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Prelude

THE LOVE SONG began its life, not with a fanfare or a crash of cymbals, but instead with a knock at a door.

The door belonged to a room in the basement of the Conservatorium of Music, a graceful old building whose wide corridors and stairwells had been almost entirely emptied out by the January holidays and the heat. But even if this had been a busy day in the middle of semester, the sign on the door in question would still have been misleading. DEPARTMENT OF INFORMATION TECHNOLOGY, it read, even though the room beyond it had only a single occupant. His name was Arie Johnson, he was twenty-six years old, and at just before midday he was sitting at his computer without a clue in the world that he was never going to eat the slightly squashed ham and cheese sandwich he’d made for himself that morning. Or that his life was about to change forever.

When Arie heard the knock, he looked up to see Diana Clare standing in his doorway, but this alone was not enough to reveal to him the magnitude of what was about to happen. He observed that her long hair was piled up on top of her head like a bundle of fairy floss, and that the colour in her cheeks was high. This wasn’t unreasonable, though, since the day’s forecast was for a top of 34°C.

Until the previous day, Arie had known Diana only from a distance. Like most people, he’d seen her on posters and in write-ups in the arts section of newspapers. With the exception of one or two historical figures who had concert halls named after them, or whose statues struck dramatic bronze poses in the Conservatorium grounds, Diana Clare, piano prodigy, was almost certainly the institution’s most famous graduate. It was her trademark to perform in a red sleeveless dress and an incongruous pair of Converse high-tops, her lips painted the colour of her gown. In the Conservatorium’s main foyer there was a photograph of her playing – shoulders bare, expressive arms outstretched to the keys, head tipped back so that her ginger-blonde hair poured down towards the floor.

At twenty-five, Diana had already performed in some of the world’s most famous concert halls, and now she was back at the Con for the summer to teach a series of masterclasses. The task of setting up her computer had fallen to Arie, and yesterday as he’d jogged up the stairs to the office she’d been allocated, he’d had such a clear mental picture of her that he was momentarily surprised not to find her in a red dress. Instead, she was wearing a denim pinafore and a shirt covered in tiny shamrocks, her hair pulled back into braids.

In photographs, Diana Clare was glamorous. Stunning. But Arie immediately liked the way she looked in person – her face densely freckled, her hands surprisingly small, her fingernails cut almost to the quick, her eyelashes so pale they were nearly invisible.

Still, Arie was nothing if not a realist. In school and through university, he’d been the guy all the girls described as ‘totally adorable’, meaning of course that they wanted him only as a confidant, a shoulder to cry on, and a handy target for their flirting practice. For the whole time he worked on the cranky old iMac in Diana’s office, she’d been sweet and attentive to him, but Arie was wise to this behaviour. In his experience, women often behaved this way while they were getting their tech problems fixed. It meant they were grateful; it did not mean they were romantically interested in him.

So, if Diana Clare was here in his office doorway on the day after he’d sorted out her password issues, network access and printing connection, the reason could only be professional. He gave her an apologetic frown.

‘I’m guessing something’s not working,’ he said.

‘Oh, no,’ she said quickly. ‘Everything’s fine.’

Arie blinked. ‘Okay, so …?’

‘The reason I stopped by …’ she said, then paused. She took a breath and spoke again, all in a rush, ‘Was to see if maybe you wanted to have lunch with me.’

Arie stared.

This was Diana Clare. The Diana Clare. This was the woman who played the piano with her whole body, as if nobody was watching, as if someone was pouring music in through the top of her head so that it sluiced through her, eddying in her shoulders and torso before being funnelled out through her fingers and onto the keys. And she had just suggested he go out to lunch with her.

Was she asking him out on a date? Was that the correct interpretation of the situation? His impulse was to Google it, but she was waiting for an answer, which meant that he was going to have to coordinate some kind of functional connection between his brain and his mouth.

‘If you’re not too busy, of course,’ she prompted, but Arie’s tongue seemed to have lost the ability to verb or noun. In fact, it seemed suddenly incapable of any kind of movement that pertained to speech.

If Diana hadn’t looked so sincerely nervous, Arie might have thought he was being pranked. But if this wasn’t a prank, there was only one other explanation: he was experiencing a real, live, actual miracle. Shouldn’t there have been a beam of revelatory light streaming through a window? Arie guessed that wasn’t really possible in a basement office.

‘I’m sorry,’ Diana said, taking a half-step backwards, ‘if the invitation was unwelcome, or—’

Arie commanded his tongue to get its shit together.

‘Lutch would be gates,’ he managed.

Her features shifted into an expression of amusement. ‘Did you just say something about Bill Gates?’

‘Lunch,’ Arie clarified. ‘Lunch. Would be great.’
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From there, things proceeded swiftly – allegro at the very least, and possibly even presto. Tuesday lunch at a café not far from the Conservatorium was followed by a Wednesday night pizza date, which concluded chastely (with a kiss in the back of a taxi), and in turn by a Friday night curry date, which did not.

Diana’s place was a small flat on the ground floor of a once-stately home that had been chopped roughly into six separate dwellings. The tiny kitchen was a fire hazard, and the even tinier bathroom was a health risk, but as Diana led Arie through the front door, she explained that she was away so often it hardly seemed worth forking out for a nicer place. Plus, she told him, the flat’s third room – the one that trebled as bedroom, dining room and living room – had a bay window.

‘That’s something you’re going to need to know about me,’ Diana said.

She was talking to him, Arie registered with astonishment, about the future, and as if that future might include him.

‘What is?’ he asked.

‘That I’ll always need a bay window.’

‘Because?’

‘The Steinway deserves nothing less,’ she said, gesturing to her baby grand piano, which did look pleasing when framed by the angles of the window, even if the panes were curtained in shabby damask and the seat beneath the sill was covered with what looked to be a week’s worth of Diana’s unfolded laundry, breakfast dishes and coffee cups.

The Steinway seemed larger, Arie noticed, than Diana’s bed, a single, which was pushed up against a wall and topped with a meringue of clothes and mismatched sheets. The bed may have been small, but Arie didn’t mind, because it was there he learned Diana made love as wholeheartedly as she played the piano.

In those early months of his relationship with Diana, Arie wasn’t the only one who regarded his good fortune as inexplicable. The Conservatorium’s thrice-married music theory lecturer cornered Arie at the pub one Friday after work, raised a leery eyebrow and said, ‘You clearly have hidden talents, Arie, my boy.’ Meanwhile, Arie’s best friend and flatmate, Richard, began making fairly regular jibes about catching sight of Arie in a Victoria Bitter commercial, walking under the banner for MEN WHO PUNCH ABOVE THEIR WEIGHT.

If Arie could brush off the obviously green-tinged comments of colleagues and friends, it was a little harder to dismiss the reaction of Diana’s mother. The first time he met Belinda Clare, he felt as if he were being looked over by an off-duty parade sergeant who desperately wanted to tell him to pull his shoulders back. Or get a haircut. Perhaps it was because there was no father to meet that Diana’s mother felt the need to be formidable.

‘So, where is your father?’ Arie asked Diana in those early days of telling each other about their lives.

‘Absent,’ Diana said, and that seemed to be all the answer she felt inclined to supply.

Belinda, in her mid-forties, had short fair hair that was just beginning to silver at the temples and the weary air of someone who’d never had the luxury of being careless. She lived an hour and a half’s drive out of the city, in a weatherboard farmhouse with a long backyard, unmown grass, unpruned apricot trees and a view over densely forested hills.

Following a strained afternoon tea in a room whose walls were hung with portraits of Diana, and whose shelves displayed a small army of certificates earned by Diana and trophies won by Diana, Belinda took Arie out to the back shed to have him lift a box of empty jars down from a high shelf; the apricots, apparently, were ready for jam.

Belinda watched him with an intent and critical air while he unfolded the stepladder and edged out of storage the cardboard carton to which she’d pointed.

‘So, what is it about you that makes her so happy?’

Arie, climbing back down the ladder with the box in his arms, hadn’t the first clue how to answer this, but fortunately Belinda wasn’t actually expecting a reply.

‘You adore her?’ she asked.

‘Of course,’ he said.

‘I raised her to be adored,’ she said.

‘Well, that makes sense,’ Arie said, and Belinda took the carton of jars out of his arms in a way that strongly suggested he couldn’t be trusted to hold it any longer.

‘Then I suppose you’ll do,’ she said. ‘For now.’
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Four weeks later Arie moved into Diana’s flat, bringing his double bed with him. He and she marked the first night of living-togetherness by drinking raspberry gin and going to bed so early that they were both awake again before midnight and sitting naked at the piano, Diana between Arie’s legs, her back against his chest, his arms folded around her swaying body as she played.

He hadn’t the least idea if she was playing Mozart or Mendelssohn. He only knew that he was in love with this woman, who liked pizzas and curries even hotter than he did, who clutched at his hands during scary movies, and who found it more draining to spend an hour engaged in small talk at a cocktail party than she did to play a Rachmaninov concerto. She practised the piano for upwards of five hours a day, and although she usually came away from the keyboard listless and irritable, her moods were a bit like sun-showers – soon over with and forgotten.

No matter how deeply Arie pondered the question, he still had no idea why Diana seemed to be equally in love with him, and although he would have liked to be able to say that this was a mystery he was prepared to leave unsolved, just so long as it never ended, in truth it kept him up at night.

When Diana brought the music to a close, resolving the melody in a beautiful finishing chord, Arie felt her lean back into him with a sigh of pleasure. He rested his chin on her bare shoulder, his cheek against the briar-tangle of her hair.

‘Why?’ he asked.

‘Why what?’

‘Why me?’

This time her sigh sounded like exasperation.

‘I’m not just fishing for compliments,’ Arie hastened to add. ‘I just really … I need to understand.’

‘I don’t get why you think it needs explanation.’

‘Well, you’re you, and I’m … so completely average. Look at me. Even my birthmark’ – it was on his hip – ‘is beige.’

Diana smiled while her hands moved over the keyboard, making the kinds of sounds that Arie had come to think of as the musical equivalent of doodling.

‘Diana?’

‘I don’t know what you want me to say.’

‘I don’t understand why you’re not moving in with … I don’t know, the world’s most gorgeous cello player.’

‘Another musician?’ Diana said, with a shudder of horror. ‘Ugh. No thanks.’

‘But why me?’

If Diana had been better with words, she might have been able to tell him all the many reasons why. She might have been able to say that in the moment she’d first met him, she’d liked the way his dark blond hair fell into his eyes, which were a rich shade of brown and full of something that she’d promised herself she would never again go without: kindness.

Perhaps she’d have told him that even if he did give off an air of geekiness in the rumpled blue shirt, cheap office pants and loose-laced Vans that he wore every day to work, this was more than compensated for by his complete lack of ego. She might have said that she loved the supple, olive-toned skin on his forearms and couldn’t get enough of his hands, which were long and elegant, and – slightly irritatingly – looked more like a piano player’s than her own. That she loved his voice, which reminded her of the viola: not extremely deep, but just nicely deeper than you might expect. That she trusted him not to cheat on her, and that she knew he’d never hold her back.

If Diana had been better with words, she might have been able to summarise all of this by saying that to her Arie was the most rare and beautiful of things: a duckling that had absolutely no idea it had already grown into a swan.

But words were not Diana’s thing. Music was. So, as she thought of all her reasons for falling in love with Arie, her fingers made their way around the keyboard of the Steinway, trying out different combinations of notes.

‘Okay,’ she said at last. ‘How about this?’

She took Arie’s right hand in hers and placed his thumb on one of the ivory keys so that a single note rang out into the room. ‘This is you. A for Arie,’ and then she placed his ring finger on another key, ‘and this is me. D for Diana. Play them together.’

He did, and together they made a solemn kind of sound. Serious and beautiful.

‘Okay, now listen,’ she said, and played three notes together in a chord. ‘See the bottom note is D. Now listen.’

She shifted her hand to a different chord. ‘Now the bottom note is A.’

Then she played the two chords again.

‘Hear it? Hear how those two chords go together? The Diana chord, and then the Arie chord. When you put together chords like those two, one then the other, in this case the D then the A, it’s called a plagal cadence.’

‘Sorry. A what?’

‘Plagal cadence,’ she repeated. ‘The interval between the bottom notes of the two chords is a fourth. Now, if the interval between the bottom notes was a fifth, then that would be a perfect cadence. That would be where E goes to A. Listen. The D chord goes to the A chord, now the E chord goes to the A chord. Can you hear the difference?’ But she didn’t wait for him to answer. ‘Perfect cadence, plagal cadence. Perfect cadence, plagal cadence. I like the plagal, personally. Can you think what it reminds you of?’

She played the two chords again and again, but Arie wasn’t sure.

Diana went on, ‘It’s what you hear at church, when they sing the Amen at the end of a hymn. Listen.’

At first, he couldn’t hear it, but then – as she sang along to the chords, ‘A-men’ – the music came into focus.

‘You see? You see?’ she asked.

‘I think I do, actually.’

Diana let her fingers run all over the keyboard, unloosing a waterfall of music that ended up with the sound he now recognised as the plagal cadence.

‘Do you know what I mean?’ she asked.

‘I am your Amen?’ Arie asked.

‘Yes, you are,’ Diana said. ‘And I am yours.’

And for seven years, this was absolutely true.
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Anniversary

NATURALLY, ARIE AND Diana bought a house with a bay window. It was a terrace house on a narrow street in the city’s historic quarter – a neighbourhood of sandstone cottages, artfully painted weatherboards, beautifully curated vintage stores, tiny street-corner parks and perhaps the world’s highest per-capita concentration of rustic bakery–cafés.

It was Arie who found the house. After being outbid at two auctions, he went on the offensive, walking the streets on weekends and knocking on doors until at last, in Tavistock Row, he came upon a house with a bay window and an owner who didn’t laugh in his face when he asked if they were interested in selling.

The place retained every last bit of its shabby, unrenovated charm, and its location gave heft to the price, but Diana declared the bay window to be perfect. It was on the upper storey, in a room with polished floorboards and double doors of frosted glass. Diana painted the walls herself, in a shade of beige that she chose almost entirely because it was called Grand Piano, and she angled the Steinway so that the bay window was at her back and the morning sun fell on the keys while she practised.

In that house, on the seven-year anniversary of the day Arie and Diana had met, a packed suitcase stood ready at the base of the stairs. In the morning, Diana was going on tour. First stop Singapore, then onwards to the places whose winters made her think of snow domes: Paris and Salzburg, Prague and St Petersburg. She would be overseas for almost a month, so – as was customary on nights before she went away – Richard and Lenka came over for dinner.

Although Diana and Arie had a snug little dining room, meals with Richard and Lenka never made it out of the kitchen. As Arie loaded toppings onto his homemade pizzas and slid his creations in and out of the oven, Richard gave unsolicited advice from the other side of the bench. Diana, in bare feet and a gingham dress, leaned against the kitchen sink with a half-empty glass in hand, observing that Lenka, who was sitting on the kitchen’s only stool, was yet to take a sip of the wine Diana had poured for her half an hour earlier. Questions were also raised by the width of the purple swing-top Lenka wore, and which Diana was fairly sure was brand new.

‘I’m glad you’re going away, actually, Di,’ Richard said, with a grin.

Richard was the only person alive who was allowed to shorten Diana’s name in this way. That she let him get away with it was a concession to the importance of his friendship with Arie, which dated back to grade eight, when Richard had arrived from the UK, thickly bespectacled, with a mouthful of braces and an accent that was interpreted as insufferably stuck-up. The braces and the accent were long gone, of course, and for some years the spectacles had been a good deal more Dolce & Gabbana than Coke bottle.

‘Well, thanks for that charming sentiment, Richie-poo.’ Just because she tolerated him calling her ‘Di’ didn’t mean she wasn’t going to fight back.

‘He reckons he gets more work out of me when you’re not here,’ Arie said, sprinkling a pizza with a liberal quantity of sliced jalapeños.

‘I do,’ Richard insisted. ‘The only time you log more hours than me is when Di’s overseas. I love it! Get to put my feet up for once.’

It was five years since Arie had quit his job at the Conservatorium to go into partnership with Richard in their own web development company. Bit by bit, as it had expanded and taken on more employees, Sonder Digital had colonised half the second floor of an old warehouse building in a semi-industrial corner of the city. Giving each other shit was a crucial part of the bond between the two programmers, who often spent their leisure time talking shop in a language that was as impenetrable to Diana and Lenka as computer code itself.

‘He is so full of it,’ Lenka said in her lightly accented English, although she didn’t need to. The truth was that both Richard and Arie worked ridiculously long hours and cared equally deeply about the success of their business. To keep the staff happy and fulfilled, they’d instituted daily pep talks, regular team bonding activities and a monthly Hack Day, as well as fitting the office out with a table tennis set-up and a large fridge that was always generously stocked with kombucha.

Diana moved to Arie’s side and swiped a slice of mozzarella from one of his pizzas.

‘Pest,’ he said, although he kissed her hair.

‘You’ll take care of him for me, won’t you?’ Diana asked Lenka. ‘Make sure he doesn’t get worked into the ground while I’m gone.’

‘Don’t worry. I’ll feed him and water him. Make sure he occasionally gets fresh air and sunlight,’ Lenka said. ‘I promise.’

It wasn’t always a done deal that the partners of long-standing best friends like Arie and Richard ended up being close friends themselves, but Diana and Lenka were among the lucky ones, despite being about as different as two women could be. Diana, as a rule, did not cook. Neither did she fold laundry, put out garbage, clean ovens or scrub bathrooms. Lenka, on the other hand, was unable to leave her house until she had wiped the sink, straightened her already straight doona cover and plumped her couch cushions. Diana knew it wasn’t fair to have been blessed with the ability to eat anything she wanted and remain stick thin, while Lenka had to restrict herself to a regimented diet in order to remain only as round as she already was.

Lenka was a psychologist, and Diana could imagine how reassuring her clients would find her forthright practicality. Lenka wasn’t the slightest bit musical; instead she played several sports, the rougher the better. Although, tonight Diana found herself wondering for how much longer this would be true. She watched Richard take a slug of his boutique beer and run a hand through his close-cropped hair.

‘So, um,’ he said, ‘we have news. It isn’t really public yet, but that’ll probably happen when you’re away, Di, and … well, we wanted to tell you in person.’

Diana looked to Lenka.

‘We’re pregnant,’ she announced.

In the cramped kitchen, there was an explosion of hugging, squealing and delight, along with all the usual questions. How far along? (Almost twelve weeks.) Will you find out the sex? (Absolutely.) How much leave will you take? (As much as I can get away with.) Diana poured Lenka’s wine down the sink and fetched her a glass of sparkling mineral water.

‘We were hoping,’ Lenka said, ‘that you two would be the baby’s godparents.’

‘Of course,’ Arie said, glancing over at Diana. In the fleeting look that passed between them, Arie sensed some kind of uncertainty. But before he could study it, and before Richard or Lenka had noticed her reservation, Diana was once again bubbling over with happiness for her friends.

‘Holy shit,’ she said, clinking her glass against Lenka’s, Arie’s and Richard’s. ‘You guys are having a freaking baby!’

‘Aren’t you two celebrating tonight as well?’ Lenka asked, trying to deflect some of the attention.

‘We are,’ Diana said, slipping her arm around Arie’s waist. ‘Seven years together. Seven years.’
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‘Is there a particular reason for that?’ Diana asked.

It was past eleven, and for the last quarter of an hour Arie had been sitting shirtless against the pillows in the summer warmth of their bedroom. He was aware of every move Diana made as she padded around the bedroom in a pale pink wisp of a nightgown, dithering with her hand luggage and setting the alarm.

‘A reason for what?’ Arie asked.

Although there was a book open on his lap, Diana was fairly sure that in all the time it had taken her to check and double-check she had packed all her important things … passport, credit card, phone charger … he hadn’t turned a single page. She sat beside him on the bed.

‘For that little thundercloud over your head.’

‘There’s no thundercloud,’ he said, without looking up from his page.

‘Arie, it’s right there,’ Diana said, poking at the air just above his head. ‘I can see it.’

‘You’re imagining it.’

‘I don’t think I am.’

Now he did look up. He closed his book, and sighed. ‘Do you really want to do this? Right now? Tonight?’

Diana was surprised by the note of irritation in his tone. ‘Well, it seems like you have something to say.’ She set her jaw. ‘So, let’s hear it.’

‘Okay then,’ Arie said. ‘Look at your hand. The left.’

Diana did as she was asked.

‘What do you see?’

She saw freckles, two fine parallel scars from a rabbit scratch she’d sustained as a child, and short, slim fingers that right now had stored inside them one half of Prokofiev’s Concerto No. 2, the one she would soon play with the Orchestre de Paris.

‘I don’t see anything.’

‘That’s right,’ Arie said.

‘O-o-oh. I get it. You’re mad I’m not wearing my engagement ring.’ The thing was, Diana never wore rings. Or bracelets, or a watch; they got in the way while she was playing. ‘I hate wearing rings. You know that.’

Arie sat forward so that Diana could see every detail of the unmarked olive skin of his chest, the vulnerable dips on the insides of his collarbones, the smooth curves of his shoulders. She wished she had not taken his bait. If she’d just taken the book out of his hands, switched off the lamp and slid into bed beside him, by now they’d be making love the way they always did right before she went away – with an edge of sadness that gave it a delicious little bite.

‘How long have you had the engagement ring that you hate wearing?’ he asked.

‘It must be … what? Three years?’

Arie had proposed to Diana in New York, on a blue-sky day in August, in a rowboat in Central Park. With its bolted-on oars, the blunt-nosed little vessel hadn’t been easy to manoeuvre, but somehow Arie had managed to paddle across the busy lake to the place where a jazz trio was playing under a pergola that jutted out into the water. He’d had high hopes for the ring in his pocket, having asked the jeweller to make it small enough, delicate enough, for a pianist to wear. But although Diana had received it – and his proposal – with nothing but joy and excitement, the ring had spent almost all of its life inside a velvet box. And no wedding had ever ensued.

‘We’ve been engaged for nearly four and a half years,’ Arie said.

‘Well, that’s pretty good going, isn’t it?’ Diana replied with brittle humour, hoping to get a laugh out of him. None came.

‘Why aren’t we married?’

Diana sighed. ‘You know why. We just haven’t got around to it yet. We never know when I’m going to be …’

‘Actually, you’re in control of your schedule. So why aren’t we married?’

‘Why do we have to be?’

‘I hate it when you answer questions with questions.’

‘I like being Diana Clare,’ she said, aware of the pouty tone in her voice.

‘Who says you’d have to change your name?’

‘I like being Miss Clare. I hate Ms. It’s clunky.’

‘When you said yes, did you ever have any intention of marrying me?’

‘Yes,’ Diana said, without conviction.

‘So are you ever going to marry me?’

‘I’m never going to leave you,’ Diana said.

‘That’s not what I asked.’

‘Oh, Arie, I don’t know.’

Arie heard the frustration in her voice and wished he hadn’t bothered with the conversation. After seven years, he ought to have known better than to go head to head with Diana over an issue like this one; being challenged only made her obstinate.

‘Well, I want you to think about it. While you’re away. I want you to come home with a decision.’

Diana felt a chill ripple down her spine. ‘Or what?’

‘It isn’t an ultimatum.’

‘Feels like one.’

‘It’s time, Diana. It’s time we took that step.’

‘Weddings are tacky,’ Diana said, in a way that was both dismissive and an invitation for Arie to disagree.

‘It could be however you wanted it to be,’ he said gently.

‘But why is it necessary? You know I love you. I do. I love you. I’ve already said I want to be with you forever. We bought this house together. I’m not going anywhere.’

‘Except, of course, you are,’ Arie said.

There was a silence, in which Diana felt every mile of the distance she was about to travel, and every minute of all the hours that would pass before she would be home again.

‘And, what was that thing you did? When Richard and Lenka asked us to be godparents?’ Arie asked.

‘What thing?’

‘You know. That look you gave me.’

Diana sighed deeply. ‘It was a really big question, and you just said yes, without even thinking about it. Being a godparent is a commitment.’

‘So? They’re our closest friends.’

‘I don’t like to say yes to anything unless I’m totally sure I’m going to be able to do it properly. Get it right.’

In this, Arie recognised the perfectionist tendencies that made her the pianist she was.

‘Diana, everywhere I look, all around me, there are people going forwards,’ he said. ‘But we’re not.’

Her eyes narrowed. ‘Is this about having children? Is that what this is really all about?’

‘I don’t know,’ Arie faltered. ‘That’s a whole other debate. But I’d like to get married. I want to … do the next thing. But you … it feels like you just want things to go on the way they are, forever.’

‘Why is that so terrible?’

‘Have you ever thought that maybe it’s not what I want?’

Diana was not accustomed to Arie telling her what he wanted. The fact was, and Diana knew this, that what Arie usually wanted was to make her happy.

She got to her feet.

‘Where are you going?’ Arie asked, even though – as she walked out the bedroom door – he knew. A moment later he heard the lid of the Steinway being flung open. Then piano scales were coming through the walls – fierce, yet precise.
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If, in one sense, the love song had begun seven years before with a knock at a door, in another sense it began that night in the piano room.

It was almost midnight by the time Diana had played enough scales to work her way through her annoyance, although quite why she was so annoyed she couldn’t precisely say. Her feelings about weddings were complicated. There was embarrassment in the mix, certainly. The idea of dressing up in a particular kind of dress and saying a particular set of words … it all felt mawkish to her. Part of her felt that getting married involved making in public a promise that ought to be completely private. Another part almost, almost, liked the idea. But even if her feelings about weddings were complicated, her feelings about Arie were not. If she’d been better with words, she might have been able to tell him as much.

She sat at the piano, a sheen of sweat on her skin and the backs of her thighs clinging to the leather-topped stool. The bay window, its angled panes open in the hope of catching a cooling breeze, allowed in the scent of the jasmine that grew wild over the front of the house. As Diana took in the familiar pattern of the white keys and the black, she could feel the shape of the song inside her. Like any good love song, this one had two parts. As her fingers moved over the keys, they first invented the deeper part, the foundation, which consisted of sequences of chords, arranged in threes, rising and falling. Then they formed the melody, which came in over the top of the lower notes, sweet and sustained, swirling like icing on a cake.

After a while, Diana opened a manuscript book, black and leather-bound, and took up the pencil that she kept on the music desk of the piano. She played, and stopped, jotted down the notes she had just discovered, then played again. She scrubbed at certain notes with an eraser, wrote other notes in their place, then played again.

By the time Arie appeared in the doorway, squinting against the light, the song was almost finished. It needed only three or four more bars to be complete, but there could be no fudging, not when it came to an ending. Diana did not like songs to simply fade out. For her, one of the great pleasures of good music was an exquisitely resolved ending, when a final note or chord hung in the air and resonated in her chest so that she felt like crying. Not because she was sad, but because she was moved.

She looked at him – his chest bare, his pale blue cotton boxer shorts low on his hips. Every part of him, she knew and loved: the top right-hand quarter of his chest where she rested her head when she half woke in the mornings, edged closer and nudged her way into his arms; the ridiculously accentuated arches of his feet; the perfect flat whorl of his navel; the way his facial hair – on the rare occasion he let it grow – was a shade or two darker than the hair on his head; his sculpted lips.

‘Come to bed,’ he said, holding out a hand. ‘You’ll be so tired tomorrow.’

Diana closed the notebook on the piano desk, stood and stretched. Reaching the doorway, she took his hand and put her forehead against his chest.

‘I’m sorry,’ she said, her eyes on the floor.

‘What was that thing you were playing?’ he asked.

She looked up at him and shrugged. ‘Just a … song.’

‘It was beautiful.’

He was right. It was beautiful, but as Diana got up and went with him back to their bed, she still didn’t know exactly how it ended.




How to End a Love Song

TWO NIGHTS LATER, on the twenty-sixth floor of a glassy hotel in Singapore, Diana lay between the starched white sheets of a king-sized bed, not sleeping. Against her floor-to-ceiling windows, heavy droplets of monsoonal rain exploded into rivulets. The city beyond was a bright matrix of coloured lights and slashes of gleaming black water.

Diana’s famous red dress was draped across a plush armchair and a pair of high-heeled shoes lay kicked off on the carpet. Diana didn’t like performing in heels; she much preferred her trusty old Converse sneakers, but a newspaper arts reporter had offered the opinion that it was time – now that Diana was thirty-two – for her to ‘relinquish the trappings of her wunderkind days’. Maturity, Diana thought, was enough to give you blisters.

The bedside clock announced the local time was just past midnight, which meant that back home it was past three. Even so, Diana was not the least bit sleepy. On a bench beyond the foot of the bed, its silhouette reflecting in a huge mirror, was the enormous bouquet she had been given at the end of tonight’s performance. Tropical and lush, the arrangement was full of large-scale foliage and the pink orchids that were the Singaporean national flower. But, like pianos themselves, bouquets were hardly something that could be taken on the road. Tomorrow, when the blooms hadn’t even begun to wilt, she would leave her flowers behind in the hotel’s ice bucket and hope that someone else would have a chance to enjoy them while she was making her way to Paris.

Diana wished she were not so very wide awake. Not now. She needed to be rested if she was going to arrive in the French capital ready to begin several days of demanding orchestral rehearsals for the Prokofiev concerto. For another half a deluded hour, she lay with her eyes closed and tried to sleep. But it was futile.

Switching on the light, she had to admit that the hotel room had been thoroughly Diana-fied. Her suitcase appeared to have coughed three-quarters of its contents out onto the floor, where there lay a tangled pile of garments and shoes, toiletries and sheet music. From the chaos, Diana tugged out a light dress and a pair of sandals, her notebook and a pencil that would have to do, even though it needed sharpening. Then she stepped out into the hallway and set off in search of the hotel’s piano.

When it came to accommodation, the presence of a piano was Diana’s only hard and fast requirement. Sometimes the instrument would turn out to be nothing more prepossessing than a tinny upright, tucked against a wall in the kind of parlour where guests were invited to have a late-night cup of cocoa. Other times, it would be a grand piano in pride of place in an echoing, marble-floored lobby. Here in Singapore, the piano she found was a glossy black Kawai, full sized and nearly new, occupying a commanding position on a balcony above the hotel’s rattan-furnished lounge. It was cordoned off with red velvet ropes strung between chrome bollards, but its curved lid was propped, invitingly, open.

Diana could hear, drifting up from the room below, the chink of ice in substantial tumblers, streams of chatter and bursts of laughter. Over the railing she could see men in boat shoes and open-necked shirts toasting each other with beer bottles wedged with lemon. Women with the aura of off-the-leash flight attendants sipped cocktails, their bright dresses showing off the kind of flawless brown ankles and shoulders that made Diana envious.

The ropes and bollards, Diana decided, didn’t apply to her. She stepped over a low loop of velvet, and sat down at the piano. By way of a few exploratory scales, she introduced herself to the instrument, which met her touch with a reassuringly warm, even sound. A good piano, in Diana’s world, was one that allowed her to imagine its sound rising off it in a lovely round bubble. And this was a good piano – good enough that she briefly considered putting herself through the paces of the Prokofiev concerto. But, no. Sleep did not lie in that direction.

Tonight was a night for her almost-finished love song. She set her fingers on the keys and softly began, hoping that the momentum of the music would carry her all the way to the last, perfect note.

As she played, she thought of Arie, about how it felt to love him, and be loved by him. She thought about all the things that people, and sometimes even Arie himself, couldn’t see, or didn’t understand.

Diana had never wished for a man of a certain height, or with a particular angle to his jawline, or with a dazzling future in some particular high-calibre profession. What she’d been looking for was something infinitely more precious – a certain architecture of the heart. Immediately that she met Arie, she’d been able to sense it within him – like a pale marble palace with open walls. Stable but delicate, solid but airy. From the very first, she’d known that in him, she had found a place that she could trust without question, a place she could rest, a place where she would always be free.

Somehow her song had to convey all of this, as well as how treasured she felt when he set down a cup of tea each morning at her bedside, and how she loved his voice, which was mellow and gentle and sexy, whether on the other end of a telephone or in her ear in the darkness, and how grateful she was each time he refused – with perfect diplomacy – to be goaded into an argument with her mother; and also how it felt each time she arrived home at the end of a tour, scanned the airport arrivals hall for his face in the crowd, and found it.

She thought about how it would be, at the end of this trip, to take him into the piano room and play her song for him, and how good it would feel when he understood that she had made up her mind.

Have I? she asked herself.

Yes, she thought, yes. She would marry him. Even though she was afraid, even though she wasn’t sure she would always get every part of it right. If it really was so important to him, then she would do it. And with that, her hands mapped their way across the last short stretch of the melody. E chord to A chord. A perfect cadence. It was obvious really, she thought, as the rightness of the chord progression raised pinpricks of tears at the back of her eyes.

‘Yes,’ Diana murmured to herself. ‘That’s right.’

She lifted her hands from the keys and smiled as the final notes of her love song hovered in the muggy air of the hotel balcony.
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A fact of Arie’s life was that if Diana was at home, there was music. She liked it loud, and had once explained to Arie that for her there was such a thing as a perfect volume. The way she described it, it was as if the music were being siphoned into her skull, and as it got louder it took up more and more space, until there came a moment of equilibrium when the sound precisely occupied the contours of the bones, squeezing out all other thought.

For Diana, Arie had learned, music was an all-purpose medication. She used rousing music to stir herself to action, maudlin music to soothe herself in distress, violent music if she needed to vent, and bittersweet music if she felt like crying.

Usually, if Arie woke on a Sunday morning to find Diana’s half of the bed empty, there would already be music somewhere in the house. Whether she was singing in the bathroom, playing the Steinway behind the frosted glass doors of the piano room, listening to the radio in the kitchen or cranking the stereo so that sound filtered into every room of the house, the nature of the music would tell Arie everything he needed to know about Diana’s mood.

This particular Sunday morning, though, the house was quiet. The only accompaniment to Arie’s solitary routine – make coffee, shower, shave, wander down to the bakery for a pain au chocolat, read the newspaper at the kitchen bench – was a tune he was humming, unsatisfactorily, to himself. It was that tune she’d been playing in the middle of the night when he’d gone into the piano room to coax her back to bed. He made a mental note to ask her again what it was. When she got home.
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Travelling, for Diana, almost always brought on the slightly suspended feeling she had now, as she stood in the queue to board the Sunday night Air Pleiades Flight PQ108 from Singapore to Paris. No matter how far or how often she journeyed, travelling never made her feel that the world was small. Rather, it reminded her how vast and complicated the planet was – how many different people there were living inside their individual orbits, walking their particular streets, visiting their local shops, eating their accustomed foods, speaking their one or many languages.

Thinking of Arie, she took out her phone. The message she wrote was only one word long: Sonder.

It was Diana who’d come up with the name for Arie and Richard’s business. Sonder – a word from the internet phenomenon the Dictionary of Obscure Sorrows – was a word to describe the sudden feeling or knowledge that everyone else around you was experiencing a reality as deep and complex as your own. It could happen in a busy street, or on a subway train, or – as it so often did for Diana – in an airport. All these people, and every single one of them full to the brim with pasts and futures, hopes and fears, friends and enemies, loves and losses.

She added an emoji to her message, the one of a smiling face with blushing cheeks, but then, calculating that it would be almost midnight back at home, and that Arie was likely to be asleep, she decided not to press send. She didn’t want him sitting bolt upright in their bed and fumbling for his phone; she didn’t want him worrying. She would send the message later, she thought, because in that moment Diana Clare was a woman who thought there was plenty of later to come.

She put her phone away and watched the people around her. Her attention was drawn to a small girl with large brown eyes and impossibly long black hair, who held tightly and proudly to the handle of her very own ladybird suitcase. She observed a handsome Nordic-looking couple who stood in the queue, each of them wearing a BabyBjörn carrier that held a small, white-haired baby. Each parent was clearly exhausted, but equally clearly on a mission to surmount their exhaustion without losing their shit.

Diana admired the flight attendants behind the check-in booths, all of them with silver Pleiades constellation brooches pinned to their immaculate navy lapels. She had no way of knowing that they had all been away from home for the entire previous week, and that this was to be the last flight of their roster. Neither had she any way of knowing that they had arrived late at the airport, the crew bus having been delayed when a collision between a motorbike and a delivery van caused a pile-up on a rain-slicked freeway. With their beautifully pressed shirts and blouses, their polished black shoes, the women with their buns carefully sprayed, the men with their chins newly shaven, they concealed perfectly the rush they now faced to achieve an on-schedule departure time of 10.35 pm.

After flashing her passport and boarding pass, Diana made her way down the airbridge and stepped onto the plane. Inside, the air retained something of the warmth and humidity of the local conditions; Diana found it hard to believe that she would step off this plane into the pre-dawn of Charles de Gaulle Airport, where she would need her coat, scarf, hat and gloves. She was pleased to find she had been seated by a window, with a luxuriously empty seat next to her. Even better, the woman in the aisle seat, who wore a pair of expensive noise-cancelling headphones, showed no early signs of wanting to chat.

Beyond her porthole window, on the far side of a stretch of wet tarmac, lightning forked brightly on the horizon. Diana did not switch on her seat-back television, or open her novel to read. She tucked the airline’s thin blue blanket around her, put her pillow against the arm of her seat to cushion her hip, and closed her eyes, so that she was already half asleep when the plane heaved itself up off the ground and into the air.
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A flicked switch.

That’s all it was, really – a switch flicked in the wrong direction, and one that someone on the crew might have noticed, had their flight preparations not been so rushed. But Diana would never know the details. She would never know that this particular plane had arrived earlier that day from Beijing with its crew reporting a frozen seal in the rear service door. She would never know that a ground engineer had switched the aircraft’s pressurisation system to ‘manual’ for the purposes of his inspection, but neglected to switch it back to ‘auto’ when he’d finished. Neither would she know that because the system was set to manual, the valves controlling the flow of air into the cabin remained where they were – slightly open – when the engineer completed his investigation, so that as the plane climbed into the night sky, thinner air from outside seeped silently inside.

There were so many reasons to say ‘if only’. An alarm sounded in the cockpit as the craft continued to ascend, alerting the captain and his co-pilot to the fact that the cabin had failed to pressurise. If only that alarm had not been identical in tone to the take-off and landing configuration warning that the pilots routinely tested before each flight. If only the pilots had not wasted crucial minutes in the cockpit with that distracting horn blaring in their ears. If only they’d realised what was really happening, instead of sending messages to their maintenance operations centre about how to turn off what they believed to be a false alarm. If only they’d recognised the beginnings of their disorientation and made recourse to their emergency oxygen supplies.

The cruel irony of oxygen deprivation is that it reduces the brain’s ability to recognise the symptoms. As the pilots descended deeper into confusion, Diana woke from a dozing
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