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  Advance praise for A Song for Tomorrow

  ‘A life affirming tale of indomitable spirit and determination’

  Rowan Coleman, author of The Memory Book

  ‘Powerful yet achingly poignant. A melody of emotions that hits all the right notes’ Dani Atkins, author of Our Song

  ‘I was blown away by this extraordinary book – delightful, insightful and bittersweet’

  Penny Parkes, author of Out of Practice

  ‘A Song for Tomorrow is an extraordinary story that goes straight to the heart. Alice Peterson celebrates her namesake
  with great understanding and skill, acknowledging the frailties and strengths, the ambitions and the talent of an amazing young woman’

  Janet Ellis, author of The Butcher’s Hook

  ‘An inspiring, uplifting novel about an extraordinary young woman who refuses to let anything stand in the way of her love and her
  dream’

  Julie Cohen, author of R&J Book Club pick Dear Thing

  ‘A wonderful book about the beautiful Alice Martineau that both inspired me and made me cry uncontrollably when I finished it’

  Sunday Times

  ‘What a beautiful, passionate story. I couldn’t physically put the book down . . . I had to keep on reading’

  Alice Beer, journalist, broadcaster & author

  ‘Touching and vivid . . . A book that will live on in the hearts of many’ Casilda Grigg, journalist

  ‘The book and story behind it is very moving’

  Woman & Home

  ‘What a wonderful, powerful story of love and courage’

  My Weekly

  ‘A Song for Tomorrow brought Alice’s soul to life. This book had me in tears, my favourite book of the
  year’

  Lizzy Ward Thomas, from the band Ward Thomas

  ‘What a book, what an emotional rollercoaster ride’

  Paul Burger, Founder and Partner of SohoArtists, previously of Sony UK

  ‘An emotional uplifting page-turner, inspired by the true story of the singer, Alice Martineau, that celebrates making every moment in life count,
  and never giving up’

  Jo Charrington, Capitol Records

  ‘I saw Alice perform at the 606 club in 2002; her story and music strike an influential chord. Alice is an inspiration to us all’

  Robbie Williams

  ‘Profoundly moving and inspiring. A book that celebrates the life of Alice Martineau, a formidable young woman with a special talent for
  songwriting and a unique voice that captured hearts, including mine. What a warrior. What a girl’

  Jo Whiley, radio DJ
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  To the Martineau family

  


  Prologue

  Mary’s Diary

  August 1972

  I was fooled into believing giving birth second time round is easier. They say you know what to expect. Well, I could never have expected nor imagined these
  past few months.

  My second child was born two weeks early in a London nursing home run by nuns but with ordinary nurses who were midwives too. It was where my first son, Jake, was born two
  years ago. I was bleeding badly, so badly that the obstetrician said we had to get the baby out quickly. I could sense fear all around me, from the midwife to my husband, Nicholas. The obstetrician
  said our baby’s heart was in difficulty. What did he mean, in difficulty? I was given an epidural for the last part and wondered why I’d turned it down for Jake. All the pain stopped.
  Suddenly I felt more at peace but I only had to look at Nicholas’s face to know things were still far from right. ‘Is everything OK?’ I asked Sister Eve, longing for her to put my
  mind at rest. ‘We are doing everything we possibly can, Mary, try to relax,’ she said. I knew then something was terribly wrong.

  When my baby was born I didn’t even know if it was a girl or a boy as it was whisked away from me to a table on the other side of the room. I could see a huddle of
  people around it. I was so relieved when I heard it cry, Sister Eve telling Nicholas and me, ‘You’ve had a baby girl.’

  But they still wouldn’t bring her over to me.

  The anaesthetist mentioned he had seen a movement in her tummy and wondered if there might be a blockage. He said she needed to go to another hospital to be examined by a
  specialist. All I could think was, let me hold her before she goes, I want to see what my little girl looks like, but I could only watch her being taken away. ‘What if we don’t see her
  again?’ I asked Nicholas. He didn’t know what to say or how to comfort me.

  The following morning Sister Eve told us they’d had to move our baby to yet another hospital, this time to do an emergency operation to remove the blockage in her
  stomach. She asked Nicholas and me if we knew what we wanted to call her. ‘Alice,’ we both said together, fearing she was asking this in case she had to be baptised in a
  hurry.

  The night of her operation was the worst night of my life. Nicholas slept with me in my bed. The nuns said this was unprecedented! We didn’t get any sleep. Alice made it
  through the night before our beloved GP came to visit us the next morning to let us know how the operation had gone. He sat on my bed and slowly spoke the words I had never heard of before:
  ‘Alice has cystic fibrosis.’

  I was so relieved that she was still alive that I didn’t understand the seriousness of it all until he told us exactly what this meant. I could see pain and compassion
  in his eyes. How do you tell a mother and father that the life expectancy of their child with cystic fibrosis (CF) is ten years?

  Sister Eve encouraged me to visit Alice but I couldn’t. I made Nicholas go alone. He didn’t make me feel guilty, but I regret it deeply now. I wish I’d been
  stronger for him, and for Alice. At the end of the week finally Nicholas drove me to the hospital. There she was, in an incubator, with nothing on and tubes everywhere but she was the most
  beautiful little girl I had ever seen.

  My heart burst with love.

  But still I wasn’t allowed to hold her.

  I cried.

  From that moment on I visited Alice every day. Occasionally Jake would come with me too. Bravely he’d clutch my hand and ask when his baby sister could come home.
  Nicholas and I had an appointment with another doctor who went into much more detail about CF, telling us that the first clear signal had been the blockage detected by the anaesthetist. He
  explained that CF was an incurable genetic condition that primarily affects the lungs and pancreas. Each of us has a one in twenty-five chance that we carry the CF gene. The danger, however, is
  when two carriers like Nicholas and me have a baby – then there is a one in four chance of our child having CF. Of course we hadn’t known we were both carriers. Jake was a healthy boy.
  He was the lucky one. He had escaped the odds.

  The doctor told us how the lungs and digestive system become clogged with mucus so treatment includes regular antibiotics and physiotherapy. He said we would have to do chest
  physio on Alice every day, which involved hitting her to remove the mucus so that she could breathe more freely. When I was finally allowed to hold her I was afraid she would break. It was alarming
  to think I had to hit her; that I had to do chest therapy on such a frail baby.

  The first time I brought Alice home from the hospital she still couldn’t digest any food or liquids, everything rushed through her. I remember one day thinking I was
  going mad, changing her nappy seventeen times. I didn’t think I was ever going to cope and wanted her to go back to the security of the hospital, where they could get her better.

  Except they couldn’t . . .

  Nothing could make this go away.

  Only a miracle.
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  Tom

  December 1998

  Tom is on his way to the pub, running late as usual, when he sees her through the window of the art gallery. She is wearing a red dress and has the most arresting almond-shaped
  blue eyes. He watches as she tucks a strand of blonde hair behind one ear. He has never believed in love at first sight, laughing at how naïve it is to imagine someone is ‘the one’
  after just one glance. After his recent string of average dates Tom is convinced it only happens in films, not real life. When she smiles back at him there is a hint of mischief behind her eyes.
  Already he is imagining what it might feel like to kiss her. But then she turns away.

  His mobile rings. ‘Tom!’ a frustrated George says. ‘Where are you?’

  ‘I’m coming. Be with you soon.’ He hangs up and reluctantly walks away.

  Did she feel anything too in that split second or was it all in his imagination? He stops. Looks at his watch, hesitates. In a film his character would surely head back to the gallery and search
  for this woman. He wouldn’t stroll down to the pub to see George, his old school friend, and talk about sport, cars and roadworks in between rounds of beer. He walks back to the gallery.
  She looks like a model. She’s out of your league, a voice says inside his head. What are you going to do? Introduce yourself and then what? How do
  you know she’s even single? I bet you she isn’t . . . you’ll look like a fool. And George will be cross that you’re late yet
  again . . .

  Tom enters the crowded gallery, immediately feeling out of place in his jeans and old leather boots. certain this is an invite-only exhibition, cheekily he accepts a glass of champagne from one
  of the waitresses; anything to give him courage. He pushes through the throng: she isn’t anywhere to be seen so he heads upstairs, praying she hasn’t left already. His heart stops when
  he sees her standing next to two men, one much younger than the other, tall and slim with light brown hair and black-rimmed glasses. She has a boyfriend. of course she does. They seem very much
  together, affectionate and familiar with one another. She’s talking to both men, laughing as she touches her nose. She has an aura about her that is entrancing. He follows their gaze, looking
  at the painting. At once he can see she is the woman in the picture. She’s wearing a black wide-brimmed sunhat and a dark dress that shows off her slim graceful arms. He longs for the two men
  to walk away and as if they have heard his prayer they sweep past Tom and back down the stairs, clearly talking business. She doesn’t notice him approaching. She seems lost in thought. He
  must not lose his nerve now.

  ‘I’m Tom.’ He holds out his hand.

  ‘Alice,’ she says, returning his smile.

  She is elfin-like in looks with a cute button nose. He believes she’s about his age, twenty-six. She is stunningly beautiful. She has a face that is impossible to forget.

  As he stands close to her, Tom is certain that his world is about to change irrevocably, so why is that voice inside his head telling him to walk away, this will lead to
  trouble.

  He ignores the warning, instead asking her what she does. ‘Music,’ she says, taking him by surprise. ‘I write music. I love singing.’

  As they continue to talk, Tom feels as if their paths were meant to cross. Everything that he has been through has led him to this moment.

  To meeting Alice.

  Perhaps love at first sight does happen after all.
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  Alice

  December 1998, ten hours earlier

  Breathless, I approach the main desk. ‘Sorry, the lift isn’t working,’ the receptionist says to the model in front of me. ‘Casting’s on the fifth
  floor, love.’

  I stare at the spiralling metal staircase before discreetly slipping past the reception area and heading into the ladies’ bathroom.

  Inside the cubicle I unzip my heavy shoulder bag, desperate to find my inhaler. Of course I can find everything but: portfolio, makeup bag, cartons of high calorie milkshakes, a pair of heels .
  . . where is it?

  Find it, Alice.

  I feel as if something is buried deep inside my chest. It’s solid, like a brick. It’s so heavy I can think of little else. All I can do is cough . . . and cough . . . and find my
  inhaler . . . At last, I take a puff, trying to imagine soothing warm water thinning out the mucus stuck in my lungs, the mess inside of me. I take another puff.

  Breathe.

  Need to breathe.

  I have lived with CF for twenty-six years. When I wake up, all I can feel are my lungs. My chest. Before I can leave the house I have to swallow a handful of pills and inhale substances from
  machines to help me breathe. My cough never leaves me. It’s by my side night and day. I place my inhaler back in my bag before finding my bandage.

  I know no different, I wouldn’t know what it is like to be healthy, but am I mad for trying to continue being a model?

  ‘London isn’t like New York, everything in a grid,’ Naomi, the New Faces Director at A Star Models, had said to me eighteen months ago during my first
  interview. ‘Castings are often miles away from tube stations and you have to trek cross-country to get there. Modelling is physically demanding. You need to be as fit as an
  athlete and if you turn up late you can forget it.’

  When I was at university (I lasted three weeks before being admitted into hospital for lung surgery) I used to give myself so much time to get to lectures, arriving long before anyone else, that
  the other students must have either thought I was a serious swot or had a crush on our English tutor.

  I wrap the bandage around my right foot and ankle.

  ‘Is there anything else we should know about, anything that could get in the way?’ I can still see the confusion on Naomi’s face as to why I was
  taking so much time to answer.

  If I had told Naomi that I had CF I wonder if she would have given me the job? When she commented on my slim figure I could have gone on to tell her that I’d had an operation to remove
  part of my intestine; in fact probably three quarters of my gut has gone. I’m slim because I can’t digest my food properly plus the constant coughing and the effort it takes to breathe,
  every second of my life burns thousands of calories. It’s not because I smoke and munch celery sticks.

  I secure a safety pin through the bandage. That will have to do.

  ‘I never want to hear you can’t do a job because of your boyfriend, a tickly cough or going to Granny’s funeral, OK, Alice?’

  With renewed energy I heave my bag back on to my shoulder and head out of the bathroom.

  ‘If I take you on, everything else comes second to your career. So if you have any doubts, tell me now.’

  The glamour side of the job had certainly appealed, Naomi promising the chance to travel and meet new people. The idea of five-star hotels in hot countries sent my doubts packing. I’d
  picked up the pen and signed on the dotted line. Since when did I let anything stop me, especially my CF?

  I return to the main desk, pointing to my bandaged foot. ‘I might be slow,’ I say to the receptionist, gesturing to my bandage. ‘Skiing accident.’ Skiing? I smile inside. I can’t even get into a pair of ski boots without a lot of swear words.

  ‘Oh, you poor thing, love. Take your time. I’ll let them know you’re here.’

  Slowly I tackle the stairs. I still need to cough. There is never an end. It’s like running a marathon with no finishing line. I hear my chest rattling and
  vibrating, the mucus moving inside of me like thick treacle.

  A model pushes past me. She turns. Stares as I continue to cough.

  She must think I’m a chain smoker.

  

I enter a large open-plan room and join a line of people queuing up to see two women sitting behind a desk. One of the organisers approaches me with a clipboard. She ticks my
  name off on her list before handing me a piece of paper with a big black number on it. Number 13.

  Don’t read anything into that.

  This casting is for a major clothes company. I am five foot seven, which isn’t tall enough for the fashion side, but thankfully that’s good news since there is much more work in
  high-end commercial. I watch as one of the models hands over her portfolio to the two women, who proceed to flick through her photographs. Next she’s being whisked behind a screen to change
  before she emerges in a black cocktail dress to have her picture taken. I’m wearing straight-cut jeans with a spaghetti-strap top. I need this job. The effort to get here
  has to be worth it.

  ‘Thirteen,’ calls one of the women behind the desk.

  As I limp towards them, she asks me, ‘What have you done?’

  ‘I fell off my bike. Sprained my ankle.’

  ‘I’m so sorry,’ the other woman says, as if they take it in turns to talk.

  ‘Oh, don’t worry.’ I smile reassuringly as I hand them my portfolio. ‘It’s almost healed.’

  ‘I’m sorry,’ she repeats in a different tone, ‘but you’re not the right look for us.’

  ‘Fourteen,’ the first one calls, looking over my shoulder as if I’m old news already.

  

It’s bitterly cold, pouring with rain, I don’t have an umbrella and the bus stop is a good thirty-minute walk from here. I take out my mobile.

  But it’s Mum’s art lesson. I promised her I could manage.

  Jake?

  He’ll be rushing around organising everything for his exhibition tonight.

  Cat? Cat is my best friend. She’s a sales trader.

  I picture her in the office, spreadsheets with thousands of numbers of closing prices of stock littering her desk. She’ll be talking to people on the telephone about
  buying shares and options. She can hardly tell her clients or her boss that she has to nip out for a minute . . .

  Slowly I walk away from the building, trying to work out the best spot to find a cab, since this place is so deserted. My feet feel as if they are stuck in cement, the wet and cold my enemy, I
  can’t come down with yet another infection. . .

  I stop when I see something moving, something that makes me want to burst into tears. It’s old, navy and plays classical music.

  The driver looks surprisingly like my mother.

  

‘How long have you been waiting?’ I take off my heels and sink into the passenger seat, the relief overwhelming.

  ‘Not long.’

  ‘I thought you had your art class?’

  ‘It was cancelled.’

  She knows I don’t believe her.

  ‘I can always sign up to do the course again and repeat this morning’s lesson.’

  I feel guilty that she has sacrificed her class to pick me up, especially when this morning was such a waste of time . . .

  ‘Maybe you ought to do something else,’ Mum says, something I sense she’s wanted to suggest for quite a while.

  I think of the past eighteen months, turning up to warehouses in the middle of nowhere with about forty other models only to find out they wanted someone taller, darker, someone with brown eyes,
  not blue; they wanted someone who wasn’t me. It hasn’t all been bad; I’ve had some great jobs along the way. Modelling may have chipped away at my confidence, but at the same time
  featuring in Tatler gave me a large dose of self-belief. I’ll never forget how excited Frieda, my booking agent, was when she told me I’d been selected out of
  hundreds of models, and it certainly gave me a platform for other work. I am glad I signed up eighteen months ago. I don’t believe in regret. But recently I have had sleepless nights thinking
  there must be something else out there for me. ‘Maybe,’ I say to Mum. ‘Maybe you’re right.’

  ‘How about a fashion course?’ she asks. When Mum was in her late teens she went to a dress design school in London, where a flamboyant Russian had taught her pattern cutting and
  sewing. She used to make all her bohemian clothes, even her own wedding dress. I sometimes wonder if Mum regrets not becoming a dressmaker after she’d married and had Jake and me. Perhaps
  she’d always planned to; but then again plans don’t always work out the way we’d intended.

  ‘I don’t think so.’

  ‘A course in hat making?’

  Hat making? ‘I can’t even thread a needle, Mum.’

  We laugh.

  ‘Or you could do that TEFL thing, teaching English as a foreign language?’

  Tell her you want to be a singer; that you want to write music. Since I was a child I’ve loved to sing and dance and have always dreamed of being on stage. When Jake and
  I used to watch Top of the Pops, I fantasised about one day being as famous as Kylie Minogue. Jake wanted to be the next Jonny Greenwood, lead guitarist in Radiohead. I
  think back to university. It was a dark period in my life. I wasn’t a normal student and at times it was painful watching my friends enjoy their freedom while I was still living at home,
  grateful as I was to have my parents’ unconditional love and support. The only thing that helped me make sense of my situation was writing down my thoughts and feelings in song.
  Singing.

  I glance at Mum, considering telling her that I want to ask Professor Taylor’s advice about singing as a career. Professor Taylor is my consultant. My God in a white coat . . .

  ‘Alice?’ Mum prompts me. ‘I think you’d make a lovely teacher. It’s something you could do part time and—’

  ‘No.’ I’ve wasted enough time doing the wrong thing.

  ‘Don’t just say no.’

  ‘No.’

  ‘Alice!’ she laughs with me again. ‘How about writing? Write a novel.’

  ‘I’ll be dead by the time it gets published.’

  ‘Don’t talk like that. A short story then.’ Mum turns to me with that twinkle in her eye that makes us look so alike.

  ‘Have you spoken to Jake yet?’ I ask, keen to change the subject.

  ‘Yes. He’s excited about his show tonight but anxious he won’t sell enough.’

  ‘He’ll be fine.’

  ‘You know what he’s like, though, he runs off his nerves. This new gallery has invested a lot in him.’

  I’ve modelled for Jake a number of times, especially at the beginning of his career, when he needed sitters. Tonight he’s exhibiting, amongst many portraits and landscapes, a series
  of me painted in bright neon colours, along with a painting of me wearing a sundress in the South of France. I’d bought a beautiful black wide-brimmed hat from one of the local markets.

  ‘Is Phil coming?’ Mum asks.

  Phil is my boyfriend. He’s an account manager in an advertising firm.

  I nod. ‘We’re coming up to our first anniversary next month.’

  She indicates right without any comment.

  I met Phil at my local Thai takeaway. ‘You must keep this place in business,’ he’d said, listening to me reel off practically everything on the menu. I always order more than I
  need since it’s a constant battle to eat as much as I can to keep my weight healthy. Phil was tallish (he says he’s six foot but he’s five ten), with dark hair and stubble and
  wearing a leather jacket. He had one of those smiles that lit up his blue eyes, suggesting he’d just done something naughty, like sleep with the headmaster’s daughter. ‘Philip,
  but everyone calls me Phil,’ he’d said.

  ‘Alice.’

  ‘Single?’

  ‘Maybe. You?’

  ‘Maybe.’ His eyes played with mine.

  ‘Interesting.’

  ‘Yes, very interesting.’

  When our food arrived, we exchanged numbers. ‘I’ll call,’ he’d said, mimicking the action. On my way home my mobile rang. I turned to see him leaning against a lamppost.
  ‘How about dinner tomorrow night?’ he said.

  I mentioned I had ‘just this lung condition’ on our third date. I’ve always thought the words ‘cystic fibrosis’ sound ugly and frightening, and I didn’t want
  Phil to be scared. Besides, my CF does not define me. It is not who I am. I also wanted to explain that even though I was based at home, it was my flat and my space. I’d moved home after a minor set-back, but the move was only temporary.

  I glance at Mum, unsure how much she had overheard of the argument we’d had two weeks ago. It was a Monday morning and Phil had been furious because my coughing had kept him up half the
  night. ‘I have such an important meeting today and I haven’t slept at all,’ he’d shouted, storming around my bedroom, picking up his clothes strewn across the floor from the
  night before. ‘It’s all right for you, Alice. You don’t have to go to work. All you do is fanny around going to the odd casting here and there when some of us have proper
  jobs.’

  I was too numb to say a word.

  Later that afternoon I was writing when Mum came downstairs with a delivery. Red roses. She watched as I opened the small white envelope. Inside the card the message read: ‘Please forgive
  me’.

  When Mum parks the car, ‘I’m sorry you missed your art class,’ I tell her. ‘What was the lesson on?’

  ‘Life drawing. Perspective and anatomy. Apparently we had a real man . . .’

  ‘A real man.’

  She switches the engine off. ‘Don’t tease. Yes, a real man in the nude coming into the studio. Alberto.’

  I raise an eyebrow.

  ‘You needed me,’ she says.

  I’m touched. ‘Thanks, Mum.’

  ‘Besides, I wouldn’t have known where to look.’

  As Mum and I walk up the steps to our front door my mobile rings. It’s Frieda, my booking agent.

  ‘Where are you?’ she barks the moment I pick up.

  ‘I didn’t get the job.’

  ‘Never mind, you need to get to Bethnal Green in forty-five,’ she says, before rattling off the address of the next casting at breakneck speed.

  Shall I go? Can I get there? I could give it one last try . . .

  Mum unlocks the front door. Only minutes ago I’d suggested taking her out for lunch as a thank-you for picking me up.

  ‘And don’t be late,’ Frieda says, about to hang up.

  ‘I can’t,’ I say, fast-forwarding to yet another casting where I’ll be hanging around for hours only to be turned away because I’m not quite right. The bottom line
  is I’m never going to make my name in this industry. All I can hope for is a scrap of work here and there. ‘I can’t.’

  ‘What do you mean you can’t? Unless you’re seriously ill you get yourself to Bethnal—’

  ‘No.’

  ‘What’s going on?’

  ‘I’m so sorry, Frieda, but I can’t do this anymore.’

  I want to be a singer.

  I want to write songs that mean something.

  It’s the only thing that will make me happy.

  Each time I’ve thought about trying to find a manager, each time I’ve allowed myself to dream that a record company could sign me, I remember my music teacher, Miss Ward, and that
  fateful lesson at school.

  But I know now that I won’t be at peace with myself until I stop listening to her voice and start listening to my own.

  


  3

  1986

  I’m fourteen years old and sitting in the music room, waiting for my piano lesson after school. I think about Jake. It’s the beginning of the autumn term and
  he’s back at boarding school. Already I miss him.

  During the summer holidays I met some of his friends who have formed a Police tribute band. Jake plays lead guitar. One of the band members, Will, his dad said they could rehearse in his garage.
  I pleaded with Jake to let me join in, even if just for one day. A day turned into tomorrow, and the next day, and the day after that. One morning their lead singer was ill so I suggested I take
  his place. ‘Can she sing?’ Will had asked Jake, as if I was invisible.

  I stepped in front of him. ‘I can sing and I can play the piano.’ Jake isn’t the only talented one in our house.

  Will offered me the stool behind his keyboard. ‘Go on then, sing us something.’

  ‘Anything?’

  He looked amused. ‘Yeah, anything.’

  The only song I could think of was Jennifer Rush’s ‘Power of Love’. I’d bought the music and learned it off by heart on the piano. As the boys watched me I felt
  self-conscious, but soon I was belting out the song as if performing in front of millions of fans. When I stopped, Will was staring at me, open-mouthed. ‘Told you she could sing,’ Jake
  said.

  My thoughts are broken when Miss Ward enters the room, her dark curly hair especially unruly today. She’s in her early forties and I don’t understand why she wears those ugly clear
  tights that reveal the thick dark hairs on her legs. I also tell Mum there’s a distinct whiff of body odour when we’re sitting in such close proximity, but Mum says it would be a shame
  to give up my piano just because of that. Jake began learning aged seven. Already his room is adorned with framed certificates. I didn’t have proper lessons until I came to this school
  because the coordination of my fingers and hands has never been a strong point. Over the past few years I’ve reached Grade 3. Miss Ward was disappointed when I achieved only a pass at Grade
  1. ‘My reputation hangs on good results,’ she’d said, glumly handing me my certificate, as if I’d failed.

  Today Miss Ward is wearing a checked skirt along with a cream silk blouse, the buttons straining across her generous bust. When she sits down next to me it’s straight to scales. G minor.
  Out of the corner of my eye I see Daisy Sullivan outside the music hut, pulling faces at me through the window. She’s in my class and mimics my walking and coughing. I turn away. ‘Carry
  on,’ Miss Ward insists, poker-faced, when I hit the wrong key. ‘In an exam you can’t go back.’

  After a couple of scales and arpeggios, she tells me, ‘Let’s move on to your set pieces.’

  ‘I haven’t really worked on those . . .’

  ‘Why not?’

  ‘Well, I’ve been singing in a band.’ I hope that might impress her.

  ‘A band?’

  ‘My brother’s. And I’ve been writing my own songs.’ Silence. ‘Would you like me to play you one?’ I produce my lyrics book from my school bag.

  ‘Alice, will you stop this nonsense and play one of your set pieces.’

  ‘But you’d really like—’

  She presses her lips together. ‘I won’t ask you again.’

  Reluctantly I exchange my lyrics book for my Grade 4 piano exam book that still looks brand new.

  ‘Stop, stop!’ Miss Ward exclaims, halfway through the piece. ‘You’re playing it wrong. All wrong!’

  ‘But this chord sounds so much better with that one,’ I say, trying to ignore her face clouding with impatience. ‘Don’t you think?’ I repeat the chord change.
  ‘Instinctively I feel—’

  ‘Alice, you have to stick with what’s in the book.’

  ‘But my version’s better.’ I cross my arms defiantly.

  For a moment I think she’s about to agree, but no. ‘That’s beside the point. Good results are all that matters.’ She gestures to her watch. ‘You’d enjoy these
  pieces much more if you put in the practice.’

  Tell her, Alice. Tell her what you want. ‘I promise I’ll practise but please listen to this.’ Before she can protest, I’m playing her one of my
  own songs and singing along to it.

  When I reach the end Miss Ward remains quiet. Finally I build myself up to say ‘I want to write songs. I want to be a pop star.’

  ‘Don’t be absurd, you can’t sing.’

  ‘I can.’

  ‘Alice, singing is about breathing. You have one of the most serious lung conditions that makes it impossible for you even to consider such a thing. A pop
  star.’ She shakes her head.

  ‘But . . .’

  ‘Your doctor would not thank me for encouraging you to pursue this as a long-term goal when singing would positively harm your lungs. By all means sing for fun; I could give you a lesson
  or two . . . but the problem is there are always going to be people out there who are better singers than you, singers who don’t have cystic fibrosis.’

  I can’t look at her. I stare at the swollen tips of my fingers.

  ‘There’s no need to be down,’ Miss Ward says. ‘You could take part in a musical here. I could put you into the chorus.’

  ‘I don’t want to sing in the chorus.’

  ‘You’re a brave girl . . .’

  Don’t call me brave.

  ‘. . . but it wouldn’t be kind of me to tell you what you want to hear now, would it?’

  A hot surge of tears boils inside of me, but I must not cry, not in front of her.

  ‘In this life we have to be realistic.’ She taps my knee. ‘Something you will understand when you’re older.’

  ‘But—’

  ‘Enough. You will never be a singer, Alice.’

  I will be. I’ll show you.

  I will be a singer.

  Say it, Alice. Say it. Tell her she’s wrong.

  I leave without saying a word.
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  December 1998

  Phil and I take a taxi to Jake’s exhibition in the West End. Despite the flowers and my accepting his apology, things remain awkward between us. Since picking me up he
  has barely said a word; anyone would think he’s on a date with his mobile. When I tell him I gave up modelling today, ‘Uh-huh,’ he says, still staring at his phone as if expecting
  a life-changing call.

  I look out of the window. Did I do the right thing quitting? People always ask, ‘what do you do?’ and I used to be proud to say I was a model. I call Cat.
  ‘Oh thank God,’ she says when I tell her. ‘Now you can focus on your music.’ Cat is the only person who has ever listened to my songs.

  ‘The music industry will be just as tough,’ I remind her, even if I feel relieved she is reinforcing that I’ve done the right thing. ‘If not tougher.’

  ‘But the difference is you were born to sing.’ I love her even more when she adds, ‘I think you have a chance.’

  Five minutes later the cab driver drops us off outside the gallery, a glass-fronted modern building set on two floors. ‘You go on,’ Phil says, shoving a couple of ten-pound notes
  into the driver’s hand before producing a pack of red Marlboro Light from his jacket pocket. ‘I need to make a quick call.’

  I walk through the softly lit room, weaving my way through the crowds. Lucy, Jake’s fiancée, approaches me. Lucy is pretty, with soft brown hair, blue eyes and an English Rose
  complexion.

  ‘How’s it going?’ I ask as we hug.

  ‘We need less chatting, more buying,’ she says. We glance at a woman, a cashmere scarf draped over her shoulder, holding a glass of champagne, standing in front of a picture painted
  in Venice. Jake once told me Venice is a place everyone knows, it’s on all the postcards and biscuit tins, so it can be hard to find a new angle, but at the same time he wants to paint
  everything he sees when he’s there. ‘It’s the only time I don’t begrudge getting up at five in the morning,’ he said. ‘I never tire of seeing the light
  shimmering on the water. It’s magical.’ Jake sees poetry in everything, even in a cloud.

  My father approaches Lucy and me, in his suit. He would have come straight here from court. Dad is a judge. ‘Hello, darling.’ He kisses me on the cheek before whispering,
  ‘I’ve been going round pretending I want to buy everything.’

  ‘You’re so daft, Dad.’ I push him away before Mum joins us, asking if I’ve seen the paintings of me on the second floor.

  ‘Not yet.’

  ‘Can’t think why he hasn’t painted me,’ Dad says, adjusting his tie and striking a pose.

  ‘He’s not that desperate,’ I tease. Distracted, I look for Phil. ‘Won’t be a sec,’ I say, heading back to the front entrance, where I can see him pacing up
  and down the pavement, still surgically attached to his mobile. Who’s he talking to? What can be so important? He knows tonight is a big deal for Jake. I notice a tall man with blond hair
  outside the gallery, also on his mobile. He must sense me staring as he catches my eye and smiles. He has a warm open face and I find myself smiling back before I hear Jake’s voice. I turn to
  see my brother talking to someone, no doubt chatting them up. Jake always maintains he has to sell himself, not his art. ‘They have to believe in me before they buy my work.’ He
  isn’t lacking in charm so it usually works, but he also has a huge passion for what he does and you can’t fake that. It’s odd seeing him dressed formally when I’m so used to
  seeing him in scruffy jeans and trainers with a paintbrush in one hand, a mug of coffee or a camera in the other.

  Soon he’s bounding over to me saying I’m needed upstairs. He takes off his black-rimmed glasses, gives them a quick wipe on his shirtsleeve before putting them back on.
  ‘Someone’s interested in the picture of you.’

  I follow Jake, but can’t help glancing over my shoulder to see if the man with the blond hair is still there. To my disappointment, I can only see Phil outside lighting another
  cigarette.

  Upstairs is another room, lit by spotlights, both walls adorned with large portraits, including the one of me in a dark sundress and sunhat, along with the seven-by-twelve-foot painting of a
  sequence of me in different poses, the one in bright neon colours. ‘As you can see, Alice is my muse,’ Jake says when we join a tall bearded man standing in front of the image of me in
  the sundress. ‘I painted this in the South of France. Our family went there for a week last year,’ Jake tells him.

  ‘I don’t mind him painting me,’ I join in, ‘as long as he makes sure it’s flattering and he doesn’t emphasise my button nose.’ I touch my nose, all of
  us laughing, before the man looks at me and says, ‘it’s charming. I’ll take it.’

  Jake mouths a discreet ‘thank you’ before telling our buyer that he’ll introduce him to the gallery owner to complete the sale. When they head downstairs I am thankful to be
  left alone. I gaze at the painting. It’s incredible that this is Jake’s art; that people are here investing in his talent. I can’t deny a small part of me wants his success. Who
  am I fooling? A large part of me wants his success. I long to be in the limelight, not a guest at the party but hosting the entire show. Jake was always determined to be an artist, as insecure a
  profession as that might be, and however much Dad and I thought art could mean a wasted career. ‘You’re clever enough to do anything so why be a painter?’ I’d asked him once
  during one of our film evenings, much to my shame now. Of course I knew he’d spent most of his time at boarding school in the art room, but I’d always assumed that it was a phase, a
  childhood passion. Jake has taken risks, working hard and knocking repeatedly on gallery doors until someone heard. Deep down I realise now that my reaction had subconsciously been a jealous one;
  he was following his dream and I wasn’t.

  His career is going from strength to strength.

  Mine ended today.

  A waitress in a black cocktail dress approaches carrying a tray of champagne glasses. A wave of tiredness hits me as I take one. My liver doesn’t get on with alcohol. It’s like a
  very bad date. I know I shouldn’t but . . .

  I’m hungry, too. Where is Phil? Just as I’m determined to go and find him, once and for all—

  ‘I’m Tom.’ He holds out his hand.

  ‘Alice,’ I reply, surprised by how pleased I am to see his face again. One of the first things I notice are his eyes, a clear blue, vivid against his pale skin. ‘I feel
  underdressed,’ he says, gesturing to his jeans and jacket over a round-neck navy jumper. He turns to the picture of me in my black sunhat. ‘Looks like I’m too late.’ He
  points to the round red sticker on the corner of the frame. ‘She’s found a home.’ I catch him stealing another look at me. ‘You make a good model.’

  Oh, the irony! ‘My brother painted it. I make sure he flatters me.’

  ‘He doesn’t need to. He has a great subject.’

  ‘Thank you,’ I say, for a brief moment feeling self-conscious in front of him. There is something about his eyes. The way he looks at me makes me feel as if there is no one else more
  important in the room.

  ‘What do you do?’ he asks.

  I think about this, unsure if it’s easier to be a model for one more night. ‘Music,’ I say finally. ‘I write music. I love singing.’

  He looks impressed. ‘Would I have heard of you?’

  ‘One day,’ I promise. ‘How about you?’

  ‘I run my own website business. Very dull.’

  ‘Why?’

  ‘Because I spend most of my time swearing at my computer.’

  A small group of people approach us. I overhear one of them complimenting Jake’s work, saying he’s an artist to watch. Another mentions he is clearly influenced by contemporary
  British painters such as Richard Foster, along with the French Impressionists, Monet and Pissarro. He has the same lightness of touch.

  When Tom’s mobile rings he hesitates before I insist he takes it, even though I don’t want him to. ‘Hi, George,’ he says, his eyes remaining on mine. ‘I’m on
  my way, OK? Just got slightly held up.’

  He puts his phone back in his pocket.

  ‘Listen.’ Tom touches my arm. ‘I could stay here all night and chat to you but unfortunately I have to meet some friends. I’m already embarrassingly late, but how about a
  coffee or a drink . . .?’

  I feel an arm around my shoulder. ‘Aren’t you going to introduce us?’ Phil says to me before staring at Tom. I register the look of ‘back off’ in Phil’s eyes,
  and a flash of disappointment in Tom’s.

  Awkwardly I introduce them before Tom says he really has to go. As he shakes my hand there are so many things I want to say that I’m reluctant to let him go. I want to give him my number
  and tell him how I’d love to meet up for a coffee but I can’t, not in front of Phil. As I watch Tom leave, a part of me considers running after him. But it’s too late. He’s
  gone.

  Phil looks disgruntled, saying it’s time we left or we’ll be late for dinner. Our table is booked for eight thirty. He can’t help but add, ‘Who the hell was
  he?’

  

After I’ve brushed my teeth I crawl under the covers. Phil is sitting up in bed, dressed in his boxers. ‘Who was that Tom bloke?’ he asks for the third time.
  Clearly he didn’t believe me when I’d said earlier in the restaurant that Tom and I didn’t chat for long, that he was a stranger. ‘I was looking for you for ages.’

  ‘You were outside smoking.’

  ‘He was chatting you up.’

  ‘He was interested in one of Jake’s paintings.’

  ‘He was interested in you. Bet you didn’t mention the CF, did you?’

  ‘Why would I?’

  ‘He sees you looking all hot, being flirty in your cute little red dress, just like you were with me the first time we met.’ Phil’s eyes are raging with jealousy as he says,
  ‘Bet he doesn’t know you still live at home—’

  ‘Hang on, I’m independent . . .’

  ‘. . . and you swallow half a fucking pharmacy each morning . . .’

  ‘Phil! Don’t be so mean and—’

  ‘. . . and if he fancies a decent night’s sleep, he can forget it.’ He switches the light off, turns his back to me. ‘And then that one time, when you coughed up blood
  during sex . . .’ he says as if it’s yet one more thing he has to put up with.

  I switch the light back on. ‘You know what? I’m going to make this really easy for you. Fuck off.’

  He looks at me as if I’m deranged. ‘What?’

  ‘You heard me.’ With renewed energy I get out of bed and grab his clothes that are folded neatly on to my chair, the control freak, before throwing them at him.

  ‘Alice!’ he says as his shirt flies into his face, followed by one of his socks.

  ‘If I’m such a burden, if it’s such a hardship being with me then go.’ I push him out of the back door before he has time to get dressed. ‘No one’s forcing
  you to stay.’

  ‘I was about to finish with you anyway,’ he shouts, making sure he has the last word, before I double lock the door and find myself slumped on the floor, tears flowing down my
  cheeks.
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  I heard a door slam last night and wondered if Alice had had another argument with Phil. But I can’t interfere. I have to remember that were it not for
  her CF she’d live independently. Alice needs her privacy just like any other twenty-something.

  I lay in bed feeling rather guilty that I hoped they had split up. I don’t think he’s right for Alice. Jake and Lucy aren’t mad about him either. She needs
  someone caring but also someone who challenges her. When I talk to Phil he never looks me in the eye and Nicholas doesn’t like the gel stuff he puts in his hair.

  After breakfast I went downstairs and found her in bed. ‘I didn’t see you leave last night?’

  ‘Phil and me, it’s over,’ she said.

  I had to stop myself from looking even a tiny bit pleased. For all I knew they’d get back together tomorrow. But somehow I knew they wouldn’t. I sensed their
  relationship had ended some time ago. At Jake’s show I’d seen her talking and laughing with another man – tall, fair hair, attractive. I wondered if he’d had anything to do
  with the break up. Alice looked too exhausted and tearful to talk. I just held her in my arms, before Charlie and Nutmeg decided to jump on to the bed to comfort her too.

  ‘Mum,’ she said as I stood up to leave, a small smile on her face as she stroked Nutmeg. ‘Having cats is so much better than having a boyfriend, isn’t
  it? Who needs a man?’
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  Alice

  It’s been three days since I broke up with Phil and I’m at the Royal Brompton Hospital, sitting in the Outpatients waiting room of the Fulham Wing.

  ‘Anger is good, anger is sweet’, I write in my lyrics book, humming the song. ‘Anger makes you rise to your feet’.

  I apply some lip balm, still thinking about Phil, finding it hard to believe he hasn’t been in touch, even to say sorry for the things he said. ‘Bet he
  doesn’t know you swallow half a fucking pharmacy each morning . . .’

  He hit a nerve.

  To begin with we were happy. Our relationship was passionate. Was that all it was in the end? Great sex?

  I close my eyes, only to see Tom’s face again. I feel the warmth of his hand around mine. I keep on thinking, what if Phil had turned up five minutes later? What if we had gone out for a
  coffee?

  Maybe I need to stop thinking about Tom too. I need time on my own to focus on finding a studio and a music manager. I’m going to talk to Professor Taylor today. I need to be ready to
  argue when he tells me singing will put unnecessary strain on my lungs.

  Restless, I try not to look at the other patients but my eye is drawn to a woman with pale skin and tired eyes. I shift in my seat. I’m sure I don’t look that ill. She coughs that guttural cough everyone has in this waiting room, the bubbling of mucus rattling and vibrating in our chests as it tries to find an escape route. I wonder
  what her lung function is? Mine must be better.

  A nurse comes out informing us that Professor Taylor’s clinic is now running two hours late. I pick up my pen again. ‘The anger’s welling up inside. This is
  certainly no joy ride’.

  

I gear myself up, before breathing out into the tube that looks like an elephant’s trunk. Huff, huff . . .

  ‘Keep going,’ urges my physiotherapist. ‘You can do it! Harder, Alice!’

  ‘HUFF!’ Anyone would think I was giving birth. ‘Done,’ I say, red-faced, spluttering and coughing as she records how much I can blow out in a second and how much puff I
  have in total, i.e. my total lung capacity. Imagine trying to steam up a mirror with your breath. That’s the action.

  ‘That’s gone down a lot,’ she says, as if accusing the machine of being faulty. ‘Best of three?’

  When she reads the second lot of figures her frown tells me it’s even worse. ‘It’s down by more than ten per cent. Can you think of any reasons why, Alice?’

  After my physio session Professor Taylor finally calls me into his office. It’s hard to miss my hefty medical file monopolising his desk.

  He reads the results of my lung function tests. His white coat is unbuttoned, showing off a blue checked shirt, and a ballpoint is clipped into his front coat pocket. I’ve been under
  Professor Taylor’s care since I was sixteen. He’s close to my father in age, with silvery grey hair that makes him look distinguished.

  ‘How are you feeling, Alice?’

  ‘Much the same.’

  ‘How much are you coughing up? More than usual?’ He examines my sputum sample. ‘It’s quite red.’

  Shy laugh. ‘Pretty, isn’t it?’

  He glances at my notes again.

  ‘I’ve given up modelling.’

  ‘I’m sorry to hear that.’

  Ask him about the singing. ‘Oh, don’t be.’ Another smile. ‘My wobbly feet weren’t exactly made for the catwalk.’

  He peers at me from behind his glasses, narrowing those dark inquisitive eyes. ‘Have you had any bleeds since I last saw you?’

  He means coughing up blood. ‘None.’

  ‘Not once?’ We do this, Professor Taylor and me. Dance around the truth. I shake my head, choosing not to tell him I’ve had one. It was only minor.

  ‘Right. That’s interesting. Your lung function is alarmingly low.’ He walks over to my side of the desk and feels my forehead. ‘How do you feel about staying in hospital
  to get this under control?’

  He knows, more than anyone, how much I hate being in hospital. ‘Not good.’

  ‘My feeling is you have a serious lung infection and we need to get you on a course of stronger antibiotics, but I’d like to monitor you here.’

  ‘Oh, you don’t need to do that,’ I say as if he really doesn’t need to trouble himself for me. ‘I can take them at home with Rita.’ Rita runs a home service
  linked to the hospital, which means rather than me trekking here for injections and blood tests, Rita comes to our house.

  Professor Taylor returns to his chair, sits down.

  ‘I wanted to ask your advice,’ I say nervously, hoping this will distract him from the hospital idea. ‘I’ve been thinking about—’

  He holds up a hand to stop me. ‘Alice, I’m concerned.’

  My plan didn’t work. ‘I’m fine.’

  He looks at me with those familiar fatherly eyes. ‘You’re not fine.’

  Please don’t admit me. ‘But it’s nearly Christmas . . .’ Christmas is two and a half weeks away.

  ‘The best possible gift I can give you this Christmas is to make you feel better. My job is to keep the show on the road and right now the show has taken a bad turn. The wheels are coming
  off. We need to get you back on track.’

  Reluctantly I nod. There is no room to talk to him about my singing today. It’s like trying to fit one more person into an already jam-packed lift.

  ‘You’re making the right decision,’ he says as I watch him pick up the telephone to find out if there are any free beds on Foulis Ward.

  My second home.

  How long will I be in hospital this time?

  I can’t help thinking my life is a ticking bomb and I am wasting yet more precious days.

  


  7

  Tom

  Tom wakes up. He’s had yet another sleepless night, trying to work out how he can get in contact with Alice. It has been almost a week since he saw her at the gallery and
  still he can’t get this girl out of his mind. If anything he is thinking about her even more. Each time he closes his eyes all he can see is her smile and hear her voice. Is it wishful
  thinking on his part to believe that she didn’t seem that happy with her boyfriend? He definitely sensed Alice was just as disappointed as he had been when this Phil bloke, unattractive by
  the way, had interrupted their conversation, placing his arm around her shoulder as if marking his territory. When they shook hands to say goodbye he was certain she’d held on to him for a
  second too long, her eyes pleading with him to stay. But what had he done? Walked away. ‘What was so special about her?’ George had asked him later that night in the pub, ‘besides
  being blonde and hot.’ He and George had grown up together; they were more like brothers than friends. Tom couldn’t say why he felt so strongly about her. All he knew was that he had to
  see her again. ‘But she has a boyfriend,’ George had argued, ‘and you didn’t even get her number. Someone else will come along, they always do.’

  To make life easier Tom had agreed.

  He gets out of bed, takes off his boxer shorts and grabs a towel before heading into the bathroom for a shower. By the time he’s dressed, he knows exactly what he has to do. If only
  he’d thought of it sooner . . .

  He sits down at the kitchen table, littered with books and paperwork, and searches the index of the telephone directory for galleries in the West End. He knows the exact address so it
  isn’t hard to find. He remembers the artist had been a Jake someone, Alice’s brother.

  Without thinking he picks up his mobile and dials the number. ‘Oh hello,’ he says when a man answers immediately. ‘I was at the opening of Jake’s show the other
  night.’

  ‘Hello. This is Jake.’

  Tom hadn’t been expecting Jake to answer. He isn’t sure what to say next. It might have been clever if he’d thought about it first before diving in. Should he pretend
  he’s interested in one of his paintings? But then he has to buy it and he’s got no spare cash. ‘Oh, hi Jake, I bumped into your sister, Alice, it was great to catch up with her
  after so many years.’

  Jake waits.

  ‘Anyway, she gave me her number because we’d arranged to meet for a coffee, but stupidly I lost it, so I was wondering . . .’

  ‘Sure,’ Jake cuts in. He seems flat as he reels off the number. ‘But I’d get in touch with her in a few days. She’s in hospital.’

  ‘Oh.’ There’s a pause. ‘Which hospital?’

  ‘The Brompton.’

  ‘I hope it’s nothing too serious?’

  ‘It’s her CF, usual thing.’

  ‘Her CF?’

  ‘Cystic fibrosis.’ Tom knows Jake is losing patience.

  ‘Ah yes, of course, her cystic . . .’ He can’t pronounce the other word.

  ‘How did you say you knew Alice again?’ Jake asks.

  

Slowly Tom puts his mobile down on the kitchen table. Cystic fibrosis. He knows nothing about it, except that it doesn’t sound good if it’s putting you in hospital.
  Next thing he knows, he is at his computer. ‘Come on Internet,’ he mutters, the dial-up taking what feels like an eternity. The connection fails. It’s been temperamental lately,
  playing up. Impatient and in sudden need of some fresh air, he flings on a jumper, grabs his keys and is cycling to a bookshop close to his flat in Ladbroke Grove in West London. He wastes no time
  in seeking out the science, technology and medical section on the second floor. When an assistant approaches, Tom asks her if she knows anything about cystic fibrosis. ‘I know all about it,
  one of my close friends . . .’ She looks tearful, taken off guard; uncertain if she should say any more.
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