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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
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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
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