didn’t live in Kokondorf, and knew that a change of scenery would do Papa the world of good. She answered the questions as best she could, then closed her eyes and gathered herself, imagining in her head what she would do. Go in, make eye contact and smile, choose the member of the audition panel with the friendliest face to focus on if she felt nervous, remember her breath, remember her support, sing like an angel . . . 

				‘Fräulein Frankel?’

				She looked up. The tenor had stopped singing and was slipping through the door and out into the street. The young woman was smiling at her. ‘It’s your turn.’

				Ellie leapt to her feet, the young woman directed her through the wings and onto a cross made of tape marked out on the stage. A bright light shone directly into her face, she could vaguely make out rows and rows of empty seats, and three silhouetted figures about a quarter of the way back. As for making eye contact or finding the friendliest face, she would have to suffice with smiling somewhere near the three black figures and hoping they were smiling back.

				‘Ellie Frankel?’ one of them said.

				She resisted the urge to shield her eyes with her hand. ‘That’s correct.’

				The accompanist began to play the introduction to her song, Se una pudica vergine from La traviata. Ellie pushed aside the many thoughts that crowded her mind, focusing on the music, on the production of her voice. When she began to sing the first few notes, she knew it would all be fine. She slipped into the music with ease, opening up the highest notes so that they shivered with silvery overtones, calling up the troubled emotions of her heart to give Violetta’s last aria emotional depth. Every phrase brought her more confidence for the next; she sang, enjoying the pure act of singing. When the aria drew to a close, she waited in the quiet that followed, secretly elated that the performance had gone so well. She could hear whispering, the shuffling of papers.

				‘Ellie,’ said a voice from the dark at last, ‘how long have you been singing that song?’

				‘I’ve been practising for this audition for five years now,’ she said.

				There was good-natured laughter. ‘That’s rather a long time,’ said another voice, this time a woman’s. She hadn’t realised there was a woman there.

				She shielded her eyes, trying to peer into the dark. Only the shadows of faces. ‘I heard about this program when I was only fifteen. I had to wait a long time.’

				‘You’re very lucky, then. This is the last year we’re running auditions for it,’ she said. ‘We have a new director, and he’s keen on cutting costs.’

				Another voice piped up, this time with a strong English accent. ‘What other languages do you speak, Fräulein Frankel?’

				With a grin she switched to English. ‘I speak English, actually. My mother was English.’ Here she switched back into German. ‘But also a little Italian and French.’

				The first voice cut in again. ‘Thank you very much, Ellie. We’ll be in touch.’

				Ellie turned to leave, but then the Englishman spoke again. ‘Fräulein Frankel, you haven’t left a phone number on your form. How can we contact you?’

				It had been a long time since Papa’s phone had been cut off. ‘By mail?’

				‘We’ll be making a shortlist for the entry interviews tonight, and conducting them the day after tomorrow. Mail is too slow.’

				Ellie’s mind raced. She had to come back to Bremen? How was she going to get another day off work? But then, what did it matter if she was in trouble at the dairy? She was going to be an opera singer, she knew it. She gave them the Neumanns’ phone number and Dieter’s name as a contact, then made her way backstage.

				The young woman greeted her with her music, then let her back outside into the street. A clock chimed ten somewhere in the distance. She was supposed to meet Dieter at the statue of Roland at quarter past ten, so she ambled back through the streets to the cobbled Marktplatz, a sense of destiny pulsing warm and sweet in her veins.

				•

				Papa wasn’t well the next afternoon, complaining about nausea and aches in his back. Deep grey clouds crowded out the sky, bringing twilight early. Ellie cooked him some stewed cabbage and mashed potatoes – they could only afford meat three times a week – but he hardly ate any. She settled him with a blanket over his lap. Cleaning up the kitchen seemed almost fatally mundane. Her heart sped. She couldn’t keep her mind on the simplest tasks. Every noise outside had her wondering if it was Dieter, coming with the good news . . . or the bad news. Papa was dozing in a chair by the fire when there was a purposeful rap on the door.

				‘Who could that be?’ Papa mumbled.

				‘I’ll go and see,’ she said, throwing down her dish towel and bustling to the front door.

				Dieter stood there, smiling cautiously. She held a finger to her lips, then called behind her, ‘Papa, it’s Dieter Neumann. I’m going for a little walk.’

				He made a gruff noise of assent, and Ellie reached for her coat before closing the door behind her. She wanted to savour the moment, but she also wanted to know immediately.

				‘Well?’ she asked, when they were out of earshot of the house.

				‘They called ten minutes ago,’ he said. ‘They want you to come back for an entry interview tomorrow.’

				She shrieked with joy, spontaneously wrapping her arms around his neck and pressing her body against his. She realised what she was doing, and pulled back shyly. His face was flushed too. That brief moment, his warm hard body, threatened to push all other thoughts out of her mind. She gathered her composure, and they kept walking. ‘What time is the interview?’

				‘Nine. I’ll take you. Are you going to tell your father?’

				‘Not yet,’ she said. ‘Not until it’s one hundred per cent certain that I’m in.’

				He smiled. ‘You know you’re in. Don’t you?’

				‘I sang so well,’ she said. ‘I have to tell somebody. What about Mama?’

				His eyes lit up. ‘Come on,’ he said, pulling her hand.

				Laughing, she followed him down the hill and along the back path around the village. The sky grew darker, and Ellie realised she should have brought an umbrella. But she wasn’t going to be so practical as to suggest they return home, not with Dieter’s warm fingers around hers.

				The snow had melted off the cemetery, and Ellie even thought she saw the first brave shoots on the linden trees in the grove. They found her mother’s grave, and Ellie said a silent prayer. Everything is going to be all right, Mama. I’m going to take care of Papa. I’ve been given the most wonderful opportunity, a magical opportunity. I’m going to be a singer. When she looked up, she saw that Dieter was considering her in the twilight. His hair had started to grow out of the strict military style, and curled untidily around his ears. Her fingers longed to smooth the errant strands, trace the strong lines of his jaw.

				‘You’ve been so helpful. I can’t thank you enough, Dieter,’ she said, bravely meeting his deep, dark eyes.

				Everything switched to slow motion. He raised his hand, grazing her cheek with the backs of his fingers. Her breath caught in her lungs. He twined her dark hair and smiled slowly. ‘You can thank me by promising not to forget me when you’re an opera star,’ he said.

				She was too tongue-tied and flustered to reply.

				‘I never forgot you while I was away, Ellie,’ he continued, his voice dropping to a soft whisper. ‘I never told you this before, but you were one of the reasons I came back.’

				A quick spattering of rain fell then moved on; Ellie was trapped in his gaze. His hands went to her waist, grasping her firmly and pulling her towards him. A delicious heat fluttered through her, her spine had become liquid. He pressed her against him, and his hot lips touched hers firmly, passionately. The rain came again, heavier this time. She slid her hands around the back of his warm neck, as he parted her lips with his tongue, sighing deep in the back of his throat, the kiss transforming from gentle to intense. She had not known a kiss could trigger such an astonishing bodily reaction. Her blood sang, her flesh ran with hot shivers, her legs trembled, and still he held her against him.

				Finally, the rain’s descent broke them apart.

				‘You’re going to get soaked,’ he said. ‘Your voice . . . I don’t want you to catch a cold.’

				All Ellie could do was smile.

				‘Come on, I’ll walk you home.’

				They briskly returned home, making plans for the drive to Bremen tomorrow. Dieter left her at her front door with a gentle stroke of her hair. She closed the door and returned to Papa.

				But Papa was not in his chair.

				‘Papa?’ she called, checking the bedroom. Not there either. Could he have gone out in the rain? Surely not.

				‘Papa?’

				A groan, from the bathroom. A jolt to her heart. She ran, found him in an enormous pool of sticky blood. There was so much it confused her. Why was he bleeding? Had he cut himself? Then she realised. It was dribbling over his chin and onto his shirt. He had vomited this blood.

				‘Papa! God in heaven. Papa!’ She leaned over him, her knees in the sticky mess.

				His eyes fluttered open, the panicked whites rolling into view, and he uttered that horrible groan again. Ellie was reminded of an old bull she’d seen led to slaughter once. The fear galvanised her; she ran to the front door from where she could see Dieter. She filled her lungs and shouted for him.

				He turned with a puzzled expression.

				‘Call the doctor! Papa’s very ill!’

				Dieter turned and began running towards the village. Ellie returned to Papa, whose shuddering breaths echoed around the tiles of the bathroom. She pulled his upper body into her lap, nursing his head. He was unconscious again, but she spoke to him anyway.

				‘Hang on, Papa, help will be here soon,’ she said, all the time knowing that the magical opportunity was slipping through her bloodstained fingers.
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