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I dreamt of you last night – as if I was playing the piano and you were turning the pages for me.

– Vladimir Nabokov






Prologue

The piano is a percussive instrument. There is a violence inherent in its playing. No matter how gentle your finger’s touch on a key, a hammer must still strike a string for the note to be played. And inside the piano, eighty-eight hammers and two hundred and thirty strings. A battering, a great cavalcade of blows.

Of course, I didn’t think of it like that when I performed. Then, I thought only of the power of the music rising in me, of the great sweeping landscape of notes my fingers ran across, the pictures conjured up in my mind’s eye in gleaming technicolour. Of the brilliance of the composers and skill of the orchestra. Of the emotions of the piece – the grief and love, the yearning and triumph, the sorrow and joy, tenderness and desire, fear and hope.

It was afterwards, when I came off stage, that I could feel the burn of that force in my shoulders and back, feel the embers of it in my thighs, the sweat following the valleys of my chest and spine. As if I had stood over an anvil that shimmered in the heat. Or wrestled some great panting beast to the ground.

I had a teacher once who told me that a piano is like a horse that must be broken, corralled to my wishes. I was thankful that I never had the kind of teacher who wished to break me instead, to take me down to my parts, to pull the bit between my teeth until I could run no further than they wished. You see it sometimes, these teachers who, whether for good reason or ill, wish to diminish the talents of their young pupils. They think only of the parlour or the school hall. Quieter, they say, play softer, smaller, play decorously, bloodlessly.

When I first learned the piano, on my mother’s knee, she told me to imagine a great ballroom, a music hall, an opera house around me. A thousand people in their seats watching me, waiting to be moved down to the marrow, to be filled up with the sound of my piano, to have their hearts tugged this way and that.

Perhaps I came to think of myself as the reins, then, and they my teeth, the audience the creature I could command.

How stupid of me not to see that I was the beast all along.

That it wasn’t a teacher, or the piano itself, that might break me, but you. That it wouldn’t require eighty-eight hammers or even one. Only your embrace.

The dust on the piano in my house is undisturbed by fingertips now. The floorboards of the concert halls of the world are no longer troubled by my footsteps. Music is lost to me, even though I can put on a record if I wish to; can sit in the audience of any opera house, can still hear. Words are useless to describe how I feel, they always have been compared to what I could say sitting at a piano; my metaphors only tangle and collapse. Still, here I am trying to use them, to write these particular words down for you.

Will you read them? Will you hear my voice in your head when you do?

They say the brain is the largest instrument in the world, that nothing man creates could rival it for depth and breadth, for ingenuity. You can create music in your thoughts too beautiful, too complex, too strange and new, to ever note down on paper or ask your fingers to play. You can hear an entire orchestra in your mind if you wish it, a concerto played by and performed for only yourself, a lonely audience of one.

You can raise the dead with your mind. Hear the voice of a loved one who has already passed and whose throat permits no breath of air.

Or someone who is only dead to you. Whose body is no longer yours to hold, to touch, to rest your ear against its chest and hear its heartbeat, our first and last metronome.

Try it now.

Listen.




CHAPTER ONE

SÃO PAULO, FEBRUARY 1957

His chin in her hand, Natasha dabs powder in the hollows under Max’s eyes while he hums melodies of tonight’s pieces, the vibration working its way through her own fingers as if she is the one passing the sound to him and not the other way around.

His eyes are far away, his focus turned inwards where she cannot reach him. His lips are dry; if she touched them the skin would catch on hers. He hasn’t drunk anything since his morning coffee, but he ate a big lunch, she made sure of it, as she always does. The care and keeping of her brother is her business as his manager, and his twin sister.

‘Am I presentable?’ Max murmurs, eyes on her now.

‘You look the very romantic Slavic hero,’ she drawls. ‘There will be swoons when you take the stage.’

He scoffs lightly, pulls his chin back and his curls shift with the movement. ‘They’re not looking at me, the people who come, they’re there for the music.’

She lights a cigarette from her favourite amber case. He steals it from her after one puff, drags his own deep inhale and then hands it back.

‘They want the music, and they want to see you experience the music,’ she says. ‘They want to see your artistry and skill, your genius in motion. If they were there for the music alone, there would be a screen up, they would turn their backs.’

Who Max is has always been half the spectacle – a child prodigy, a beautiful boy and now a handsome young man with a sharp jaw, dark eyes and a touch of frailty, a slight stoop, that sends hearts fluttering.

‘They want to watch your face, this face,’ she says, cupping his chin again, ‘in rapture, sorrow, joy, exultation. They want to see a glimpse of the secret world inside you,’ she says, ‘the place you go when you play where no one can follow.’

‘A secret world. Is that where I go?’ he asks. ‘You’re in a fanciful mood today.’

He still looks a little peaky but he no longer looks ill, she thinks when he stands, his knees popping.

A green, humid scent crawls in through the windows from the tropical plants twining up the Hotel Esplanada courtyard, the shutters open to the bright afternoon, to the sound of tram bells and car horns from further afield, courtesy of one of São Paulo’s many traffic jams. In the taxi from the airport Natasha had craned her neck at all the new buildings that had soared up since their last visit, while the jazzy tones of the radio burbled and bounced and she searched in vain for familiar words in the crooner’s Portuguese. The scale of the city might have felt disorientating to her after ten years since Max’s last South American tour, but São Paulo’s grandest hotel felt disappointingly familiar. Back then, her brother had been only too pleased at the convenience of the discreet tunnel that linked the hotel to the Municipal Theatre next door, while Natasha had wished they had further to go, only so that she could explore more of the city.

All cities have their own character and yet most hotel rooms are the same, she’s found. Crisply starched sheets, plush carpet, high walls papered in some yellow shade, lilies in a vase – always lilies – that stain your clothes with their orange pollen if you get too close. All of it a world away from their childhood wartime home in London with its cracked chimney breast and newspapered windows, empty larder and cold stove. And all of it, the opulence, the glamour, the tiresome timetables, the cramped aeroplanes and trains, the endless travel, down to her brother and his talents. All of her days run to his schedule.

As a child, hungry and frozen cold in winter, with one pair of too-small shoes whose soles were always peeling off, she had dreamed of such riches, imagining finding some fabulous jewel in their (empty) coal bucket that could make her fortune. But it had been Max’s talent that had been the real jewel, the key that had opened every door, no matter how fine and grand, that had given her real diamonds and pearls and emeralds, and a life of luxury like something from a fairy tale. She’s forever in his debt for that, for making her dreams come true alongside his own.

‘Are you nervous for tonight?’ she asks, shifting in her seat and pressing a hand to her back, sore from another new bed.

‘You know I never am,’ he replies by rote as he flops back on his own bed.

‘Is that why you woke up so early?’

‘I don’t get nervous,’ he says. ‘I get excited.’

‘Sometimes I think you believe that.’

‘You’re not a performer, you wouldn’t get it,’ he says, with the kind of mild, reasonable tone that drives some people mad.

‘I hear you in the night sometimes before big performances, special ones, tossing and turning.’

‘Excitement,’ he says. ‘Perhaps if you didn’t try to eavesdrop on my sleep, you wouldn’t notice.’

‘You’re loud with it, the tossing and turning.’

‘Then stay in a separate room,’ he says archly, looking up at the ceiling. His suit will crease any minute, and when it does, she’ll have to call up the bellboy to steam it again.

‘You’re the one who insists that we share on tour,’ she says.

‘Do I? I thought that was a question of money.’

‘Of habit, perhaps.’

‘Well, feel free to change things up,’ he says, though they both know that she won’t.

We shared the same womb once, Max will joke if questioned by new hotels about their choice of a twin room, what’s a spacious hotel suite to that?

Natasha is usually the one who insists upon things, who fixes matters with waiters and drivers and secretaries and ushers, but she always leaves that particular explanation to Max, as if she wishes that one day a hotel clerk might brush him off and declare they simply must have separate rooms.

But then she wouldn’t really like to stay alone on their travels; it would be, well, lonely. And besides, without her, Max would turn up to his concerts creased and half starved, undisguised bruises under his eyes. The effects of his dearest vampiric lover, the piano, stark for all to see.

Natasha leans closer to the mirror to use the same powder on her own under-eye. She never looks quite as drawn as him because she doesn’t have the piano leeching life from her. Just her brother, she thinks, sitting back. Just you, Max.

‘Change your suit if you’re going to lie there,’ she says, voice muffled by the end of her bracelet in her teeth as she fastens it around her wrist.

‘Is it time yet?’ he asks impatiently.

‘Twenty minutes,’ she says. ‘Drink some water, will you, or you’ll get a headache.’

As he sits up and pours a glass she hears a strange scuffling sound in the hall, a muted yelp.

She moves across the room and puts her ear to the door; when it’s quiet again, she opens it. A crumpled bouquet of flowers lies at her foot. Further along the corridor a young woman in a brilliant blue dress is being lectured by a member of hotel staff and ushered forcefully towards the stairs by her shoulders. When she cranes her neck back and sees Natasha at the door, and not Max, her body loses its fight, sags in his grip. Her chin quivers, as if Natasha is the one who has disappointed her.

Natasha leaves the flowers where they are, returning to the room and locking the door behind her, just in case.

‘What was it?’ Max asks, gathering his scores for tonight.

‘A fan,’ she says. ‘A pretty one.’

He hums, nonplussed.

Max has always had a legion of female fans. Sometimes the fervour in their eyes is frightening to Natasha, the nervous shake of their mouths, the hands that clutch programmes tight enough to tear before jolting forward to grasp at his arms or tug at his suit when they approach after his performances. They love him, their mother used to whisper to Natasha with pride when he was mobbed. Was that what love was? thought Natasha with a kind of terror when she was young. Love that made you want to consume the object of your affection, to devour them? A love that made the audience want to turn him into a little god on stage only so that they could linger near him afterwards and snatch some of that holiness for themselves?

It discomfits Max sometimes, she sees that, and it certainly drains him, their sheer need for him, for a moment of his time, for a touch of his hand, let alone for his outpouring of emotion and skill on stage. Sometimes, alone in the hotel with her in the aftermath, he seems a shell of himself, hollow, blinking at his surroundings as if he is quite lost. It’s her job then to bring him back to himself, back down to earth.

Still, that love, that devotion, from the audience is part of why he does what he does, why he thrills at it, isn’t it? Otherwise, he’d be just as happy to perform in front of an empty room.

As she’s grown older, she has felt increasingly jealous of it, of the love he receives, the sheer scale of it, the endless nightly supply. The men who love her, want her, don’t love her as much as the audience do Max; theirs is an earthly love that seems small, miserly, in comparison, however spoilt that makes her seem. Sometimes, when she sees Max standing there in the spotlight at the end of his performances, glowing, incandescent in the roar of the audience’s love and awe, a prince above his worshipful subjects, the jealousy she feels is sharp enough to make her hate him.

Is it too greedy to want a fraction of that devotion on top of everything else she does have – the riches, the adventure of travel, Max’s love itself?

‘Come on,’ she says, ‘let’s go. Your audience awaits.’

‘The piano awaits,’ he corrects, ‘and what a beauty this one is. That warm woody tone.’ He smiles, boyish, excited.

‘And the hundreds of people waiting to hear you play it, to drown you in their applause,’ she says.

He looks puzzled by the bitterness of her tone. She never talks about it much, her jealousy, because it’s both too obvious, surely, to be jealous of the star – especially if the star is one’s brother – and too belittling of yourself to state it.

‘You know there’s only one member of that audience whose opinion matters to me, anyway,’ he says.

‘The newspaper critic?’ she suggests obtusely, brushing stray powder from her sleeve.

He smiles and takes her arm. ‘Yours, of course,’ he says.

Travel enough and you see the same people, loop back to the same cities and you find yourself face to face with past versions of yourself, Natasha thinks as she kisses the cheek of their old governess, Geraldine, at the pre-performance reception in the gilded hall of the Municipal Theatre of São Paulo. Geraldine lives in a mansion in the hills outside the city’s busy sprawl, with the Russian émigré husband she had eloped with when Natasha and Max had just turned twelve years old. Geraldine had been their last governess, even though the British authorities who approved the licences of any children taken out of school to perform mandated they should have one for longer.

But did those fussy old men in suits know how educational world travel itself was, their mother, Vera – who had always complained about using Max’s growing earnings to pay governesses – argued, saying that if it was a matter of learning sums and other such dull things, that she could just teach the twins herself (though she rarely did) or they could teach themselves through schoolbooks.

‘Natasha,’ Geraldine says with a surprised lilt to her voice. ‘You look so grown up.’

‘It’s good to see you, Geraldine,’ Natasha replies politely, noticing how time has changed her governess too.

Geraldine looks unsettled. ‘It’s funny, it’s only now that you’re truly grown that I realise how young you were back then, the both of you.’ Her eyes glance at the space around Natasha as if expecting to find Max there too and not backstage. ‘And you look so much like your mother now,’ she says, touching a hand to her own throat. ‘Darling,’ she turns to the man near her, distinguished with a full head of grey hair and gold-framed glasses, ‘do you remember Natasha?’

‘I don’t believe I do,’ he says and lifts her hand to kiss the back of it.

Geraldine’s mouth tightens at the corner, her eyes flit about Natasha.

Don’t worry, Natasha wants to say, I’m not a threat to you, I draw the line at grey hair in my paramours, and other women’s husbands, mostly. Did ‘grown up’ simply mean she was womanly now, and a threat? Well, it’s true that Natasha has to have the odd vice to pass the time at all these occasions in Max’s honour; she’s not above some flirting, a dalliance, a tumble with a man in a fine hotel bed. But she’s not indiscriminate, she’s not gauche about it, and she’s hardly on the same level as her mother, who had always been too busy in the glow of men’s attention – barkeeps and wealthy donors both – to notice that her children were asleep on their feet, leaving it to governesses such as Geraldine to ferry them home instead.

‘When my wife tells people that she used to travel with the great Maxim Kitson, people scarcely believe it,’ Geraldine’s husband says as Natasha reaches for another champagne glass.

There is something mocking about his tone. ‘Have you seen him play before?’ Natasha asks.

‘I haven’t had the pleasure, but my wife showed me the reviews of last week’s performance in Santiago; the critics seemed ready to build statues of him. It must have been some night.’

‘Max enjoyed playing with the new Philharmonic Orchestra,’ she says, diplomatically, rather than saying that such a performance was not out of the ordinary. Max had blazed bright on stage in Santiago; he had moved, he had humbled; but when had he not?

‘He’s known for his interpretations of the Russians,’ the man says, half question, half statement.

‘Yes.’

‘Strange to think a boy who has never stood on Russian soil can be known for his interpretations of my countrymen’s music.’

Max himself is desperate to perform in the USSR now that the Iron Curtain has been opened just a crack, desperate to prove himself there in the home of his heroes, but she won’t tell this fool that. ‘Were those Russian composers not influenced by the free flow of artistic innovation and friendship before the current regime?’ she says instead. ‘Weren’t the Russian courts themselves richly flavoured with French and Austrian traditions?’

‘Perhaps so,’ he concedes.

What does this man know of Russia anyway? He must have been very young when he left. A boy himself.

‘Max began performing at seven years old,’ Geraldine tells her husband, defending her former charge.

But she’s wrong, as if in the time since her employment her mind has tried to make Max less extraordinary.

‘He was several years younger than that, actually,’ Natasha corrects politely. ‘The first time he performed for the public they had to use cushions to prop him up, his feet dangling above the pedals. By five years old they said he was far better than any adult amateur could hope to be. In a few years, that he was better than almost every professional too.’ It’s not like she’s laying it on thick, she thinks, as others at the reception drift closer to listen. It’s all true, and Geraldine’s sceptical husband will find that out when he watches him; all his notions that Max is merely a trick, a novelty, will crumble. He might even cry, Natasha thinks with vicious pleasure.

‘And you,’ a new voice – deep, accented, French? – says and Natasha turns her head. ‘Where were you when he was at the piano with cushions at such a young age?’ The man’s face is thoughtful, handsome in a brutish yet patrician way. By the subtle shift in the attention of her companions and the eager eyes of others in the room, she assumes he is someone noteworthy, but it might just be that he is rich.

‘I was watching, of course,’ she says. In the audience with her feet dangling above only air. Her hair in a bow and wearing a darned velvet dress and borrowed miniature heeled shoes, her mother’s very doll.

‘You didn’t fancy playing yourself?’

‘You think because we’re twins it runs in the family?’ she asks, aware of the circle around them, her own audience.

‘Yes. Am I wrong?’ the man asks with the smallest of smiles. His jaw is blue even though it must be recently shaved; his hair is black and full despite his age, which she pegs at forty or so. Even the slight imprint of stray lipstick, too close to his mouth to be from a polite cheek kiss, yet too far from his lips to be from a well-known lover, only adds to his masculine charm. A man who moves through the world easily, she thinks, a man who can have everything he wants.

Well, if he wants to imagine that she might be jealous of Max in any way, she won’t let him have that at least. ‘I’m afraid to inform you that I’m notoriously tone deaf,’ she lies and he laughs.

‘That’s a lie.’

‘It is not,’ she drawls, holding his gaze.

‘I don’t believe we’ve been introduced,’ he says. ‘Comte de Montaigu.’

‘Monsieur le comte,’ she says. ‘Natasha Kitson. A pleasure.’

‘The pleasure is all mine, mademoiselle.’ And yet he won’t offer her his first name as an opener. How funny aristocrats get with their titles.

‘How fares your trip, monsieur le comte?’ Geraldine’s husband asks.

‘Satisfactory,’ the comte says with a moue of his mouth and an elegant swing of his hand.

‘This is all you have to say about your host country?’ the other man teases.

‘You forget, I have been in meetings most days, without the chance to explore. I work for an American bank,’ he explains to Natasha. ‘But the arts are my real passion.’

‘Hence tonight’s concert,’ she says.

He dips his head. ‘I may have arranged certain meetings just so I might have the pleasure of seeing your brother perform,’ he says conspiratorially.

She smiles politely. Does he think his actions are somehow noteworthy? Many of Max’s fans have performed far more dramatic feats to attend his concerts: sold heirlooms, missed births and birthday parties, absconded from boarding schools in the middle of the night and trekked cross-country.

‘I’m also a patron of the Paris Opéra,’ the comte adds, as if knowing he is losing her attention.

‘The Opéra?’ she says, more interested now. ‘I have such fond memories of seeing the ballet there once as a child.’

The five-minute bell rings for people to take their seats. Natasha is late backstage.

‘Only once? You must have been to Paris many times since then,’ the comte says intently, his attention fixed on her despite the rest of the grand hall shuffling off to find their places or powder their noses in time.

‘My brother’s schedule is always tight. He’s very in demand.’

‘Still, I should think he could spare you for one night. For the ballet.’

‘Yes, I suppose so,’ she says, although it lacks conviction. Max needs her. There is always some small bother each show that she needs to fix, a responsibility she feels to make sure he is fed and watered and his suit pressed and steamed before he sidles over to the piano on stage. On tour with him, she’s never missed a show. If he is at the piano in front of an audience, she is in that audience marvelling at his talents alongside the rest.

‘The next time you’re in Paris, mademoiselle,’ the comte says to her, charming crooked smile in place, ‘I’d be glad to offer you use of my box. I insist upon it, in fact.’

‘You insist?’

‘Yes.’ His eyes glitter, he rests a light hand on her arm and she feels an answering tug in her gut. ‘Tell your brother that I shall be stealing you for the night.’

‘I am my own woman to be stolen,’ she says, lifting her chin.

‘Is that so?’

The comte is handsome, imperious but handsome. And she does love the ballet, she thinks. ‘Regretfully, my brother does need me at this moment, though, so I must take my leave.’

‘It was enchanting to meet you,’ the comte says, kissing her on each cheek in the customary French fashion. His cologne, spicy and strong, is also customary for men from his homeland, and lingers in her nose as she strides backstage, letting herself imagine it, her at the ballet oblivious to what Max might be doing at a different concert hall in the same city. Could she? Would she? They are both adults and Max has performed hundreds of times, he doesn’t need her there, she thinks. Not really. Not for one stolen night.

But they won’t be in Paris now for eighteen months; Max has half the world to tour first. And will the comte remember his kind offer by then? Likely not, she thinks drily.

The backstage corridors at the Municipal Theatre are dark and close, painted walls shining in that odd way that makes them look wet. Max isn’t in the dressing room, but his jacket is draped over the chair. The naked light bulbs surrounding the long mirror are blazing despite the specifications that have been communicated by her to the theatre manager, along with other simple – yet often apparently hard to fulfil – requests such as a private room, a jug of water, and absolutely no guests knocking on the door. She should turn them off herself; she knows Max finds them distracting backstage. But first she looks.

Her reflection is bright with the lights, her features changed, her jaw sharper, her pupils pinpricks, her lipstick redder. She imagines, as she has since she was a child waiting in many a dressing room, that she is the one going on stage, that the crowded vases of flowers from well-wishers are for her. She plucks a rose from the nearest bunch to pose with, pricking herself on a thorn. The girl in the mirror sucks the bead of blood from her thumb, frowning.

The door opens, without a knock, and Max enters, carefully drying his hands with a towel, his own towel that is part of his retinue, for the hands of concert pianists cannot be entrusted to the mildewed or roughly starched towels backstage.

‘Everything all right?’ she asks him, not moving from her seat or giving up the rose. Why should she feel embarrassed? He’s caught her here before.

‘Fine,’ he says.

She raises an eyebrow.

‘Excited,’ he adds with a long-suffering smile then squints at the light.

Max has been touring the world since he was ten, across a dizzying reel of cities and countries and hotels and concert venues. He’s performed thousands of times and never looked ashen-faced beforehand, never shook or vomited or had his mind go blank on stage. He’s not a machine, though, Max – despite what several of the girls who’ve dated him have suggested, scornfully, tearfully, cruelly, in one-sided arguments that swiftly herald the end of the relationship, such as it is. He’s just self-contained and self-possessed, she thinks, measured in his responses, and he always has been; it wasn’t a habit he learned from being on stage, on show.

On the rare occasions when he gets upset or anxious – although he’d never admit to being so – he only sinks further into himself, the movements of his body quieter, his face a blank page that few can read. Except her.

She reaches to turn off the lights. He swipes a hand across his forehead, his Adam’s apple bobbing above his shirt collar.

‘Have you found your victim for tonight?’ he asks her, leaning over her shoulder, his smooth cheek rubbing against hers.

‘My victim?’ she scoffs, reaching back to frame his face next to hers. Side by side in the mirror one can see how similar they look, each the perfect masculine or feminine reflection of the other, both their eyes the exact same shade of cool blue.

‘The poor man you will chew up and spit out,’ he says.

She realises then what is strange. His breaths are short, though you would not know that from his face or carriage. But she can feel the quick press of his ribs against her back. ‘Are you all right?’ she asks.

‘I’m fine. Why ask me again when I’ve already given you an answer?’

‘You seem on edge.’

‘On edge,’ he mocks and smiles, his eyes crinkling.

It’s a false smile, she’s sure. But what can she do if Max won’t tell her? He’s fed and watered, his shirt collar is neat, and a stray lock of his hair curls over his forehead winsomely, as if she has placed it there herself to make the audience swoon. It’s not as if he needs her help with the piano side of it, anyway. Come sickness or health he will perform on stage as if possessed by a god of music.

There’s a knock on the door and her brother turns immediately, his back ramrod straight in the mirror. She’s lost his attention and won’t get it again now until he’s parted from his piano.

‘We’re ready for you,’ the orchestra leader, a spindly-looking man with wiry pale hair, says.

She squeezes Max’s shoulder as she passes, smelling his own weaker cologne that she bought him in a market in Italy last year.

In the auditorium, her hands clutch tight to the programme passed to her by an usher (her mother used to save all the programmes, one for each show, hundreds and hundreds of them, but Natasha won’t give up the suitcase space to continue the habit). The vast red velvet circle throngs with audience members fanning their impatient faces and turning this way and that to see who else has been lucky enough to get a ticket.

She’s sitting in her customary place in the middle of the second row and as the house lights dim, she notices that Geraldine and her husband are sitting directly in front of her. In the light thrown from the stage, as the orchestra stands and Max emerges from the wings to a great inhale of breath and a loud, clattering applause, she can see the husband’s profile, the quirk of his mouth. She’ll be able to see him come apart, she thinks with satisfaction. A second show in addition to the one put on by her brother.

Any lingering worry she had about Max’s state of mind is vanished the moment he begins to play. She sees that familiar secret smile of his when his fingers first meet the keys, the lift of his eyebrows, the loosening of his shoulders, the graceful reach of his arms. And his playing – the timing, the balance, the tone – is exquisite as ever.

And sure enough, as Max plays, come apart this other man does.

First with a shift in his seat as if he is experiencing something confronting, then a quiet clearing of the throat.

A parting of his lips and a sharp raise of his eyebrow.

Fingers brought up to cover his mouth.

Eyes that bulge with tears.

She would like to feel triumphant, as if her brother’s victory is her own – for Max’s career has been the work of her life too – but somehow now, tonight, the idea of such a triumph being shared feels hollow. Besides, it’s not as if his playing hasn’t made her cry often before too.

In the interval, she checks up on Max and finds him in conversation with the conductor discussing some finer details about the piece to come. Her brother seems at ease, there are no twisting fingers or rolling ankles, no nervous brush of hand through his hair. You can sense it, though, the electricity inside of him, dormant and waiting for the next half. His arm when she touches it is warm underneath the slight dampness of his shirt, his skin hot like a thoroughbred horse. A drop of sweat rolls down the side of his neck.

‘How was I?’ he murmurs to her as the conductor takes a glass of water from a tray.

‘Perfect,’ she replies and he nods.

At the door to the room, she looks back. Max passes his hands over each other, clasps his fingers around one wrist.

Back in the auditorium, she stops before the front row where Geraldine’s husband is sitting alone, his programme splayed open at his feet as if abandoned there, his red-rimmed eyes searching the gilt and the glimmer of the vast chandelier above for answers.

‘How did you find it?’ she asks. ‘The first half,’ she adds as he licks his dry lips.

‘Astonishing,’ he says. He shakes his head. His smile is wry, almost haunted. ‘To think that Geraldine saw him perform so many times, that a boy could do this.’

‘A man now.’

‘Yes.’

A man such as you shall never be, she adds in her head.

‘What a gift,’ he says. ‘To interpret Tchaikovsky like that, as if he was its own creator. I am trying to prepare myself for the Rachmaninov,’ he says with a hollow laugh. ‘And you? Are you still surprised by him?’

‘Every time,’ she says truthfully. For that is the thing about his skill, it isn’t just a skill but an art. Each time he creates something new.

‘Then I envy you too,’ he says.

She glances around the hall as she takes her seat, surveying the mood of the audience, and spots the comte. He’s in a box seat, naturally, and has a beautiful woman beside him, her white-blonde hair immaculately coiffured, her lips a dramatic red that doesn’t, Natasha notes wryly, match the pink shade of the lipstick smudge she saw earlier.

But while she’s been taking the measure of his companion, the comte has set his own gaze on Natasha. Their eyes lock and a smirk twitches at his lips.

She turns away, cheeks hot, and studies the orchestra instead as they tune their instruments. It’s a sound that has always filled her with residual nervousness though she imagines to Max it is as dear and thrilling as a hunting hound’s bugle.

And here he is, bright-eyed and ready, hungry.

He shakes the hand of the conductor, kisses him on the cheek and then takes his seat. He adjusts the height of the bench and his stance, his thick eyelashes making shadows on his cheekbones.

As the lights dim and the audience hush and settle into their own seats, a lone girl’s voice shouts, Amo-te! I love you!

Max doesn’t glance out at the crowd or react at all, not even a wry grin. He’s already there, in the piece to come. Those near the girl do the shushing for him, clucking their tongues, muttering a curse.

Max lifts his hands onto the keys, nods at the conductor and the music begins. Rachmaninov’s Opus 43, ‘Rhapsody on a Theme of Paganini’, an incredibly challenging piece, inspired by the violin virtuoso Paganini who was so skilled men said – and believed – that he had sold his soul to the devil.

Natasha is buffeted by the quick dancing notes of the piano, dizzyingly fast. But she doesn’t close her eyes to sink into the experience or to escape inside, because her gaze is fixed on her brother.

There’s something wrong, and she is the only one who knows it.

A strain in his expression, a stillness, a sharpness to the angle of his head. She wouldn’t be able to explain it to anyone, not even him. But something’s not right.

Her hands sweat, her ankles lock as she listens to the driving glory of his playing, the great swell of the orchestra beneath him.

Near the close of the second section, Max’s eyes pinch shut and open again and then, in Variation 9, during a long arpeggio, it happens.

He falters.

His notes give out, a discordant scramble of them, one, two, three, four, five.

He hangs his head, a strange smile on his face, then he finds his place again, smooths seamlessly back into the piece.

It lasted barely as long as a full breath. Few will remember it by the end of the piece, fewer still by the encore and the encore after that.

Natasha, as the person who has watched, listened to, experienced, almost every performance he has ever given, will be the only one to know that he has never made a mistake like this before.

A wrong note, yes, a wrong chord, a handful of times, but to lose the piece entirely, to stumble?

‘What’s wrong with you?’ she demands when she finally has her brother completely alone at least an hour later, on the terrace of a restaurant they have been ferried to along with the glitterati of São Paulo’s classical music scene, and after he survived the throng of mad Brazilian fans at the theatre and was kissed and pawed at, caught flowers and teddy bears and odd trinkets with a meaning only clear to their owners.

‘Nothing,’ he says, blowing a steady stream of smoke from his cigarette.

‘What happened up there?’

‘It’s nothing,’ he says, a touch of scorn to his mien.

‘Max,’ she says, pulling him towards her by his jacket pocket, ‘I’m worried about you.’

‘Don’t be,’ he says, his lips cold as he kisses her forehead. ‘I’m fine. You worry too much.’

As he leaves her, she wishes that she could grab him and make him answer, that it didn’t matter that he was a man and could easily shrug out of a hold, nor that they were in public, nor that she’d never grab his arms or wrists or hands lest she injure them.

‘Max!’ she calls out, but he doesn’t look back.

She can sense it, though, in the stillness of his body, even as he walks, as if he is keeping himself so tightly inside the seams of him are taut. An animal caught, a cornered fox pacing in front of a hound. Something’s wrong.




CHAPTER TWO

After the concert, sleep does not come easy to Natasha. She sweats and tosses and turns in bed while Max shifts around in his own sheets, until he gets up to be sick in the bathroom in the middle of the night.

‘Are you ill?’ she calls out, sitting up on her elbows, head spinning as if she is at sea. ‘You’re poorly,’ she says and there is a relief in her tone, a satisfaction at an answer found. ‘Shall we get a doctor? Was it the fish yesterday at lunch? I knew there was something off about it, I shouldn’t have—’

‘You had the fish too,’ he says, a shadow as he comes back into the room wiping his mouth. ‘And I’m fine.’

She opens the shutters in any case, letting in the woozy tropical scent of the city. The merest breath of air whispers over their bodies.

Perhaps it’s not good to bother him anyway, she thinks, lying awake, her arms thrown above her on the pillow. Perhaps even geniuses, even prodigies, can fumble a few notes. She doesn’t want to give him a complex, after all. It was just a bad stomach, nothing more.

He certainly seems fine in the morning, yawning over the breakfast table downstairs in the hotel restaurant, his fingers tap-tapping a muffled melody on the starched white tablecloth between them as she thanks the waiter for pouring her a coffee. They make it strong here, such a better start to the day than weak English tea.

She slides over the telegram that was slipped under her door this morning. ‘We missed a call from Mother last night again; she says it’s urgent.’

They share a look. Urgent in the past, from their histrionic mother, has meant anything but. A blown light bulb which she couldn’t possibly wait until the next day to have replaced, party invitations she had not received but felt owed, and rain forecast for a gala where Max was performing – indoors.

‘We should call her back,’ she says, ‘it’s been a while.’

Max looks noncommittal. His attention is drawn by something else, a man approaching their table in a fine linen suit.

‘Monsieur Kitson,’ the comte, who must be staying in their hotel too, says to her brother. ‘I have to tell you, your performance last night’ – he clutches a fist to his heart – ‘Merveilleux, extraordinaire.’ He shakes his head wonderingly.

People who know who Max is, who have seen him play, regard him in several different ways, she has found. With awe, with deep reverence, with hungry desire, with suspicion or with jealousy. The comte, she thinks, looks at her brother as if he is something holy, sacrosanct, but there is something else there too that might be envy. A childhood yearning to be an artist himself perhaps, she thinks, and Max the embodiment of such lost dreams.

‘Thank you, sir,’ Max replies.

‘Ah, my apologies, I have forgotten that I have not introduced myself to you, only to your charming sister. Comte de Montaigu.’ He holds out his hand above the table and Max’s untouched breakfast. Max shakes it.

I think sometimes men want to test my grip, Max told Natasha once. Older men, men who think I am only a weakling boy, an artist. They like to think that if their handshake is firmer than mine they have won in some way. For them, I let my hand go completely limp. It unnerves them. She glances at their hands but cannot tell if he has used his trick this time.

‘Was he better than any pianist you’ve seen at the Opéra?’ she asks the comte instead. She misses the frisson of their encounter yesterday, misses being his sole focus for those long minutes.

‘I promised your sister a trip to the Opéra, to the ballet, next time she is in Paris,’ the comte remarks to Max, without taking his eyes from her, and she feels her cheeks flush, pleased.

‘That’s kind,’ Max says flatly. ‘But you haven’t answered the question posed. Was I better?’

The comte smiles. ‘You were far superior to any pianist I have seen on that stage, except for one boy.’ He holds his hand at shoulder height. ‘He must have been, oh, this tall. A slight thing, a child prodigy. From England, of all places.’

‘You saw me play at the Opéra?’ Max says, pleased.

‘Yes. Years ago.’ He has turned to face Max; all she can see of him is his profile, the corner of his eyes.

‘And have I improved?’

‘You were extraordinary then and are even more so now. Although one would not think it possible.’ His hand has returned to his chest like a supplicant.

‘You think I have a long career in me?’ Max asks, tilting his chin up. His eyes have a strange glint to them.

‘Undoubtedly,’ the comte says, wearing the authority of his class and age. ‘Undoubtedly,’ he says again, brows furrowed as if the notion that Max might question such a thing is beyond the pale.

You needn’t worry, she thinks of saying, Max is just being contrary, he already knows he is the best, he doesn’t need you to tell him that. Although he still enjoys being praised, she thinks, watching Max’s satisfaction at the comte’s answer.

‘I hope to see you play again in the years to come. In Paris, perhaps?’ the comte says and looks to Natasha, as if waiting for her to bring out a schedule right then and there.

She straightens one of her earrings and says nothing, unwilling to be the dutiful manager, the helpful secretary. Not for him.

His eyes drop to her mouth. She chose a pink lip this morning. ‘Of course,’ he says, in that rumbling French accent of his and with a conceding splay of his hands, a teasing lilt to his eyes, ‘I did promise your sister to take her to the ballet in Paris first.’

‘You did,’ she agrees.

‘Well, we needn’t worry about that clash of conflicts just yet,’ Max says, bored, tapping his fingers against the edge of his plate. The plate he hasn’t eaten a single morsel from yet.

‘Forgive me,’ she says reluctantly, ‘but we have a long day, and Max needs to eat his breakfast.’

‘Of course,’ the comte says.

‘Will you be coming to my performance tonight?’ Max asks the comte. To annoy her, she thinks.

‘I hadn’t planned to. I imagine one can’t get a ticket for – what is the phrase? – for love nor money.’ He looks to Natasha at the same time as Max does.

‘There’ll be a ticket for you at the office,’ she concedes. There are always one or two tickets held back for her own distribution, tickets which some have in the past begged or pleaded or slipped her money for. Not one of which the comte has done, she notes drolly, but perhaps it is more that she wants the opportunity to see him again.

‘I am indebted, mademoiselle.’ The comte bows to them both, his hat doffed, the weighty sovereign ring on his smallest finger glinting, and takes his leave.

Natasha nudges Max’s plate towards him and he picks up his fork lazily.

‘It’s funny that the rich, who don’t need complimentary items, tickets for instance, are often the ones to receive them,’ she offers, mouth pursing as the juice of the sweetest melon bursts on her tongue.

‘Money opens doors, like fame,’ Max replies, chewing slowly. ‘You’ve been a grateful recipient of that yourself.’

‘Do you mean the salary you pay me?’ she asks tartly.

‘No,’ he scrapes a knife across his plate, ‘the receptions and the dinners and the gifts. The things we both get for free.’

‘The fine life,’ she intones. ‘And it is fine indeed.’ She raises her cup to toast the room with its classical columns, its gilded breakfast ware and silver service. She loves the life Max’s success has brought her, it’s true. Every fabric so soft. Every smell sweet and rich. Every room vast yet never cold. Clothes that caress instead of pinch. Glittering bags worth far more than any money she need hold inside them.

Yet it’s a fine life her mother believes she’s stolen, because Vera has never accepted the work Natasha does as work. To Vera, when she still travelled with them, Max’s tours were a grand lark; Natasha was the one who looked after her brother and herself even before she became his manager. Vera still blames Natasha for her banishment from the tours three years ago even though her elderly husband and their father, Julian, was ill and needed nursing and Max at seventeen did not need his mother and her overbearing attention when he was trying to focus on ever more extensive touring.

‘The comte has a fancy for you, then,’ her brother says. ‘When did you two talk?’

‘Before the concert last night.’

‘It’s funny that he saw me play when I was a child, isn’t it?’

‘Yes, that is funny,’ she says, but she’s bored by Max’s attempt to make the comte’s interest in her all about him. He likes her too, she thinks stubbornly, even if it’s just that he finds her attractive.

Sometimes Max can be so very selfish, so determined to have every ounce of attention on him and his piano-playing even as he says he can take it or leave it – the attention, not the piano, that is. That he can’t leave for anything, not for injury or a building on fire. Not even for a bomb, she thinks darkly, a shiver caught in her stomach, an unwelcome childhood memory rising.

Max is sick again that night halfway through his second performance in São Paulo. She hears him through the bathroom door as she waits in the narrow warren backstage at São Pedro Theatre, shifting out of the way of a harried worker carrying an armful of tulle for tomorrow night’s ballet.

‘We need to get you a doctor,’ she says when he emerges, touching a hand to his clammy forehead.

‘No, I’m not ill.’

‘You’re seeing a doctor tonight or tomorrow morning at the latest,’ she says.

‘Is that an order? It’s just warm tonight,’ he says but there is a dark twist to his eyes.

He faltered again in the first half, just a few notes but still extraordinarily notable for him. A twice-in-a-lifetime event, two nights in a row.

Natasha feels a little sick herself.

‘You’ve been wonderful tonight,’ she says. ‘The old lady next to me wept through the entire Chopin.’

‘Maybe she had a toothache.’

Natasha smooths down the lapels of his suit, as if she can smooth down his hurt too, reach inside him and settle the wrongness. ‘Rio tomorrow night and the Theatro Municipal; you like Rio.’

‘I like every city that invites me to perform, every opera hall that will have me.’ He doesn’t even feign a smile this time but she can’t press him now, not when the interval bell rings.

He doesn’t make a mistake in the second half, although she sits there with a stomach cramp the entire time waiting for one, which feels like the worst kind of betrayal. Afterwards, she ferries him quickly back to the hotel room where a doctor awaits. It’s easier for her to extract him from social occasions now than it had been when they were children and she saw him flagging or hollowed out after his performance and needing quiet from the world that wanted to take so much more from him. Then, she had to tug at her mother’s sleeve to ask or beg their governess, or as a last resort when she was a little older but not yet an adult, pretend she had had too much wine, or had womanly troubles. Now, she simply informs them that Max must leave, absorbing any irritation or disappointment, any judgement at her being a fusser.

She sits on her bed and watches as the doctor makes his examination, her mind following each test as if trying to divine what might be wrong. Now he is testing for a too-quick heart, now for low blood pressure – or high? – now for swellings in glands, now for his muscle tone, his blood.

Max lets himself be studied, turned and twisted. His skin is pale, his muscles lean, the hair on his legs and chest dark, a grouping of moles on his back more familiar to her than any constellation.

‘Well?’ she asks finally as Max is allowed to dress again.

The doctor folds his stethoscope into his bag. ‘He’s healthy. Tired, a little thin, but nothing concerning.’ He pats Max on the arm. ‘Just need to eat a little more, sleep a little more, don’t you?’

‘I told her I was fine,’ Max says mulishly, ‘but she didn’t believe me.’

‘It’s good that you have such a concerned wife,’ the doctor says, snapping the clasps of his bag shut.

‘Oh,’ Natasha says hurriedly, ‘he’s not—’

‘Yes,’ Max says, staring right at her, ‘it is.’

Natasha cuts him a furious look. She pays the doctor from her purse and closes the door behind him, resting against it to glare at Max.

‘We’ll never see him again,’ Max says, lighting a cigarette, leaning insouciantly on the desk. ‘And it isn’t exactly the first time you’ve been mistaken for that, is it?’

‘And how do you think that makes me feel?’

‘I don’t know, disturbed, annoyed.’ He waves his hand at her. ‘I find it funny myself.’

‘Oh yes, it’s hysterical,’ she says and stalks to the vanity table where she has left her clutch and compact. ‘I’m going downstairs for a drink,’ she says.

‘Come on,’ Max says, ‘don’t be sour.’

‘Just because you need an early night, doesn’t mean I do too,’ she says waspishly, reapplying her lipstick.

‘I might come down and play the piano in the lobby. The hotel proprietor sounded very keen on my doing that.’

‘You’ll stay here and rest,’ she states. ‘Like the doctor said.’ She could say why, she could bring up his fumbles, but she’s kinder than him, she thinks. Or perhaps she simply knows Max is more fragile than she is.

Or maybe, she thinks, as she leaves the room and walks alone down the long parquet corridor, to mention that something might be wrong with his playing would be to admit that that something wrong might affect her too. If Max keeps having problems performing, if people notice, if he’s sick, if he can’t continue touring (But what else would he do? she thinks, astonished by the path of her thoughts; performing is Max’s raison d’être), then what happens to her, to her job, to her life?

The lobby bar, quiet though it may be, still feels too full for her whirling thoughts, and the appearance of a familiar figure flusters her further.
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