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PROLOGUE

Brighton, UK

1974

Saturday 6 April

There she was again.

Tom had noticed her earlier. He’d seen her outside, before they were all ushered into the Brighton Dome to start taking their seats for the show. She’d drawn his attention straight away. Among all the people milling around near the entrance in their smart dark jackets and overcoats, she was standing there in a bright yellow dress. He couldn’t help but smile as he spotted her.

He’s on the same row as her now, up on the left-hand side of the balcony area. From what he can make out, she’s here with her parents, too. Tom’s father works as a producer for BBC Radio Brighton, which is why they got tickets to this year’s Eurovision Song Contest. Tom knows he’s lucky to be in the live audience. As soon as the orchestra struck up the introductory music moments ago, he felt a huge rush of excitement to be here. And then, as he joined in the applause for the host, Katie Boyle, who appeared on the stage in a bright flamingo pink outfit, he happened to glance along his row, and there she was a few seats along: the girl in the yellow dress.

She’s petite – she can’t be more than five foot four – with unruly soft brown curls that fall past her shoulders and an untidy fringe that serves to highlight her large eyes and ­delicate features.

He tries to focus on the show as the first act takes to the stage, but Finland’s entry fails to hold his complete attention, and he continues to steal glances at her as she listens to the music. He cheers along with the rest of the audience when Olivia Newton-John glides to centre stage to represent the United Kingdom, smiling to himself when he sees the girl in the yellow dress nodding her head along to the catchy chorus of “Long Live Love”.

At first, he can’t put his finger on what it is that’s so ­mesmerising about her, but it gradually dawns on him that it’s the fact she’s so enraptured by the show: leaning ­forwards in her seat as each act takes to the stage, her eyes bright with curiosity; lifting her hands high above her head to clap when the musicians take their bows. Everyone else in the audience here – the sea of men in their stiff black ties; the women with their perfectly coiffed curls and high-neck dresses – seems composed and restrained in comparison to her. Tom has always been shy and reserved, plagued by insecurities, but she seems to exude the confidence and self-assuredness that he wishes he had.

When it’s Sweden’s turn, Tom tears his eyes away from her so that he can look at whatever it is that’s making her giggle so much: the conductor has marched into the room wearing a full-on Napoleon costume. Tom chuckles, his eyebrows lifting in surprise as he takes in the bright, glitzy, colourful outfits of the band representing Sweden: ABBA. Standing by the curtain to the back of the stage as they wait for their performance to begin, one of the female singers is wearing some kind of bright blue satin catsuit with knee-high silver glitter platform boots – and the male guitarist is wearing matching boots.

‘What do they look like?’ a man in the row in front of Tom whispers disapprovingly.

Tom bristles with irritation at his comment. He thinks they look … fantastic.

The lights dim on the audience, the band strikes up and the two singers bound to the front of the stage, wide grins across their faces, a burst of infectious energy.

They start singing “Waterloo”, and it’s as though the whole room lights up.

It’s fun and energetic and upbeat and brilliant. Tom is captivated by the performance, unable to stop his foot tapping, his shoulders bopping, barely noticing he’s moved ­forwards to the edge of his seat. If he wasn’t in an ­auditorium ­surrounded by an audience and he was all alone, he’d be up on his feet and dancing, and that’s saying something – Tom never dances. But there’s something about this song that makes him feel so light and happy, as though everything is going to be okay.

When it comes to an end and ABBA take their bows, Tom forgets himself. He jumps to his feet, clapping and cheering. He hears his mother next to him gasp at his reaction and she tugs on his jacket, insisting he sit back down. He should be mortified at his surprising and out-of-character behaviour and sink back into his chair, cheeks blushing at the embarrassment of making a spectacle of himself. But he’s not.

And that’s because he’s not the only one on his feet.

The girl in the yellow dress is standing and whooping, too. Suddenly noticing that she’s not alone in her enthusiastic response, she turns to look at him.

Their eyes meet.

She beams at him and laughs, lifting her hands up high above her head to clap as she holds his eye contact, delighted to be sharing this moment of pure sparkling joy with someone else. As her dad instructs her to sit back down, she offers Tom a shrug, as though the two of them have tried their best; as though they’re in this together.

As though he’s the only one here who gets it.

Tom slowly sits back down. A few moments later, full of hope and hardly daring to breathe, he glances her way again. She’s looking at him, too. She smiles.

The rest of the show is a blur.


CHAPTER ONE

Oslo, Norway

2010

Saturday 29 May

Millie is here. She’s finally here.

Standing in the middle of the roaring crowd, she can’t quite believe it, but it’s really happening. She’s in Oslo at the Grand Final of Eurovision. After years of faithfully watching the contest at home with her grandparents, ­Millie is at the show in person, surrounded by fans from all over the world. It’s even more incredible than she imagined. There is an electric atmosphere in the arena as the audience waits for it to start. Everyone is cheering, whooping and proudly waving flags, all of them with huge smiles on their faces – this evening is like no other. It really is a bubble of pure happiness.

And this year, she gets to be a part of it.

‘I can tell you’re having a moment right now,’ laughs James, Millie’s best friend from school who has joined the trip with her and her grandparents. He nudges her arm. ‘This is incredible, right?’

‘Right.’ Millie beams up at him. ‘I’m so glad you’re here with me.’

He grins at her, the red glitter brushed across his cheeks shimmering in the lights, his eyes twinkling behind the round glasses he’s desperate to replace, but that his parents won’t let him because glasses aren’t cheap. James hates them, raging about them ‘ruining his vibe’, but in Millie’s opinion, he can easily carry them off – with his tight black curls, intense dark brown eyes and strong jaw, James is handsome and his style is effortlessly cool.

Tonight, he has come dressed for the occasion. He’s ditched his signature style of buttoned-up chequered shirts and skinny jeans in favour of a velvet shirt in cobalt blue, which he discovered after rummaging through the local charity-shop rails, and slim trousers with an iridescent purple sheen that he bought a couple of weeks ago from a kooky menswear shop in Brighton where the owner also tried to persuade him to buy a pink satin top hat. Millie could tell that James was tempted, until he saw the price. Instead, his accessories for the night are the Union Jack flag draped round his shoulders and matching glitter streaked across his face.

He tried to convince Millie that she could be a little more daring with her Eurovision Grand Final outfit – he caught her stroking the material of a silver metallic puff-sleeve midi dress in that charity shop, but when he suggested she try it on, she dropped the fabric from her fingers like it was burning hot and told him not to be so silly, blushing furiously and turning away.

She can’t pull off a dress like that, no matter what James tells her. The kind of person who wears those dresses is the sort who walks into a room and instantly commands ­attention; someone with excellent posture and a cool demeanour, who can convey their coveted approval or dreaded discontent with just one look; someone who ­people clamour to talk to and impress.

Millie is not one of those people.

Already petite in stature, her tendency to hunch makes her seem even smaller. She mostly goes unnoticed in a crowd and prefers to stick to plain, dark outfit colours that aid her in blending in. It is Eurovision, though, so she has made a bit of an effort tonight, wearing a dark belted dress patterned with little white stars all over it, tights and black boots. She’s straightened her shoulder-length hair – she inherited her dark wayward curls from her grandma – and done her best at applying some mascara, blush, and the plum lipstick she’d felt rushed into buying from Boots after applying a couple of testers to the back of her hand and noticing the shop assistant glancing at her. She became paranoid that the assistant might laugh about her with her colleagues afterwards, wondering why she thought those lipsticks might possibly suit her, and so wanted to get out of there quickly.

‘I’m in the audience of the Grand Final of Eurovision in Oslo – this is a once-in-a-lifetime experience!’ James responds ecstatically. ‘I wouldn’t miss it!’

He turns to address Millie’s grandma standing next to him. ‘Thanks again for letting me come, Julie.’

‘James, you’re a member of the family,’ she smiles, gripping his arm. ‘And you’ve been coming to our house to watch Eurovision for a long time now! We wouldn’t dream of being here without you. Isn’t that right, Tom?’

Millie’s grandpa nods. ‘Absolutely.’

‘Besides, it’s hardly much fun for a seventeen-year-old to go on a trip to Oslo with just her boring grandparents,’ Julie remarks, raising her eyebrows at Millie. ‘I’m sure we’re cramping your style!’

‘No way,’ Millie says, frowning at her. ‘We’re here because of you!’

Julie chuckles, looping her arm through her husband’s. Tom pats her hand affectionately. Julie and Tom first met in the audience of Eurovision – when the UK hosted it in Brighton, in 1974 – and so the song contest will always hold a special place in their hearts.

‘Do you remember the first time I came to one of your famous Eurovision parties?’ James says to them, his eyes widening. ‘How old were we, Millie? Thirteen?’

‘Twelve,’ she corrects.

‘It was the best night,’ James claims, smiling at the memory. ‘You kept going on at school about the big parties your grandparents hosted every year and I was waiting for you to invite me – I’m pretty sure I ended up inviting myself.’

‘You did,’ Millie confirms. ‘But only because I was too nervous to ask you to come! I wasn’t sure if you even knew what Eurovision was. You were my only friend at school – I was worried the party might scare you away forever.’

‘A valid concern, to be fair. Julie’s costumes can be blinding. Many would run away in fear,’ Tom teases.

Julie gasps, slapping her husband playfully on the hand as he chuckles at his own joke. ‘Eurovision is all about being loud and colourful, thank you very much. And as far as I know, no one has been scared off by our parties – if anything, they’re growing in numbers every year. Last time, I was worried we wouldn’t fit everyone in the house!’

‘It did start spilling into the street,’ Millie reminds her.

‘Oh yes. We had to round everybody up. Luckily, our neighbours didn’t mind,’ Julie recalls. ‘I think that might have been something to do with them joining in with the party themselves. Even Barry from next door came over – remember, I encouraged him to go fetch his ukulele and play it for everyone? It was fantastic to see him get so involved! He’s usually such a closed book, bless him.’

‘It would have been more fantastic if he had known more than one song,’ Tom mutters, sharing a smile with Millie. ‘I’m all for a good rendition of “Baa Baa Black Sheep”, but it got a little much after the sixth performance.’

The first memory Millie has of Eurovision is being at one of her grandparents’ annual parties to celebrate the contest when she was six years old. She remembers coming down the stairs in a dark red party dress that she was obsessed with at the time and the house was filled with guests wearing extravagant outfits, each of them sporting the colours of a different country. Everyone who comes to her grandparents’ Eurovision parties knows that you don’t go half-heartedly and that night was no exception. The TV was on in the sitting room, blaring out the ­performances at full volume, filling the house with music as people bopped away, spinning each other round, her recollection of it a blurry haze of colours, lights and an atmosphere of elation.

It felt like she’d stepped into a whole new world.

She was hooked from then on, although it would have been difficult for Millie to grow up without being a fan of Eurovision. Her grandparents are devoted to it and, as she was raised by them, it feels like it runs in her blood. As soon as she was old enough, she was helping her grandparents plan their annual extravaganza in its honour, its place in the family calendar as highly anticipated as Christmas – for everyone, that is, except for Millie’s mum, Aggie. She can’t stand it and finds her parents’ love of it embarrassing and infuriating – she makes no effort at hiding her disdain for the whole thing and has never attended the parties.

Millie would rather Aggie didn’t come, to be honest. She’d only bring the mood down with her sneers and snide comments. A workaholic who lives in London and seems to only visit them in Brighton when it suits her busy travel schedule, Aggie looks down her nose at anything fun and joyful.

As far as Millie is concerned, her mum is welcome to keep her distance.

‘Your Eurovision parties are legendary,’ James enthusiastically confirms to Julie and Tom, before addressing ­Millie. ‘If anything, inviting myself to that party cemented our friendship. I had watched Eurovision before, but I had no idea it could be celebrated in that way. It usually went un­noticed in my household. That first party I went to at yours was the night I fell in love with Eurovision and everything it stands for. I owe your family a lot. Thank you for bringing it into my life.’

Julie shares a warm smile with Tom.

‘And to think, right now I could have been stuck at home working and missing out on being here!’ James continues, looking horrified at the thought. ‘I’m so glad you persuaded my parents that it would be a good idea for us to come this weekend, Julie.’

‘Well, I can appreciate they thought it was a little reckless coming to Oslo so close to your exams,’ she reasons. ‘But the brain needs a break from revision every now and then. This will refresh you! You’ll return ready to tackle anything.’

‘As long as I get the grades I need,’ he says, holding up his hands and crossing his fingers.

‘Of course you will,’ Millie reassures him. ‘You’ve worked harder than anyone in our year. I’ve barely seen you recently, you’ve been so buried away in your books. There’s still plenty of time when we get home for you to revise.’

‘The University of Brighton will be lucky to have you,’ Tom adds, his eyes twinkling at James. ‘A fierce young journalist in the making!’

‘A fierce young music journalist,’ James emphasises with a wide grin. ‘But you’re right, it’s important to give myself a break from revision and I can’t think of anywhere I’d rather be. I mean, look at this’ – he gestures to the audience surrounding them. ‘Where else do you get this? A room full of eccentricity, authenticity, acceptance and joy. No one is a stranger in this arena. We’re all in it together, no judgement, no barriers.’

Millie looks at the three women in the row in front of her with the Greek flag painted across their faces chatting animatedly to the man next to them, who has an Irish flag draped over his shoulders and green glitter sprayed all over his grey scraggly beard. Meanwhile, a Norwegian group of lads nearby have struck up conversation with a British ­couple, asking them where they think the UK will place this year. They laugh heartily at their response and wish them luck. It really is a remarkable atmosphere.

If only Millie could freeze time and stay here in this moment forever: standing in the middle of the Eurovision audience where it doesn’t matter who or what you are.

All that matters is you’re happy.

Millie closes her eyes and takes a deep breath in.

‘What are you doing?’ James asks her. ‘Are you having another moment?’

She nods, keeping her eyes shut. ‘I read somewhere that if you want to hold on to the memory of a specific moment, you should close your eyes and breathe deeply – it makes time stand still.’

‘Then I’ll join you,’ James declares, and she hears him inhale loudly next to her.

They stand next to each other in silence as the audience continues to chant around them, despite the contest being yet to begin. Loud cheers ripple through the crowd, causing Millie’s body to tingle with the excitement of what’s to come.

She never wants to forget this feeling.

‘Do you think I might have a chance with Alexander Rybak?’ James asks suddenly.

Opening her eyes, Millie bursts out laughing. ‘So much for creating a moment of calm reflection to create a memory!’

‘My mind wandered,’ James admits with a shrug. ‘­Alexander Rybak is hot and he’s musically talented. He’s a catch.’

‘Not to mention he’s won Eurovision,’ Millie adds with a smile, ‘which is fairly impressive.’

‘That is quite the achievement.’ James nods. ‘If only we could find a way to meet. The man of my dreams is backstage right now. I feel so close to him, and yet so far. What if we persuaded someone to let us into the green room?’

‘I hate to dash your dreams, James, but even if we made it backstage, I’m not sure you and Alexander would work out. He’s straight. I think he might have a girlfriend.’

‘Reality is always so crushing,’ he sighs wistfully. ‘Still, we could be best friends. Maybe he could let me have a go on his violin.’

‘You don’t play the violin.’

‘I know, but I have a feeling I’d be a natural.’

Suddenly, the lights dim and the audience is bathed in a wash of purple. A ripple of gasps floods through the crowd, turning quickly into cheers and screams, a sea of waving flags lifted high in the air. Millie feels a rush of adrenaline like never before, as James squeals next to her, grabbing her hand and squeezing it tight. They gaze up at the twinkling blue lights dotted around the ceiling like stars, before images of Eurovision fans from all across the world are projected onto the huge screen hanging above the stage at the front.

The crowd erupts with thunderous applause when the screen glows red and a spotlight comes up on Alexander Rybak, standing alone centre stage in his trademark white shirt and black waistcoat, holding a violin in his left hand.

James gasps.

The arena now awash in a red hue, Alexander launches into his opening performance of ‘Fairytale’, the song that won him first place last year. Along with the rest of the audience, James and Millie belt out the lyrics, forgetting any inhibitions as they dance around wildly. Julie happily sways next to them, while Tom chuckles away at his ­family’s enthusiasm, his arms folded across his chest, nodding his head in time to the music, which is as far as he’ll go when it comes to dancing.

‘I need to meet him!’ James cries above the noise when Alexander’s performance comes to an end. ‘We have to get backstage.’

Millie laughs in response, but does a double-take when she realises that James is still staring hopefully at her, wide-eyed.

‘You’re not serious,’ she checks.

He nods. ‘I am.’

‘James, we can’t … we can’t go backstage!’

‘Why not?’

‘Because they won’t just let anyone wander backstage!’ she points out, aghast. ‘This is the Grand Final of Eurovision. We have tickets to be here in the audience. We don’t know anyone involved in the competition!’

‘They don’t know that,’ he says with a shrug. ‘Come on, Millie, what’s the harm in trying?’

‘There is no chance we’re going to get in! It will be a waste of time. Why can’t we just enjoy being in the audience? We’re here to see the show.’

‘We’re here for a Eurovision adventure!’ he counters. ‘Think about it this way – in years to come, when we’re old and boring, what would you rather tell people: that you once stood in the audience of the Grand Final of Eurovision, or that you managed to blag your way backstage and meet all the acts?!’

‘You forgot the other outcome: that we missed the Grand Final of Eurovision because we tried to get backstage and instead got kicked out.’ Millie gives James a stern look. ‘You can’t really be serious about this.’

In response, he reaches over to tap Julie on the arm.

‘Julie, what would you say if I told you that Millie and I were going to try our luck at getting backstage tonight?’

She places a hand on her heart. ‘How wonderful! I think that’s a fantastic idea!’

James gives Millie a triumphant look.

‘We won’t get in!’ Millie cries, dismayed.

‘You don’t know that,’ Julie says.

Millie holds up her hands. ‘Am I the only one here who thinks that this is absurd? We’re never going to get past security! It will never work!’

‘You sound just like your grandfather at the Strictly Come Dancing live tour,’ Julie sighs, putting her hands on her hips. ‘I wanted to hang around the stage door, but Mr Grump wasn’t having any of it. Now we’ll never know what Len Goodman is like in real life.’

‘Mr Grump had sat through a lot of dancing by that point and very much wanted to get home,’ Tom grumbles next to her.

‘The point is, you won’t know until you try,’ James announces, Julie nodding in agreement. ‘If you ask me, this feels like one of those big life moments.’

Millie raises her eyebrows. ‘What, us being kicked out of an arena?’

‘Us taking a chance,’ James corrects. ‘Come on, Millie, imagine if it works! Imagine if we get to see behind the scenes of Eurovision!’

‘You have officially lost the plot,’ she sighs, but his pleading eyes are difficult to ignore.

As outrageous as his idea is, part of her is tempted to give in – she has to admit that some of her best, most treasured memories are thanks to James’s fun, spontaneous streak.

‘OK, how about we stay and watch some of the performances here,’ James pitches, catching on to her relenting. ‘Then we try to sneak backstage later. A compromise! Best of both worlds!’

Millie bites her lip.

‘Come on, Millie,’ James urges, grinning like he knows he’s got her. ‘Take a chance.’


CHAPTER TWO

Noah has been watching the blue-haired girl attempting to argue her way backstage for a few minutes now and it has been thoroughly entertaining.

The stony-faced doorman has been standing in front of her this entire time with his arms crossed, entirely unaffected by her various methods to talk her way in.

She started by just trying to waltz past him, as though she was meant to be there. He stopped her immediately and said something in Norwegian – when it was clear she didn’t understand, he repeated himself in English, asking to see her pass. Responding in flawless English with a German accent, she proceeded to act as though she’d lost it, claiming to be part of the German Eurovision team. He told her that he couldn’t let her through, but she persisted, telling him that she’d left her pass in her luxury hotel room and she could go back and get it; however, she was really needed backstage and so if he wouldn’t mind just this once letting her off …

‘Sorry, but you need a pass,’ the doorman says gruffly as she continues to argue.

‘You must recognise me! You must have seen me coming through here before!’ she claims, throwing her hands up in the air. ‘Do I really have to go all the way back to my hotel?’

‘No pass, no access,’ he states.

She sighs. ‘OK, I’m embarrassed to say this, because it is not very cool, but ...’ – she pauses for dramatic effect, glances around and then lowers her voice to continue – ‘I’m a celebrity.’

The doorman doesn’t say anything.

‘I am Ingrid Vogel?’ she says, looking at him expectantly. ‘The Ingrid Vogel.’

When he doesn’t react, she brushes it aside with a wave of her hand.

‘Don’t worry about it, I’m a big star in Germany. Anyway, if I could go through …’

The doorman holds out his arm to stop her passing him.

‘You need a pass,’ he emphasises, the corner of his lips twitching into a mocking smile as he adds, ‘even if you are a celebrity.’

She purses her lips, narrowing her eyes at him. ‘If you don’t let me through, you’re going to regret it. I should be behind that stage with the German Eurovision team. You are stopping me from being where I should be and I am NOT happy about it.’

Until now, Noah has managed to suppress his sniggering while spectating, but at that moment, he can’t help but let a bubble of laughter escape from his throat. Hearing him, she glances over furiously, then whirls back to argue with the doorman.

Noah had been about to make his own attempt to blag his way backstage before this Ingrid Vogel brazenly overtook him as he was approaching the door and got straight to work – he had thought it best to stand aside for a while, out of the doorman’s line of sight, to watch how she got on before he stepped up to have a go.

Whether or not he gets backstage at the Eurovision Grand Final is not a big deal to him. He doesn’t care either way. He’s here as a matter of chance. Noah didn’t mean for his visit to Oslo to coincide with the song contest. In fact, he’d been wondering why the terrible hostel he was staying in was so expensive, but knows now he was lucky to find accommodation at all – the whole city is filled with visitors from all over the continent, here to support their nation. It’s not like he hasn’t heard of Eurovision – it has a big following in Australia – but he doesn’t have any personal interest in it. In his opinion, it seems weird and wacky, and, no offence to Europe, but the music is pretty terrible.

A girl he met in his hostel was bragging last night that she had a contact on the Spanish team and she’d be able to get people in backstage – Noah thought it sounded fun. He’d been exploring the city on his own when she’d texted earlier to say she’d got a group of them in and if he wanted to join, he needed to come to the arena straight away.

That was a few hours ago now – he hadn’t exactly come running – and he’s wondering if he’s missed his window. He’d sent her a message to let her know he’s here, but is yet to hear back and is growing tired of hanging around.

As Ingrid Vogel continues to explain to the doorman why she should be allowed through, when it’s blatantly clear by now that she’s a crazed fan and absolutely shouldn’t, Noah smiles to himself and checks some of the shots he got today on the screen of the Canon EOS 5D Mark II camera hanging round his neck – a gift he’d bought himself two years ago when photography first piqued his interest. He rarely goes anywhere without it.

His phone buzzes in his pocket and he reaches for it, hoping it might be the go-ahead he needs to get in. But he deflates when he sees it’s a message from Charlotte, his sister. He doesn’t bother to read the text, putting his phone away. What is she doing texting him at this time? It’s early in Melbourne. Typical. She’ll be at her desk already, no doubt.

He feels a pang of guilt at ignoring her, though. She’s been messaging him every now and then to check in, but their conversations are stilted and Noah’s useless at replying. When he left for his year of travelling, they weren’t exactly on good terms.

‘I’m only looking out for you,’ Charlotte had said, watching him pack the day before his flight to London. ‘I think it’s great that you’re heading off to see the world, but make the most of it. Don’t laze around and do nothing with the year. Get some good experience.’

She was standing in the doorway of his bedroom, wearing a red designer gown, about to leave for a charity gala, hosted by their family. Her long blonde hair was swept away from her face in an elegant up-do, complemented by diamond drop earrings, and her blue eyes were accentuated by smoky black eye make-up.

The good looks of the Pearce family were as renowned as their fortune. Their father had built up a successful property empire before marrying their mother, a former model with a fashion and skincare line under her belt. They were a remarkably glamorous pairing and their children were as beautiful as everyone expected them to be.

‘I haven’t even left yet and you’re already lecturing me about wasting my time,’ Noah retorted, searching for a pair of shoes under his bed.

‘I also just said that I think it’s great you flying off,’ she replied defensively, leaning on his doorframe. ‘And don’t forget that I was the one who encouraged you to take a year out before taking your university place.’

‘Yeah, on a business and commerce course I don’t even want to do,’ he mumbled.

Her eyes fell to the floor. ‘Noah, that course will provide you with an excellent foundation to get a good job at the end of it.’

He paused what he was doing to give her a look. ‘You sound like him.’

She glanced up. ‘What?’

‘You sound like Dad,’ he emphasised, returning to his packing. ‘He doesn’t need you spouting his opinion, too. He’s very happy to tell me to my face exactly what he thinks.’

‘Come on.’ She sighed. ‘You really think photography is a serious career?’

‘For lots of people, yeah, it is. And not that any of you have noticed, but I happen to be good at it.’

‘I know you’re good at it! Mum won’t shut up about how good you are at it. Maybe one day, you can have a go at making it as a photographer and you’ll have everyone’s ­support on that, but with a business degree, you have something sensible to fall back on.’

Noah snorted. ‘Charlotte, don’t say shit you don’t mean.’

‘How was I—’

‘We both know Dad will never – never – support a career in photography,’ he said, looking her right in the eye. She swallowed. ‘You were there when he made it perfectly clear that if I consider anything in the arts, then I won’t have a penny to my name. He’d kick me out.’

‘He wouldn’t kick you out,’ she said quietly, but she didn’t sound convinced.

‘I’m surprised he’s letting me escape for the year,’ Noah said begrudgingly, squishing a few t-shirts into his bag and pressing down on them as hard as possible. ‘If he had it his way, I’d already be in a suit, my own opinions squashed out, no independent thinking allowed, learning the ropes from dear old Dad. But I suppose he already has you for that.’

Charlotte’s eyes filled with tears. ‘That’s unfair, Noah. And not very fucking nice.’

Noah hesitated. ‘Sorry. I didn’t mean it.’

‘Yes, you did,’ she fired back.

Since then, Noah hasn’t been able to shake away the guilt he felt at the look on her face before she turned her back on him and walked away, leaving for the gala without saying goodbye.

He really should text her back at some point.

‘OK, how much?’

Noah snaps his head up at blue-haired Ingrid’s latest statement. She’s now waving cash under the doorman’s nose.

‘How much?’ she repeats, holding the notes aloft. ‘Don’t pretend that you’re above this. I’m sure we can work out a way of coming to an agreement.’

Uh oh. She’s taken it too far. It’s time for Noah to step in.

Clearing his throat, he marches towards the door and then comes to an abrupt halt right in front of her.

‘Oh my god,’ he says, his eyes widening as he looks her up and down. ‘Are you … are you Ingrid Vogel?’

She blinks at him. ‘Huh?’

‘Wow! I am freaking out!’ Noah exclaims, running a hand through his hair. ‘Ingrid Vogel! I am a HUGE fan!’

The doorman looks surprised by this turn of events. Ingrid looks utterly thrown, but decides to play along.

‘R-really?’ she says, as Noah nods vigorously.

‘I am big into the German music scene; you have a huge fan base in Australia,’ he explains, holding up his camera. ‘Hey, can I get a photo of you? I’m one of the official photographers here at Eurovision.’

‘Uh … OK. Yes, sure. Anything for a fan,’ she says.

He lifts his lens and she obligingly strikes a pose, hands on her lips, pouting, as he takes the photo.

‘Perfect, thank you.’ He hesitates, pointing at the backstage door. ‘Are you heading in? We can go in together. I’d love to chat to you about your future projects. Maybe you could do a shoot for the … uh … publication I work for. After this Eurovision gig, of course.’

‘Yes, we can talk once we’re backstage,’ she says.

‘Cool.’ Noah looks at the doorman expectantly. ‘Thanks, if you wouldn’t mind—’

His breezy attempt to pass him is quickly stopped as the doorman blocks his path.

‘I need to see your press pass,’ he insists.

‘Sure,’ Noah nods, feeling round his neck as though the lanyard should be hanging there. He acts confused that it’s not. ‘Hang on, it will be here in my pocket.’ He does a good job of searching his jeans. ‘Oh no. It must be in my jacket.’

The doorman raises his eyebrows.

‘I put my pass in my jacket and I left that through there earlier during the rehearsals,’ Noah explains, nodding to the door. ‘If you let me in, I can go get it for you.’

The doorman sighs. ‘No.’

‘OK, no problem, I’ll call my colleague who is backstage at the moment and she can come here with it,’ Noah shrugs casually.

He takes out his phone and calls the girl from the hostel, who still hasn’t got back to him. She doesn’t pick up.

‘She’ll be busy working,’ he explains, trying her again. ‘But I’m not lying, she’ll come prove to you that we have every right to be backstage.’

‘Sure,’ the doorman says sarcastically.

The phone goes to voicemail. If only Noah could ­remember her name at least, that might help his case, but unfortunately she’s saved in his phone as ‘Oslo Hostel Person’.

His enthusiasm flagging, Noah is about to have one last attempt at persuading the doorman to let them through when he’s distracted by a guy with red glitter streaked across his cheeks flouncing past him, followed by an embarrassed-looking girl.

With a fantastic air of confidence, the glitter boy heads determinedly for the door, gliding past the doorman as though he hasn’t noticed him.

‘Wait!’ the doorman says, turning to stop him as he reaches for the handle. ‘I need to see your pass.’

‘Oh, I’m so sorry, of course,’ he says in an English accent, with an apologetic titter. He begins searching his pockets before his expression turns from calm to confusion. He sighs, shakes his head and then looks up at the doorman with a hopeful smile. ‘Oh dear, I must have left it in my hotel.’

Noah tries and fails to suppress a smile at the doorman’s utterly fed-up eyeroll.

‘None of you are getting through! Now, PLEASE, return to your seats or I will throw you out of this arena,’ he bellows.

‘But, we really have left our passes—’ the British boy begins hopefully, astounded by such a dramatic reaction.

‘That’s it!’

Losing his patience, the doorman ushers them away from the backstage door with a thunderous expression. Instructing them to ‘KEEP MOVING’, he rounds the four of them up and directs them towards the first door that they come to leading to the arena seating.

He flings it open and hisses, ‘Back to your seats and don’t even think about trying to get backstage again tonight or I really will throw you out. Got it?’

Before any of them can protest, he shoos them in and slams the door firmly behind them. Noah gapes at the huge audience extending out in front of him, everyone up on their feet dancing along to an upbeat pop song in a language he doesn’t recognise. He turns to address the others, specifically the boy and his pretty companion.

‘Sorry about that,’ Noah grimaces. ‘Before you arrived, we’ – he gestures to Ingrid and himself – ‘were also trying to get backstage using the exact same excuse of leaving our pass somewhere. I think we may have riled him up a lot by the time you arrived.’

‘Ah, that makes sense.’ The boy nods. ‘Oh well, it was always a long shot!’

‘Guess we’ll just go back to our seats?’ the British girl suggests, looking a little relieved at the outcome. Noah assumes that it wasn’t her initial idea to try to blag their way backstage.

‘I don’t have one!’ Ingrid admits, beaming at them. ‘I may not have managed to get backstage, but that security guard has just got me free entry to the Eurovision Grand Final!’

‘Me too,’ Noah realises, before noticing a nearby member of staff giving them a strange look. ‘Although we probably shouldn’t linger here by the exit. I think we’re going to be moved any minute.’

‘Where shall we go?’ Ingrid asks, panicked, looking around her. ‘I don’t want to be kicked out now that I’ve managed to get in!’

‘Why don’t you come with us?’ suggests the British boy, looking to his companion, who nods in agreement. ‘You can squeeze in next to us, no one will notice.’

Ingrid gasps. ‘Are … are you sure?’

‘Yes! This is Eurovision!’ He shrugs. ‘Everyone is welcome, right?’

‘Right!’ Ingrid replies, squealing and throwing her arms around him, making him laugh. ‘Thank you so, so much! I’m Ingrid.’

‘James,’ he replies with a wide grin at her. ‘And this is Millie.’

‘Hi,’ Millie says, smiling up at them and giving a small wave.

‘And I’m Noah. Nice to meet you.’ He glances at the member of staff, who is now approaching them with a confused expression. ‘We should probably make a move.’

‘Come with us,’ James announces, leading the way back to their seats. ‘And if anyone asks, we can pretend we’re all very good friends.’

‘I won’t be pretending. You’re saving me from being kicked out of Eurovision,’ Ingrid says, skipping along next to him, her eyes twinkling as she takes in all the lights. ‘As of right now, you’re my favourite people in the world!’

* * *

‘Hang on,’ Millie says, putting her drink down on the table as she stares at Ingrid in shock. ‘You’re saying you travelled all the way here from Berlin with your boyfriend, Anton, and he cheated on you today?’

Ingrid nods. ‘Sadly, yes. That is exactly what happened.’

Millie is shocked. James reaches over to give Ingrid a sympathetic pat on the arm. After having a wonderful night watching the Grand Final together, the four of them have ended up at a random karaoke bar in the centre of town. Julie and Tom happily welcomed Ingrid and Noah to their row, and when the Final came to an end and Noah suggested continuing the night elsewhere, Millie’s grandparents strongly encouraged they go have fun with their new friends.

‘Anton knows how much I love Eurovision,’ Ingrid continues, slurring her words slightly, while a karaoke enthusiast belts out a Britney Spears song in the background. ‘So when I said we should come to Oslo for the weekend, even though we didn’t have tickets, he said it sounded fun! Then we got here, I left the hostel for a few hours while he “works on his songwriting”’ – she uses her fingers to do air quotes, rolling her eyes – ‘and when I got back to the hostel, he was in bed with a very pretty Spanish girl.’

‘That is … brutal,’ Noah comments, shaking his head.

‘So harsh,’ James agrees.

‘She didn’t speak a word of German and looked very confused when I walked in and started shouting at him,’ Ingrid says, pausing to take a large swig of her beer. ‘She obviously didn’t know he had a girlfriend. Anton explained that they had just met and had communicated their attraction through body language.’

‘Eugh.’ Millie frowns. ‘That’s horrible!’

‘I thought he loved me,’ Ingrid sighs, before she takes a deep breath in and rolls back her shoulders. ‘But you know what? I don’t want to ruin tonight by talking more about Anton. I marched out of that hostel determined to have a fun adventure without him. That’s why I was trying to get backstage. I don’t know how I ended up at the arena, but I did. My feet took me there
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